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What is Governance?

 Structures and processes that are designed to ensure 

accountability, transparency, responsiveness, rule of law, 

stability, equity and inclusiveness, empowerment, and 

broad-based participation.

Governance is about the culture and institutional 

environment in which members and stakeholders 

interact among themselves and participate in public

affairs.



Governance is how organizations:

Achieve their missions, purposes or goals 

and

Comply with local, state and federal laws.

It is much more than management, however.



Who Does Governance?

Every group of 3 people or more

Countries

States

Cities

For Profit Corporations

Non Profit Corporations and Organizations

Congregations/Churches

Families



Governance in Congregations

Every church has governance, whether informal or formal.

Informal – Matriarchal/Patriarchal family structure

May or may not have bylaws

Generally do not have a lot of written policies or 

procedures.

The governing body is generally a small group of 

“elders” who may or may not be formally elected.

Formal – Governing Board with an executive or 

administrator appointed by the Board.



Governance in Congregations

Churches are not subject to income tax generally, but 

are still subject to local, state and federal laws.

 In Maryland, churches must be chartered as religious 

corporations and are subject to laws regarding 

corporations. See § 5-201, Corporations & Associations 

Article of the Maryland Code. 

Corporations must file articles of incorporation and have 

directors or trustees.

 All directors or trustees are subject to fiduciary duties.



For Profit Corporations, Non-profits, and 

Congregations have different goals.

For Profit Corporations seek to make money for 

owners/shareholders.

Non-profits seek to fulfill a specific mission.

 In addition to specific missions, congregations 

seek to promote a certain moral or ethical 

philosophy or framework.



Differences between Congregations and

Secular Organizations

Unlike for-profit corporations, churches (and some non-

profits) have members.  However, members do not have a 

property interest in the church like corporate shareholders.

Congregations serve more than just their members and 

members often serve the church as officers and volunteers. 

Like non-profits, churches often have stated missions, but 

those missions always implicate a certain moral framework. 

Congregations answer to a higher power beyond the 

societies in which they operate. Thus, they are 

accountable to two authorities: society (governance) and 

their faith tradition (ministry).



Congregational Organization

Can take several forms or structures.

Board-Centered

The Board is the locus of operational authority.

Committee-Centered

Committees have most of the operational authority 

and the Board oversees the committees.

Staff-Centered

The paid staff have most of the operational 

authority, but are overseen by the Board.

Dan Hotchkiss, Governance and Ministry, 2nd ed., pp. 29-42.



A Word about Triangulation
Hotchkiss, pp. 35-40

 Triangulation is a family therapy concept discussed most famously by 

multigenerational family systems theorist Murray Bowen. 

 When in balance, a relationship between two people, known as a dyad, is 

capable of functioning well and meeting the needs of both people in it. 

However, when thrown out of balance by conflict, stress, or transitions, the 

dyad will often pull in a third person to help them stabilize the relationship.

 Triangles are normal among humans.

 They are neutral, that is, they can be used for positive or negative ends.

 Positive: Therapy and for gaining understanding

 Negative: Gossip

 Negative triangulation increases anxiety among not only the parties 

involved, but also the congregational system.



Governance in Congregations

The type of governance and organization of a 
congregation depends upon several factors:

 The size of the congregation (number of attendees);

 The culture of the congregation; and 

 The creed and/or theology of the church.

Each of these factors influence each other, but size is the 
most significant factor for most Protestant churches and 
Jewish synagogues.



Size Matters

 The most appropriate governance model depends largely 

upon the size of a congregation as measured by the median 

attendance at weekly worship services.  

 Most churches fall into one of the following five size 

categories according to Arlin Rothauge and Alice Mann:

Family Size (median attendance up to 50) 

Pastoral Size (51 to 150 median attendance)

 Transitional/Plateau (151 to 250 median attendance)

Program or Multi-cell Size (251 to 450 median attendance)

Professional or Corporate Size (451 to 800 median 

attendance)



Family Size

 Operates like an extended family (and may in fact be a 

biological family network). Just as in the famous tavern from 

the television series Cheers, “everybody knows your name.”

 Organized around a few anchoring figures called by 

Rothauge “matriarchs and patriarchs” to indicate their tacit 

authority in the system.

 Often have part-time pastors, and their clergy tend to adopt 

a chaplain role—leading worship and giving pastoral care.

 Typically board-centered organization.



Pastoral Size

 Typically have only one pastor or minister and the entire 

parish is dependent on the pastor/minister for direction, 

inspiration, and pastoral care.

Congregation’s focus is centered on the pastor, who is 

the presumed leader, but matriarchs and patriarchs still 

exercise power, which is more formalized in this size. 

Organization is usually board-centered, but can shift to 

committee-centered as the congregation grows. 

Generally have only a few committees (e.g., 

membership), subgroups or cells (e.g., choir).



Transitional Size (Plateau Zone)

 Typically committee-centered organization, whether 

intentional or not.

 Pastor-centered culture but the pastor/minister cannot 

maintain pastoral contact with all congregants due to the 

greater number of attendees and members.

 Increasing size begins to overwhelm staff and laity on the 

board and committees, but there is hesitancy to hire 

additional staff or increase staff hours.

Most stressful size for clergy, staff, and lay leaders with 

typically a high burnout rate for clergy, staff, and laity.



Program or Multi-Cell Size

 Congregational life centers around programs and ministries, like 
social action. Congregants tend to feel connected to a 
particular group within a church.

 Offer multiple worship services to accommodate the large 
number of attendees.

 Generally have a staff-centered organization with numerous 
lay leaders at many levels who work with staff to run programs, 
like religious education, and ministries.

 Typically have two to three ministers.  The senior pastor or 
minister is responsible for management of the paid staff. An 
assistant minister is usually in charge of pastoral care and may 
train laity to assist in providing pastoral care.

 Tend to have a strategic governing board that focuses on 
oversight of the minister and staff.



Professional or Corporate Size

 Like Program Size churches, congregational life centers around 
programs and targeted ministries, but the church is well known 
in the community for its worship services as well as programs.

 Offer multiple worship services that are known for their 
excellence.  The senior minister spends most of their time 
preparing for worship services and there is usually a professional 
worship team to support the senior minister. 

 Typically have three or more ministers.  The senior pastor or 
minister is responsible for management of the paid staff. 
Assistant ministers are in charge of pastoral care and religious 
education and train laity on these duties.

 Have Staff-centered organization with numerous lay leaders at 
many levels working with staff to run programs and ministries.  
Lay leaders are chosen for their competence.

 Clergy play a significant role in recruiting, preparing, and 
coaching lay leaders.



Culture of the Congregation

Reflects the culture of the city, state, region and 

country in which the church is situated.

Reflects the ethnic heritage of both past and 

present members of the congregation.

Reflects the socio-political and economic 

locations of both past and present members of 

the congregation.



Theology

Theology of the church affects governance and ministry.

 Leadership Diversity

Age

Gender

Economic Class

Educational Background

Disability

 Participation of the Congregation in Governance

 Policies as well as types of programs or ministries offered by 

the church



Theology of Unitarian Universalism

 Non-creedal, but UUs still have a theology

 Believe in the inherent worth and dignity of all humans and 
reject the depravity of humanity (Universalism)

 Reject the divinity of Jesus (Unitarianism), but believe that he 
exemplified the divine spark in each person

 Believe in the power of human agency to create “heaven on 
earth”

 Believe that revelation is ongoing and not sealed in a book 
written more than a thousand years ago.

 The UUA in the United States is relatively new (1961), but both 
denominations have long, rich histories reaching back to 325 AD.

 Protestants to the Protestants

Congregationalist roots in the United States



In Congregationalist churches, members are often 

expected to wear two hats:

One as governors and

One as ministers.

To accommodate these dual demands, a collaborative 

leadership model is best, especially for churches with staff:

Board focuses on governance and oversight;

Minister, staff and volunteers focus on ministry, 

management, and administration of programs; and

Both bodies collaborate and converse with each 

other and the congregation with regard to planning.

Hotchkiss, Governance and Ministry, 2nd ed., p. 59





Under a collaborative leadership model, both the Board 

and the Staff converse with the congregation about the 

future.

 The Board devises a strategic vision based upon 

feedback from the congregation.

 The Staff devises a strategic plan based upon the 

strategic vision and further input on specific goals from 

the congregation. 

Hotchkiss, Governance and Ministry, 2nd ed., pp. 61.

Collaborative Leadership Model: 

Shared Responsibilities 



Under a collaborative leadership model, the roles of 

church boards are to: 

 Be good partners to ministry leaders;

 Host an ongoing conversation with the congregation 

about governance; and 

Create a sound structure of policy to regulate decision-

making.

Hotchkiss, Governance and Ministry, 2nd ed., p. 75.

Collaborative Leadership Model: Boards



Under a collaborative leadership model, the roles of 

congregational staff include: 

 Doing “the daily work of building a community, 

managing resources, and transforming lives” to carry out 

the mission of the church;

 Implementing the strategic vision, as well as policies, set 

forth by the Board; and 

 Hosting an ongoing conversation with the congregation 

about the ministry of the church. 

Hotchkiss, Governance and Ministry, 2nd ed., pp. 50-51.

Collaborative Leadership Model: Staff 



Questions?


