The Role of the Chapter President

The primary role of the Chapter President is to provide leadership and direction to the Chapter.  However, this is an impossible task if there are no volunteers to be “led and directed” to assist in the operation of the Chapter.  Thus, the President must also recruit and, when necessary, train volunteers from the Chapter to fill whatever operational roles are required to assure that all requirements are met.  In most Chapters within the Region, the incoming President has served as “President Elect” or “Executive VP” or in other board positions and, therefore, has a feel for how the President should function; hopefully, you’ve had this experience.  In point of fact, the position of “President” is, really, a three year commitment; a year as “President Elect’, a year as “President” and, finally, a year as “Past President”.  There are a number of Chapters across the Society, which has gone to a two-year term for Chapter President.  The advantage of this is that the individual becomes more effective and efficient as Chapter President during the first term and is more comfortable in the position during the second term.  The disadvantage is that this makes the commitment, at least, 4 years and, at most, 6 years.  The Chapter must decide how to make the position term work best to gain the maximum benefit for the Chapter.  One method used in some Chapters, is one year as “President Elect”, two years as President,, and one year as Past President; however, a means must be found to fulfill the duties assigned to “President-Elect” and “Past President” when those positions are not filled.  As onerous as this might sound, it makes a Chapter run much more smoothly as you will not come into the office without some sense of what is required and, after your term is over, you will not leave before the Chapter has profited from your time as President.  One excellent method of learning the nuances of Chapter operations is for President-elect to manage the PassPort Recognition program.  And, never overlook the position of Past President.  That individual has a wealth of knowledge about Chapter operations and can provide valuable advice and counsel concerning the many situations inherent in having a smoothly run Chapter.  It is important for the Past President to remember to check his or her ego at the door since it is not “his/her Chapter to run anymore”.  In many Chapters, the Past President takes another BOD position, e.g., Programs, Education, etc, and serves both in that position and as a “Presidential Advisor” and/or “Chapter Ambassador”.

The Role of the Chapter President continued  

The Chapter President also assures that Chapter meets the needs of its customers (members, volunteers, local industry, and the community), assures that the Chapter is run in a fiscally responsible manner, and serves as the Chapter’s voting representative on the Region Leadership Team.   Additionally, the President represents the Chapter in the local community, assures that the Chapter’s transition from year to year runs smoothly, and serves as an information conduit between Society/ Region and the Chapter.

The BOD should be structured to meet the operational requirements of the members.  That is, if your Chapter doesn’t have dinner meetings, professional development meetings, or similar activities, it, probably, doesn’t need a “Programs” individual.  However, if education offerings are a major thrust, as in most chapters, you may need more than one individual to handle the various aspects of that activity; for example, the chapter may want a “Director of Public Seminars” and a “Director of In-Plant Seminars” and a “Director of Educational Arrangements” rather than a single “Director of Education”.  Many BODs utilize committees and assign  “Director” or “Chairperson” positions to take on the responsibilities of key chapter functions such as education or membership.  

This serves 2 purposes; first, it makes a large task more manageable by dividing it up and, secondly, introduces new potential BoD leaders to the operations of the board.

Your BOD should be structured to have all functional areas covered to meet your local requirements; there is no “only and correct” way to build this structure.  Furthermore, don’t be afraid to change the BOD structure as chapter requirements and/or volunteer availability changes. This does not mean that changes should be made capriciously or every time the BOD membership changes, but it does mean that the BOD must remain a functional entity, which reflects the operational necessities of the chapter. However you design your BOD or Executive Committee or whatever its called, ensure that there is meaningful work for the members to do, since nothing deflates a volunteer more than doing something which has little or no meaning.  Worse yet, nothing cuts down volunteerism more than for an individual to volunteer and have no one call to discuss where that individual’s skills and talents might fit into the chapter’s operations-don’t ignore those who volunteer!  

The Role of the Chapter President continued  

Finally, be ready to coach, mentor, and assist the BOD members, particularly any new ones, to assure that they are comfortable in what they are doing and know that they are not “out there alone”.  A final point – it is good practice to have position descriptions, as basic or complex as you want to make them, for positions within the BOD so you can describe for a volunteer what will be expected.  An added benefit is that these job descriptions can ease the transition from BOD year to BOD year because you’ve described what is expected.

The responsibilities of the Chapter President and the Board of Directors (BoD) or whatever term your chapter uses should be delineated in the Chapter By-laws and, if developed, the Chapter policies and procedures/SOPs.  Further, the Society PassPort document and C-Manuals are an invaluable source of information for effective and efficient Chapter operation (see the Section 10 on Resources later in the booklet).

A Chinese proverb reminds us, “A leader without followers is just someone going for a walk.” – recruiting and retaining a vibrant BOD is, probably, the greatest challenge facing the President, since a visionary BOD goes a long way in providing meaningful activities for the membership.  And- those activities and that vision are what keeps the members coming back and attracts new members.
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