
S H O U L D  T H E  C H I E F  O F  S T A F F  B E  A  B O A R D
M E M B E R ?
In Via Healthcare Consulting’s experience, the answer is no.

While well intentioned, making the chief of staff a board member—voting or non-voting—
tends to create governance challenges that outweigh the perceived benefits

Board membership is binary. A person is either a board member with fiduciary duties and a
vote, or they are not. The term “non-voting board member” is imprecise and often leads to
confusion about authority, access, and accountability, even when everyone believes the
distinction is understood. 

https://viahealthcareconsulting.com/
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From a governance perspective, the chief of staff role sits
uneasily alongside board membership. Chiefs of staff are
selected by their peers to represent the medical staff.
Those peers reasonably expect their elected leader to
bring forward physicians’ perspectives clearly and
consistently. 

Board members, however, are expected to act in the
organization’s overall interest when making fiduciary
decisions. When a chief of staff holds board membership,
these expectations can pull in different directions.

In our experience, this dynamic places the individual in a
difficult position. The issue is not intent or professionalism.
It is the challenge of reconciling representative
responsibility to the medical staff with fiduciary
responsibility to the organization when priorities diverge.

B O A R D  M E M B E R S H I P  A N D  F I D U C I A R Y
R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

E F F E C T I V E  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  W I T H O U T  B O A R D
M E M B E R S H I P
Boards still benefit greatly from hearing directly from medical staff leadership. Regular
attendance by the chief of staff at board meetings supports informed discussion and
better decision-making. That participation does not require board membership. Advisory
participation allows the board to hear the medical staff’s perspective without blurring
fiduciary roles.



Clear role distinctions also support effective meeting management.
Boards occasionally need to limit attendance for executive sessions
or sensitive discussions. Asking non-members to step out is routine
and defensible. Applying the same request to individuals labeled as
board members, even if they are non-voting, is more complicated
and often uncomfortable. Executives offer a helpful comparison.

Senior leaders attend board meetings and contribute meaningfully to
discussion. They are not board members. Their role is well understood
without creating confusion about governance authority. Medical staff
leaders benefit from the same clarity.

V I A  H E A L T H C A R E  C O N S U L T I N G ’ S
G O V E R N A N C E  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N
Based on extensive experience working with healthcare boards, Via Healthcare
Consulting has consistently observed that combining representative medical leadership
with fiduciary board responsibility creates avoidable governance risk and weakens
organizational clarity. For these reasons, Via Healthcare Consulting generally advises
boards to avoid making chiefs of staff board members and to move away from the “non-
voting board member” construct. Clear roles protect the board’s fiduciary responsibility
and allow medical staff leaders to represent their colleagues without divided
expectations. 

Clear roles do not limit voices. They support better governance and better decisions.

“Your most precious
resource is time.

Making the greatest
impact with that time is
what we can help you

do.”

Karma Bass
CEO + Co-Founder
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We focus on healthcare boards, and our consultants bring decades of experience to
our work, so you know you’re getting the very best. 
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