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Impacted communities have the right and the capacity to 
determine their own lives — full stop. Philanthropy is at its 
best when it works in service of that self-determination. 
A foundation’s boardroom provides a unique opportunity 
to practice democracy and bring funders into closer 
relationship with community.

Foundation boards are where strategy gets set, resources 
get allocated, and the terms of debate get defined. 
Bringing impacted community members into that space, 
not as advisors or consultants, but as governing equals, 
goes to the heart of a funder’s decision-making power and 
sense of stewardship.

This tool offers provocations, practical tips, and tools to 
transform foundation governance as a vehicle for listening 
in ways that can shift power to impacted communities 
— ultimately enabling greater equity, accountability, and 
results that communities define for themselves.

http://listentocommunity.org
mailto:communityonboard%40listentocommunity.org?subject=


2  |  COMMUNITY ON BOARD TOOL



3  |  COMMUNITY ON BOARD TOOL

https://boardsource.org/initiatives/purpose-driven-board-leadership/
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GEO convenes and supports grantmakers who are 
shifting governance, as well as a collective of philanthropy 
infrastructure organizations focused on reimagining 
governance. “Toward Meaningful, Valuable, Equitable 
Governance” highlights promising practices that 
grantmakers are testing and learning from as they explore 
governance purpose, roles, relationships and processes.

The National Center for Family Philanthropy’s Family 
Giving Lifecycle framework advises family foundations to 
center community by focusing on the questions “for whom 
and with whom” when considering governance structure and 
decision-making processes. 

Grounded in its Purpose-Driven Board Leadership 
framework, BoardSource  published “Authorized Voice & 
Power in the Boardroom: Reimagining Governance to Fulfill 
Philanthropy’s Promise” with an invitation to reflect on who 
has legitimacy in governing, and whether and how to effect 
change at the governance level. 

Nonprofit Quarterly published a three-part series 
challenging traditional governance models and offering a 
new vision for boards. The series focuses on nonprofits but 
it has great relevance to foundations, especially around the 
mindsets and practices that support liberatory governance.

https://www.geofunders.org/resource/toward-meaningful-valuable-equitable-governance/
https://www.geofunders.org/resource/toward-meaningful-valuable-equitable-governance/
https://www.geofunders.org/resource/toward-meaningful-valuable-equitable-governance/
https://www.ncfp.org/family-giving-lifecycle-governance
https://www.ncfp.org/family-giving-lifecycle-governance
https://www.ncfp.org/family-giving-lifecycle-governance
https://boardsource.org/resources/authorized-voice-power-in-the-boardroom/
https://boardsource.org/resources/authorized-voice-power-in-the-boardroom/
https://boardsource.org/resources/authorized-voice-power-in-the-boardroom/
https://boardsource.org/resources/authorized-voice-power-in-the-boardroom/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/series/how-to-build-better-nonprofit-boards/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/series/how-to-build-better-nonprofit-boards/
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mailto:communityonboard%40listentocommunity.org?subject=
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Confronting dominant culture

An important step for funders is to get better at seeing, naming, and changing norms that 
perpetuate a “power-over” relationship that reflects and supports white dominant culture* 
and/or for-profit corporate-influenced models and norms. Here are some common ways 
dominant culture shows up in philanthropy’s boardrooms:

* �Tema Okun’s cataloging of attributes is continuously updated through the website (divorcing) White Supremacy 
Culture. Okun states: “White supremacy culture is the widespread ideology baked into the beliefs, values, norms, 
and standards of our groups (many if not most of them), our communities, our towns, our states, our nation, 
teaching us both overtly and covertly that whiteness holds value, whiteness is value.”
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Confronting dominant culture
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Confronting dominant culture
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Rethinking the meaning of ownership

Engaging impacted community members in foundation governance, and doing it with integrity 
and care, requires disrupting deep assumptions about whose board and organization it is 
in the first place. Who comprises the “we”? The words used in the boardroom are an entry 
point to the deeper mindset shifts needed to point the foundation’s accountability to impacted 
communities.

This mindset shift might be especially challenging for family foundations — where family 
members might see their name on the front door and photo on the wall in addition to having a 
family story that is closely intertwined with the foundation’s. We encourage family foundations 
not to brush over feelings of loss that might accompany board change, even when family 
members themselves seek it. The National Center for Family Philanthropy* has many useful 
resources to support family members in making the shift — in mindset and practice — from 
ownership to stewardship.

A mindset shift is needed across foundation types and among board members from all 
walks of life. Governance derived from for-profit norms** can lead to conflating board and 
staff leaders with “owners,” donors with “shareholders” and “customers,” and grantees with 
“suppliers” and “contractors.” In this formulation, “community” doesn’t fit easily: at best, 
perhaps thought of as the foundation’s “market”; at worst, not thought of at all.

* �National Center for Family Philanthropy
** �The Source Codes of Foundation Culture, Grantmakers for Effective Organizations

https://www.geofunders.org/resource/the-source-codes-of-foundation-culture/
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Understanding fiduciary responsibility

As stewards of the public trust, fiduciary responsibility is a threshold purpose for a foundation 
board. BoardSource explains nonprofit fiduciary duty and responsibilities require board 
members to “exercise reasonable care in all decision making” and “act for the good of 
the organization rather than the benefit of themselves.”* This seems straightforward. The 
problem arises when a foundation board does not put purpose first and sees assets, risks, and 
accountabilities only through a financial lens.

In for-profit settings, “fiduciary responsibility” focuses on protecting and growing financial 
assets and maximizing shareholder profits. Board members from those contexts can carry that 
orientation to philanthropy.

Even board members without for-profit experience can defer to their counterparts and absorb 
this orientation. We’ve heard countless board members use “fiduciary” synonymously with 
“financial.” In fact, the term does not inherently refer to finances, but rather any situation in 
which one party puts its trust and confidence in another.

Through the provision of tax benefits, the community places its trust and confidence in the 
foundation to use its financial and other assets in the community’s best interest. A foundation 
board’s primary loyalty — its fiduciary responsibility — is to honor the public trust by ensuring 
the organization fulfills its charitable purpose.

With more community-relevant knowledge on the board, the foundation can make better 
decisions and have greater impact. Being more connected to community members enables 
a foundation to be accountable to the people actually impacted by its funds and decisions 
— putting the community at the center as the institution’s primary stakeholder, owner, and 
fiduciary responsibility.

* �Nonprofit Fiduciary Duty + Responsibilities, BoardSource

https://boardsource.org/resources/fiduciary-responsibilities/
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Understanding fiduciary responsibility

* �“We redefined our fiduciary duty as responsibility to social movements,” Compton Foundation
** �“Definition of Fiduciary Responsibility,” Trust Based Philanthropy Project, Elmina B. Sewall Foundation

**

*

https://comptonfoundation.org/the-end/03/
https://www.trustbasedphilanthropy.org/tools-resources/sewall-fiduciary-responsbility
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Using bylaws to spark change

Contrary to the way they sound, bylaws are not dictated by the law. Rather, they are the rules 
that an organization determines for itself. Bylaws can dictate when and how the board meets, 
how decisions are made, how information is shared, and how work gets done. Once written 
down, they often feel immutable. But save for a few exceptions (like a health conversion 
foundation created under conditions set by a state attorney general, where some changes 
may require outside approval), most bylaws can be changed by the organization itself without 
external approval. Even a trust document establishing the foundation likely has a provision for 
amending it.

At many organizations, bylaws were created simply by following a template drafted by legal 
counsel. These templates can mirror for-profit norms that bias towards the wealthy class, 
screening out the expertise that resides in impacted communities and perpetuating a status 
quo idea about what leadership looks like. Bylaws, policy manuals, committee charters, or 
other governing documents might require, for example, that board members meet eligibility 
requirements around professional and social networks, education levels, or professional 
credentials. At community foundations or others foundations that raise money, they may 
include expectations of financial contributions.

Family foundations sometimes have governing policies that require a certain number or 
percentage of board seats go to family members. While these requirements may reflect 
a desire to maintain family connectedness, pass philanthropic values to subsequent 
generations, or protect a family’s legacy, the upshot is they allow families to maintain 
“ownership” over a foundation’s financial assets.

It’s good practice to periodically review bylaws and identify changes that would make 
 space for new and needed voices and to re-center the board on purpose and accountability  
to impacted communities. We advise you to seek legal counsel to guide your  
particular circumstance.
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Using bylaws to spark change

One community foundation that updated its mission to name its equity commitment 
and to center impacted communities was shocked to see how much bias 
inadvertently lurked in its bylaws. The bylaws specified governing powers that 
focused exclusively on making business decisions and managing the business of 
the foundation, with no mention of accountability to mission or impacted community. 
Various provisions of the bylaws focused far more attention on donors and gifts to the 
foundation than on benefit to the community.

This community foundation’s bylaws listed board qualifications that specified skills 
and experience in accounting, banking, law, investments, philanthropy, and nonprofit 
trusteeship, but only “awareness” of the needs of the communities served. This board 
was composed overwhelmingly of business owners, bank executives, real estate 
developers, and leaders of the local hospital and college — all caring individuals and 
dedicated volunteers who had very little first-hand knowledge of or experience with 
the foundation’s priority neighborhoods or issues. Because this board, like most, was 
self-electing, the overall profile of the board perpetuated itself term after term, despite 
good intentions to diversify.

This foundation decided to largely re-write its bylaws. They began by aligning the 
board’s purpose to stewarding the foundation’s resources to achieve its community-
centered mission. Further, they named the need to seek out lived expertise that could 
help the board live up to that purpose. Finally, they specified structures and processes 
that supported that purpose, including board nominations processes. Though the 
initial push to revise the bylaws came from the executive leader as part of recentering 
impacted communities in the community foundation’s purpose, the board exercised 
its authority to approve these changes that ultimately would change the composition, 
culture, and work of the board.

One additional outcome of the bylaws revision was being honest about the board’s 
role in fundraising and de-coupling board service from fundraising. Like many 
community foundations, this one had a “give/get” orientation that made high net 
worth the most valuable attribute for the board. Foundations that raise money 
might consider having a donor advisory board or fundraising committee for large 
donors. Refocusing the board’s purpose to mission stewardship and community 
accountability required some redesigning of other functions, such as fundraising 
and donor engagement, that ultimately allowed this community foundation to more 
authentically connect with different segments of the community.
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Using bylaws to spark change

* �“Toward Meaningful, Valuable, Equitable Governance,” page 17, Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, 
Trust Based Philanthropy Project, Ford Family Foundation

** �Podcast: “Creating a ‘Movement-Led Family Foundation’: A Conversation with the Kolibri Foundation,” 
Listen to Community

*

**

mailto:https://www.geofunders.org/resource/toward-meaningful-valuable-equitable-governance/?subject=
https://listentocommunity.org/creating-a-movement-led-family-foundation-a-conversation-with-the-kolibri-foundation/
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Describing the job

We encourage foundations seeking to transform board culture to write or update their board 
job description, handbook, and other related materials to make explicit how the board is 
accountable to community. Use the opportunity to address unnamed biases and longstanding 
habits in service of assembling a board whose collective skills, experiences, perspectives, and 
identities best reflect the communities the foundation seeks to benefit and can best deliver the 
communities’ desired outcomes.

After updating the board job description, a foundation may find that current board members 
don’t fit the bill. This realization can catalyze investments in training and development to help 
the board transition. Or it might push foundations to recognize that a new board needs to be 
entirely re-formed.

A critical mass of board members terming out can be an opportunity to refresh the board and 
reflect the desired intention. If there is not a natural turnover opportunity, foundations can 
consider growing the number of board seats, or, as Ananda Valenzuela writes, it might be “the 
time to assess whether some people need to leave in order for your board to be able to begin 
this new chapter in your [institution’s] journey.” In this approach, a minimum number of board 
members may be legally required to oversee the transition to a new board.
�

* �“A New Framework for Governance Duties: Loving Accountability and Abundant Resourcing,” Ananda 
Valenzuela, Nonprofit Quarterly, February 11, 2025

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/a-new-framework-for-governance-duties-loving-accountability-and-abundant-resourcing/
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Elements of a job description
The job description should lay out answers to these key questions  

that speak to all potential and current board members:

Describing the job
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Elements of a job description (continued)

The job description should lay out answers to these key questions  
that speak to all potential and current board members:

Describing the job
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Recruiting for purpose
Many boards use a matrix to map the identities and competencies of board members 
and reveal gaps. But these often reflect conventional assumptions, privileging skills and 
credentials, like accounting, alongside demographics, such as gender, race, and age. The risk 
is recruiting for the same profile the board has always had.

Whether or not a formal matrix is used, begin with an understanding of who already has 
access and voice on the board and who doesn’t but should. Be explicit about giving at least 
equal weight to lived experience, first-hand perspectives, and accountability to community as 
to technical skills and attributes. And make sure you are actively creating opportunities and 
looking in the right places for people whose lives are impacted by the foundation’s decisions 
but whose voices are least represented in the room.

Funders can turn to their existing relationships and networks to find — or build! — pipelines 
for community members to join their boards. Many foundations connect with community 
through their grantees, which can introduce them to community leaders and residents. 
Other foundations engage community members through their own community convenings, 
participatory grantmaking practices, or advisory boards. When possible, board and staff 
members may themselves go into communities, attending school, sports, worship, or other 
community events in order to build relationships directly and personally.

These touchpoints and relationships can lay the groundwork for identifying prospective board 
members. Social media and electronic outreach can play a role, but a personal touch goes a 
much longer way in building trust and insight.
�
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Recruiting for purpose
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Accelerating change with a cohort

Bring impacted community members onto the board in cohorts of at least two or three people 
at a time, and in numbers that represent at least 30 percent of the entire board. We encourage 
this approach because:
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Accelerating change with a cohort
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Getting the word out

A position announcement, which should be no more than a page or two, should cover the role 
of the board and the role, opportunities, expectations, requirements, and commitments for 
individual board members. It should also include information about contacting staff and their 
availability.

Announce the opportunity directly and through trusted community partners. Use messages 
that are honest, in plain language, and culturally grounded. You might host informational 
sessions and office hours or post flyers where the community already congregates.

* “Call for Board Members, 2021,” Andrus Family Fund
** �“Call for Applications,” Elmina B. Sewall Foundation

. *

**

https://affund.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Andrus-Family-Fund-Call-for-Board-Members_FINAL.pdf
https://www.sewallfoundation.org/seeking-new-board-members
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Getting the word out
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Getting the word out
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Selecting new board members

Who will ultimately decide — the full board, a smaller subgroup, community members through 
a peer selection process? This information should be transparently communicated, and 
whatever process is used should be applied consistently to all selections. Be explicit about 
who makes decisions and how, how conflicts of interest will be handled, and how and when 
applicants will be contacted. No matter the process, prioritize prospective board members’ 
privacy and confidentiality.

If the board itself holds singular final approval, be direct about that. If community members 
are empowered to make the final selection, the foundation must be prepared to honor their 
choices, even if they look different from traditional board profiles. A community-informed 
selection process signals that impacted people are not simply being invited to participate, but 
trusted to help shape who holds power alongside them. A small, mixed selection committee, 
including people with lived experience, trusted community partners, and at least one board or 
staff member, can review candidates together using clear criteria.

Any selection process should include feedback loops and consider how applicants will be 
in relationship with the foundation as they go through the recruitment or application cycle. 
Share with unsuccessful candidates why they were not selected, and find other ways to stay 
connected. To assess equity gaps over time, track who applied, who advanced, and who was 
chosen. Each round offers the foundation a chance to improve and learn.
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Compensating board members

Funders should compensate impacted community members for the work they do on the board. 
While most foundations treat board participation as volunteer service, this practice reflects 
assumptions about who should serve on a board, and can be a barrier to full participation.

Financial compensation can come in many forms, including as honorarium received as a 
direct personal payment or as a grant to an organization a board member selects. It can also 
come in ways intended to free up board members to engage fully in board service. This can 
include stipends for dependent care or reimbursements for travel, internet, and technology. 
Whatever the method, be sure to communicate any tax or other implications that accompany 
the form of payment.

Should only impacted community members receive compensation? We encourage boards to 
use their power analysis and have frank conversations to discern an appropriate approach 
— whether that means compensating all board members equally, giving all board members 
the option to be compensated, or offering compensation exclusively to impacted community 
members. Any approach will have trade-offs. For example, compensating everyone equally 
could get expensive, and also not accurately reflect equity values. Compensating only a subset 
of board members might contribute to feelings of othering and stir judgements among peers.

In addition to financial compensation, foundations can offer professional development 
opportunities, such as conferences related to the work they fund, spaces to network and learn 
more about philanthropy, and ongoing learning that deepens ties across the board and staff.
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Compensating board members
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Building New Norms & Practices Together

This is not a routine board refresh but one that aims to change the board as a whole. It’s an 
opportunity to not simply absorb new members into the existing culture but to co-create it 
together.* It’s essential to pay attention to formal and informal ways that power operates on 
the board and to shape power dynamics and structures intentionally. With a critical mass 
of impacted community members in the mix, new and continuing board members can be 
transparent about how the board currently operates and intentional about shaping what 
comes next.

* See more at “Shaping Culture Through Key Moments,” Grantmakers for Effective Organizations

https://www.geofunders.org/resource/shaping-culture-through-key-moments/
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Building New Norms & Practices Together

* Gradients of Agreement, Community at Work

* 

https://communityatwork.com/
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Building New Norms & Practices Together

* “Consent Agendas,” BoardSource

* 

https://boardsource.org/resources/consent-agendas/
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Building New Norms & Practices Together
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Building New Norms & Practices Together
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Building New Norms & Practices Together
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Organizational buy-in and capacity:
Are there key leaders on staff and the board to lead this transformation — and keep it going even when 
bumps are encountered? This shift will create real work and will need in-house capacity to manage it 
and keep it moving. Investing in professional facilitation can be invaluable, as can consulting services 
that ease the added responsibilities of board development that typically fall to the staff.

Openness to culture change and understanding what it entails:
Is the board committed to fully including impacted community members not just in composition but in 
how it works? This begins with taking stock of the culture, co-creating new norms as a new board, and 
regularly evaluating and adapting.

Continuous equity learning and practice:
Is the board building a shared power analysis and approaching this change as more than a diversity 
exercise?

Learning orientation and humility:
Does the board recognize that it doesn’t have all the answers? Does it have a culture of learning and 
honest and direct feedback? A board welcoming impacted community members must be ready to put 
assumptions and egos aside.
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Getting Started & Sticking with It
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http://listentocommunity.org
mailto:?subject=

