Inclusion: Encouraging Participatory Governance
Board Source
Ensuring constituent participation and diversity of input in governance is an ongoing challenge for nonprofit leaders today. Fostering true inclusion is an especially difficult task. The practices of participatory governance encourage people affected by an organization to become involved in setting the direction of the organization. Inclusion means that everyone present at the table actually has a voice in the discussion. 

Inclusion is not an easy or automatic process. It is, however, a fairly simple one that can be accomplished if everyone in the organization is committed and attentive to its goal. Responsibility for inclusion rests on all four sides of the organizational table: board, staff, constituents, and the greater community. All must be involved to ensure full participation and inclusion. 

Inclusion builds on four simple statements, and the key to success is keeping them uppermost in your mind in all of your actions until they become second nature. To cultivate true inclusion 

· You have to want it. 

· You have to look out for it. 

· You have to encourage it. 

· You have to be willing to admit when it's not happening. 

Wanting inclusion means more than simply saying the right words and hoping for it to happen. It means truly, deeply, strongly, and without reservation being prepared to make inclusion happen. It means being willing to set aside your own way of doing things and being open to new, and perhaps foreign, ways of thinking. 

Several years ago, I was serving on the community health services advisory committee for my Midwestern city and county, where we were wrestling with the issue of how to include a new community of immigrants in our discussions. Periodically, representatives of this community would be appointed to our group, but after a few meetings they would stop attending and eventually drop out altogether. We didn't believe it was because our meetings were boring — they were actually quite lively. And we didn't think it was because we were insensitive — we listened patiently when these community members struggled to express themselves on the rare occasions they addressed the committee. 

About that time, I attended a national conference for community health officials, where the executive director of a community health clinic in New York City spoke about her organization's efforts to make its board reflect the diverse population present in the neighborhoods it served. She talked about how joyful board meetings were — members often brought food to share, conversations flew, and the interpreters had a wild time trying to keep up. Interpreters! It had never occurred to us native English-speakers that the language struggle in our meetings was a two-way street. If we had trouble understanding the one or two members who didn't speak our language fluently, what must it have been like for them to try to keep up with the dozen or more of us who didn't speak theirs? Although it was embarrassing to admit, we really hadn't been prepared to set aside our own way of doing things. We had wanted inclusion, but of a type that didn't require any changes on our part. 

Looking out for inclusion means becoming aware of opportunities to promote it and protecting fledgling efforts to advance it. It means looking beyond our close colleagues and circles of acquaintances and reaching beyond what seems normal and natural to us. 

The International Institute of Boston recognizes that its traditional board serves the organization well and is vital to developing the corporate and individual donor networks that help the organization replace declining public funds. The Institute also recognizes that, while its board members all have extensive international experience, most are somewhat removed from the daily life of the new immigrants that the organization serves. So, to promote better understanding, they have developed an annual board-orientation process that allows board members to view the work of the organization from a new perspective. 

Every board member is given an opportunity to shadow a staff member. For instance, the board chair sat at the reception desk and answered phone calls, gaining an amazing insight into the volume of calls, the number of languages, and the kinds of questions that people asked. Other board members took on the role of assistant teacher in an ESL classroom, went out with a settlement team to haul furniture into an apartment in Chelsea, and helped fill out an affidavit of relationship, which is the set of forms that refugees need to submit if they want to bring a family member to the United States. 

These shadow days are structured to end with a sharing session, where participants tell each other what they have learned. In addition to attaining a new level of understanding, board and staff members benefit from the new relationships that often develop as a direct result of the experience. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Encouraging inclusion means nourishing it; not only slogging through the mess of new ideas, but actually promoting the mess and allowing time for to develop it. Recognize that inclusion is never easy and support people who say new things, bring in new people, and make things uncomfortable. Urge everyone in your immediate circle to reach out to other circles and to understand that the process is just beginning. 

Sometimes it is the reaching itself that is uncomfortable. Girls International Forum (GIF) is an organization created to empower girls to take action on issues affecting them and to develop a broader view of what they could accomplish in the world. Last year, GIF assembled a nationwide group of girls to visit Seneca Falls on the 150th anniversary of women's suffrage in order to write a Girls' Declaration of Sentiments. GIF actively recruited for greater cultural, religious, and ethnic diversity in its membership base. At times it made the organization uncomfortable to give the appearance of trying to fill a quota, but the girls hoped to speak to a broader audience and felt it was necessary to reflect that broader community in their group. 

During their stay in Seneca Falls, the group of girls coalesced beautifully, integrating a variety of viewpoints and finding a common language that rose above their individual differences. When they talked about religion, for example, two of the girls matter-of-factly said, "we shouldn't refer to God as he in the Declaration; in our culture, God is a woman." The girls discovered that they could find language that respected their individual beliefs; and they gained an opportunity to talk about differences that some had not even known existed. GIF could have settled for the diversity of their existing circles, but by encouraging inclusion the girls gained an opportunity to enlarge their view of the world. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Being willing to admit when it's not happening means looking beyond what you want to have happen to see what is really happening. It means laying your cards on the table, talking about your hopes for the organization, and being willing to hear it when others tell you it's not happening. It means taking the time to agree on a common definition of success and using benchmarks to test whether you're reaching them or not. It means being open to allowing others to challenge your perception that inclusion is happening. 

Consider GIF's experience. The goal of GIF's founders was to create an organization where girls would be the agenda-setters and adults would limit their role to that of making sure the girls were aware of opportunities and then helping them make things happen. Given the mission of the organization, girls were represented on the board of directors and in the core working group from the beginning. 

GIF meetings used to be all-day affairs. A look at an old agenda would show that they attempted to discuss virtually every decision and plan, and in great detail. And since the first major activity was to send a delegation of girls to the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, there were a lot of details. 

The adults noticed, but admit it took a while to register, that about halfway through these meetings the girls would get tired and bored and it took a lot of cajoling to get them to participate further. Adults also noticed, and again it took a while to register, that they accomplished much more when they didn't make an effort to cajole the girls and simply talked among themselves. 

When it finally did register, it brought them up short. If the purpose of GIF was to engage the girls and have them make the decisions, something had to change. The adults asked the girls to describe not only what worked for them and what didn't, but also what excited them and made them want to come to meetings. Together they agreed to schedule shorter, more regular meetings with agendas that were limited to the issues that the girls needed to discuss and decide. Smaller, separate working groups of girls and adults were then formed to take responsibility for the detailed planning. 

Inclusion takes time, attention, commitment, and trust. The greater your trust, the stronger your commitment; the more attention you pay and the longer you work at it, the more inclusive your process is likely to become. It's not easy or automatic, but it can happen, and your organization, clients, constituents, and community will be better off for it. [image: image1]
