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The Promise Of 
Community Action

Community Action changes 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ 
of hope, improves communities, 

and makes America a better 
place to live. We care about the 
entire community and  we are 

dedicated to helping people help 
themselves and each other.



²Ƙŀǘ ²ŜΩǊŜ /ƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ¢ƻŘŀȅ

ÅCommunity Action Board Refresh

ÅBoard Purpose Problem

ÅFour Board Models

ÅPutting Purpose Into Practice

ÅResources



Who is in the room? 

ÅBoard Members

ÅBoard Executive 
Committee Members

ÅCAA Executive Directors

ÅCAA Management Team 

ÅState Association Staff



Why did you agree to be a 
board member? 



The Case for Unleashing New 
Potential 

ÅShare of children with 
parents in bottom 
income quintile, who 
remained in bottom 
income quintile in 
adulthood 

Reducing Intergenerational Poverty 2023, Consensus Study Report, National Academies Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 



Resource: From Chapin Hall, Child and Family Well-being System: Economic and Concreate Supports 
as a Core Component 



We signed on to make a difference

ÅCreate a sense of urgency to get beyond the status 
quo

ÅUnleash new potential

ÅFind new ways to solve tough problems

ÅAchieve greater impact than we have ever 

achieved before 



άDǊŜŀǘƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ  
Greatness, it turns out, is largely a matter of 

ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦέ 

τ Jim Collins



The Purpose, Power, and 
Possibility of 

Community Action



Our Unique Legacy 

President Johnson Signs the 
Economic Opportunity Act

August 20, 1964



Foundation of Community Action 

Economic Opportunity Act of 1964

ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǿŜƭƭ-being and prosperity of the United
States have progressed to a level surpassing any achieved in world
history, and although these benefits are widely shared throughout

the Nation, poverty continues to be the lot of a substantial number of
our people. The United States can achieve its full economic and

social potential as a nation only if every individual has the
opportunity to contribute to the full extent of his capabilities and to

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦέ



άΧLǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻŦ
the United States to eliminate the paradox of poverty in the midst of

plenty in this Nation by opening to everyone the opportunity for
education and training, the opportunity to work, and the 

Opportunity to live in decency and dignity. 

It is the purpose of this Act to
{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴΣ {ǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƛƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦέ

The National Community Action Network has had boots-on-the ground in fighting 
poverty for low-income children and families in local communities since 1964 when 
the Economic Opportunity Act was ratified. 

Strong Roots: Community Action



Our Catalytic Mission

Title II, Section 201 (a), of the Economic Opportunity Act 
The basic purpose of Community Action is:

"to stimulate a better focusing of all available local, state, 
private, and Federal resourcesupon the goal of enabling 

low-income families, and low-income individuals of all ages, 
in rural and urban areas, to attain the skills, knowledge, and 

motivations, and secure the opportunities needed for                     
them to become self-sufficient."



COMMUNITY ACTION BOARD 
GOVERNANCE 



The Community Action Board

ÅCommunity Action Boards are governing bodies that 
set out the high-level vision, mission, strategic 
direction of the CAA/CSBG eligible entity
ïThe mission establishes the purpose to which the agency 

resources are to be devoted

ïBoards are required to fully participate in the 
development, planning, implementation, and evaluation of 
CSBG (and the agency as a whole too!)

ÅBoards govern the entire agency, not only CSBG*
ïFor a private nonprofit, the governing body IS the board



CSBG Tripartite Board Structure



Community Action Board Duties
Board members are 
fiduciaries.  They 
have the duty to act 
ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ 
benefit and hold the 
ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ 
ahead of their own

Who benefits?  
Who are the 
ά{ƘŀǊŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎέΚ



Duty of Care
.ƻŀǊŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Řǳǘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ƛƴ άƎƻƻŘ 
ŦŀƛǘƘέ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ άŘƛƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΣ ŎŀǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭέ ŀǎ 
άŀƴ ordinarily prudent person would in a like position 
and under similar circumstancesέ
ï¢ƘŜ άtŀȅ !ǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέ 5ǳǘȅ
ï Be attentive, diligent and thoughtful
ï Be familiar with organization's activities
ï Active preparation and participation in decision making
ÅDiscuss and dialogue at board meetings
ÅBe engaged
ÅAsk questions
ÅPrep for board meetings

ï Attend all board and committee meetings
ïUnderstand the financial position of the organization



The Duty of Loyalty

ÅBoard Members have a duty to be loyal to the 
organization
ïMission
ïBoard
ïAvoid Conflicts of Interest

Å¢ƘŜ άfaithfulnessέ Řǳǘȅ
ÅMust act in the best interests of the organization 

and its mission
ÅHave a written conflict of interest policy that is 

reviewed and signed annually



The Duty of Obedience

ÅThe board has a duty of obedience to the law, 
organization by-laws, board decisions, contracts, etc. 

ÅBe obedient to the mission of the organization

ÅCannot act in a way that is inconsistent to the 
organization's goals

ÅPublic Trust that board members will manage funds to 
ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ

ÅEnsure organization's resources are dedicated to the 
mission

ÅEnsure organization complies with reporting laws



Legal Requirements

23

CAA Boards

Federal CSBG 
Act, block 

grant 
regulation, 
guidance

State CSBG 
statute, 

regulations, 
policies

Other 
federal/state 

funding  
requirements

State 
Nonprofit 

Corporation 
Act Articles of 

incorporation 
& bylaws

CSBG grant 
agreement/ 

contract with 
state 

IRS tax-
exempt org. 

requirements



Board Members are Expected to:
ÅAttend board meetings
ÅActively prepare for and participate in board meetings
ÅUnderstand the financial position and the fiscal documents 

provided
ÅBe knowledgeable of the organization's actions
ÅDo their homework
ÅVote on decisions
ïHonor and respect the overall decision of the board

ÅAvoid conflicts of interest
ÅHonor the sensitive nature of the work
ÅBe ambassadors of the mission and organization in the 

community



Board Role

Board

Staff

Executive 
Director/CEO

Committees

Policy 
Implementation



What can Board Engagement Look Like?

ÅAttend board meetings
ÅActively prepare for and participate in board meetings
ÅUnderstand the financial position and the fiscal documents 

provided
ÅBe knowledgeable of the organization's actions
ÅDo their homework
ÅVote on decisions-honor and respect the overall decision of 

the board
ÅAvoid conflicts of interest
ÅHonor the sensitive nature of the work
ÅBe ambassadors of the mission and organization in the 

community



Purpose
(Why)



Board Purpose and Meaning

ÅThe essential work can be the least meaningful. 
Holding the CAA accountable is not compelling. 

ÅHowever, when we focus the board only on 
accountability, we have created a job without a 
compelling purpose. 

ÅWhen purpose is not compelling people 
disengage. The more disengaged they are, the 
less likely they are to ensure accountability- 
contrary to the fiduciary responsibility.



When we understand our Why, the What 
gets a lot easier (and compelling)



Purpose-Driven Board Leadership



Noodling 

Thinking about 
your CAA:

ÅHow strong is 
each area 
articulated?

ÅDoes the board 
have a shared 
understanding 
in each area?



Putting Purpose Into Practice



Board Purpose and Meaning

ÅThe essential work can be the least meaningful. Holding 
the CAA accountable is not compelling. 

ÅHowever, when we focus the board only on 
accountability, we have created a job without a 
compelling purpose. 

ÅWhen purpose is not compelling people disengage. The 
more disengaged they are, the less likely they are to 
ensure accountability- contrary to the fiduciary 
responsibility.



What does your board engagement look like? 

ïRecruitment

ïRetention

ïParticipation 

ïFrom Different Sector Perspectives

ïBoard Culture 



ά²Ŝ Ŧŀƛƭ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
because we solve the 
wrong problem than 
because we get the 

wrong solution to the 
ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦές
Russell L. Ackoff



Board Challenges
ÅLong-term board vacancies

ÅHigh board turnover

ÅLow board attendance

ÅLack of board engagement

ÅDysfunctional group dynamics 

ÅLack of engagement

ÅLack of understanding

ÅUnclear roles, responsibilities, and expectations



Purpose-Driven Board Leadership

Traditional Framing of Board 
Role 

Purpose-Driven Board 
Leadership 



Purpose-Driven Board Leadership
A mindset characterized by four fundamental principles, 
mutually reinforcing and interdependent, that define the way 
that the board sees itself and its work. 



Noodling 
Thinking about 
your CAA:

ÅHow strong is 
each area 
articulated?

ÅDoes the board 
have a shared 
understanding 
in each area?



Purpose-Driven Board Leadership



Purpose-Driven Board Leadership



A Tool to Drive Purpose

ÅConsider when the Board is:
ïWearing their fiduciary hat - boards are watchdogs 

focused on compliance.

ïIn the strategic mode - boards are strategists setting 
goals and mobilizing resources toward execution.

ïIn the generative mode - boards are engaged and 
asked to be to be creative in framing the questions at 
hand, questioning assumptions, and exploring options.



Fiduciary Mode

ÅThe central purpose is stewardship of tangible assets.

ÅFocus on the fundamentals:

ïFinancial status reports

ïPerformance outcome reports

ïEnsuring compliance



Fiduciary Mode

ÅContractual requirements, Audit, IRS Form 990 
Review CSBG Organizational Standards, etc.

ÅThere has been a renewed emphasis on boards as 
fiduciariesτresponsible for: 

ïOversight

ïPerformance accountability

ïFinancial integrity

ïConservation of assets



Focus on Fiduciary

ÅProblems are meant to be spotted and beg the 
question: 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΚ

ÅSample fiduciary inquiry questions:
ïWhat does the opportunity cost?

ïWhat can we learn from the audit?

ïHow well does the budget reflect our priorities & mission?



Strategic Mode

ÅEnsure a winning strategy for the organization

ÅFocus is on the environment and planning

ïCommunity Assessment

ïStrategic Plan

ïNavigating Changing Environment



Strategic Mode

ÅStrategic boards focus on:

ïThe direction of the organization

ïCharged with seeing that the organization fulfills its 
mission 

ÅA strategic board is one that mostly focuses on the 
strategic goals of the organization, looking out over a 
multi-year horizon. 



Strategic Mode

ÅProblems are meant to be solved and beg the question: 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΚ

ÅSample strategic inquiry questions:

ïWhat's the plan?

ïIs this business model viable?

ïHow well does this model fit with our strategic priorities?

ïWho are our competitors? 



Generative Mode

ÅA process for deciding what to pay attention to, what 
it means, and what to do about it. 

Å¢Ƙƛƴƪǎ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΣΩ ƻǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
there IS a box!

ÅEngages in analytical thinking to probe assumptions 
and discern challenges.



Generative Board 

ÅΨGovernance as LeadershipΩ- Board's central purpose is to be 
a source of leadership for the organization. 

ÅA different definition of Leaders:
ïLeaders enable organizations to confront and move forward on 

complex, value-ƭŀŘŜƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦȅ ŀ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΩ ƻǊ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ 
ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦΩ

Å!ǎƪǎ ōƻŀǊŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǎŜƴǎŜ ƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ςinterrogating 
current reality in anticipation of future challenges facing the 
organization.



Generative Mode 

ÅRequires

ïThe temporary suspension of the things we think we know 
about how we are supposed to think, and problem solve.

ïTo enter the discussion at an earlier phase

ïIntentionally have more philosophical, broader 
conversations before we discuss a course of action or push 
for a decision.



Generative Board 

ÅProblems are meant to be framed and beg the question:

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΚ

ÅSample generative questions:

ïWhat are the decisions ahead of us and what process(es) should 
we use to make them?

ïWhat can we learn from this?



Three Board Modes



Three Board Modes



Generative Thinking in Practice 

Harvard Business Review
To Solve a Tough Problem, Reframe It

https://hbr.org/2024/01/to-solve-a-tough-problem-reframe-it


Board Purpose Problem

ÅJob descriptions for board members and training for 
board members tend to speak only to the first 2 
modes. Our recruitment of members focuses on modes 
1 and 2.

ÅBoards need to work in all three modes.  
ïDifferent issues call for different modes. 

ÅSome boards focus purely on the fiduciary mode.  If 
our question is how to enrich the work of the board, 
helping the board think more in the generative is a 
solution worth considering. 



Generative Thinking in Practice

Have a consent agenda Use silent starts Use one-minute essays 

Include time for mini 
retreat sessions

Look for "generative 
ƭŀƴŘƳŀǊƪǎέ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

discussions about even 
seemingly routine 

matters



Generative Thinking in Practice

ÅAssure the Board table is a true 
container for cocreating with people 
with lived poverty experience

ÅAre barriers to lived experience voice 
emerging addressed όwƻōŜǊǘΩǎ wǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ 
Order)?



The Board Acts as a Body But Has 
Many Moving Parts

Board of 
Directors

Board 
Committees

OfficersBoard Chair



Board Officers

Board 
Chair

1st Vice 
Chair

2nd Vice 
Chair

Treasurer

Secretary 

Immediate 
Past 

President



Active Committees

Å/ƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
authority

ÅGet the appropriate people on each 
committee

ÅBe sure committees meet as often as 
needed

ÅGive committees meaningful 
assignments in between board meetings

ÅHave written committee charges

See pages 19 and 31 for 
more information on 
board committees!



Look at Your Committees

Executive Finance/Audit Personnel

Board 
Development

Fund 
Development

Program/ 
Planning/ 
Evaluation

Strategic 
Planning

Other?
Standing      
Ad Hoc?



Executive 
Director

Leadership Team

Staff

Board of Directors

Executive 
Committee

Board Chair

Key Relationship



Joint Efforts

Governance

ωMeeting 
Agendas

ωBoard 
Calendar

ωBoard 
Development

ωBoard 
Orientation

ωRecruitment

Planning

ωStrategic 
Planning

ωSuccession 
Planning

Finance 

ωFinancial 
Oversight

ωFundraising

ωAudit

Advocacy

ωLobbying

ωPublic 
Statements

ωCommunity 
Relations

Key Facet ς No Surprises!



Good Governance is Good Leadership

ÅBoard and Management

ÅTone at the Top

ïCompliance

ïEthical Behavior

ïAvoiding Conflicts of Interest

ÅBylaws that work for the organization

ÅBoard Directors and Officers Liability Insurance



Board Process: Schedule
ÅFrequency, Timing, and Location 
ïAs frequent as needed; not so frequent that commitment 

is difficult/there is limited action

ïConsider key agency deadlines for activities (strategic 
planning; agency audit; ED performance and 
compensation review; Grant Applications; Community 
Needs Assessment; etc.)

ïTime of Day

ïLocation

ÅNotification
ïEnsure all board members have notice of meeting 

schedule and have reminders of meetings



Board Process: Meeting Agendas
ÅAgenda Development 

ïChair and Executive Director

ÅStanding Items for Agenda:

ïReview & approval of prior meeting minutes

ïFinancial report

ïProgrammatic report

ïNext Meeting date & time reminder

ÅTiming and Flow

ÅBalancing Time Regulative/Fiduciary, Strategic, and 
Generative Discussions



Board Meetings
ÅKnow:
ïAttendance required for Quorum
ïVoting Decision Thresholds
ïRequired items of action

Åwǳƴ ōȅ /ƘŀƛǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƛǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
the meeting

ÅCreate space and time for discussion

ÅCreate space for informal connection building 



Reflection

How are we ensuring 
good governance in our 
practices?

ïWhat is working?

ïWhat could we do to 
strengthen our 
governance 
practices?



Resources



Resources 

ÅThe Four Principles of Purpose-Driven Board 
Leadership

ÅThe Four Principles of Purpose-Driven Board 
Leadership (Video)

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_four_principles_of_purpose_driven_board_leadership
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_four_principles_of_purpose_driven_board_leadership
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWd3OwTrwJc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWd3OwTrwJc


Critical Relationship: 
Board Chair-ED/CEO



CAPLAW 
Resource:

Working with an 
Elected Public 
hŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩǎ

Representative on 
the Tripartite Board

https://caplaw.org/resources/faqs/Governance/CAPLAW_FAQ_WorkingwithEl
ectedPublicOfficalsRep_Sept2018.pdf 

https://caplaw.org/resources/faqs/Governance/CAPLAW_FAQ_WorkingwithElectedPublicOfficalsRep_Sept2018.pdf
https://caplaw.org/resources/faqs/Governance/CAPLAW_FAQ_WorkingwithElectedPublicOfficalsRep_Sept2018.pdf


Toolkit for Top Notch CAAs



Toolkit: 
Do the Right Thing



CAPLAW All A-Board! Board Training Videos



Raising the Low-Income Voice: 
Case Studies in Democratic 

Selection Procedures

https://www.caplaw.org/resources/PublicationDocuments/CAPLAW_RaisingtheLowIncome
Voice_Introduction_April2021.pdf 

https://www.caplaw.org/resources/PublicationDocuments/CAPLAW_RaisingtheLowIncomeVoice_Introduction_April2021.pdf
https://www.caplaw.org/resources/PublicationDocuments/CAPLAW_RaisingtheLowIncomeVoice_Introduction_April2021.pdf


Template:
Board Meeting 
Minutes and 
Resolutions

2-part template:

ïBoard meeting 
minutes

ïIndex of board 
resolutions

Available on the CAPLAW website:
https://resources.caplaw.org/resources/template-meeting-minutes-and-index-of-form-resolutions/ 

https://resources.caplaw.org/resources/template-meeting-minutes-and-index-of-form-resolutions/


CSBG Organizational Standards Tools

https://communityactionpartnership.com/organizational-standards/  

https://communityactionpartnership.com/organizational-standards/

