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BOARDS OF DIRECTORS IN ARTS AND CULTURE ORGANIZATIONS  

There is consensus in the literature on nonprofit board diversity that simply inviting individuals from 
underrepresented communities onto boards is not sufficient to create lasting and effective diversity and 
inclusion in nonprofit leadership. Asking board members to serve as “representatives” of their community 
without requiring anything but showing up for meetings is counterproductive. “Minority board or staff 
members cannot be tokens of our commitment; they are there to provide information, introduce leaders 
from their communities, build networks, and arrange special projects…. Every board member must make 
a measurable contribution to the organization” (Kaiser, 2010). Therefore, much of the literature also 
addresses board development more generally and how to effectively integrate diverse perspectives into a 
functioning board. Some even shift the goal from diversity to inclusion, since diversity only positively 
effects nonprofit governance practices if paired with official diversity policies and practices or inclusion 
practices (Buse, Bernstein & Bilimoria, 2014; Fredette, Bradshaw & Krause, 2015). This section discusses 
the current status of diversity in arts nonprofits, five key dimensions to increasing effective board 
diversity, and the role of funders in increasing board diversity.  

 

ARTS NONPROFIT BOARD DIVERSITY: CURRENT STATUS  

Non-white nonprofit board members in the U.S. only increased by two percent from 1993 to 2010 (from 
14% to 16%) (Walker & Davidson, 2010). Analysis of the subset of arts and culture nonprofits in this data 
shows that their boards are similarly homogenous with respect to race and ethnicity, and smaller 
organizations are even more likely to have all white boards (Ostrower, 2013). The percentage of all-white 
boards in the arts was only exceeded by organizations having to do with the environment and animals 
(Ostrower, 2013). Among arts nonprofit organizations, organizations that focus their mission on 
presenting non-white or multi-ethnic programming have had a better track record of maintaining a 
diverse board (Bowles, 1992; Farrell & Fred, 2008; Ostrower, 2008, 2013).  

While nonprofits see the value and benefits of expanding diversity on their boards, there is limited 
evidence of action being taken by nonprofit boards to increase diversity. BoardSource asked board 
members and chief executives about conversations about and programs to increase diversity as part of 
the Nonprofit Governance Index in 2010 (BoardSource, 2011). Roughly 50 percent had reached consensus 
about the value and benefits of expanding diversity on the board to some extent or to a great extent 
(BoardSource, 2011). Still, more than 75 percent of boards had only discussed ways to identify and 
address non-inclusive practices only to a small extent or not at all; approximately half had not made 
significant or any progress in developing inclusive board dynamics.  
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DIMENSIONS TO INCREASING EFFECTIVE BOARD DIVERSITY 

Increasing diversity, cultural equity and inclusion in the boards of directors at arts and culture 
organizations does not begin or end with a new member joining the board. It begins with stating the 
board’s commitment to diversity in its mission statement and includes the development of robust 
recruitment and leadership pipelines. It ensures inclusive onboarding practices that helps new board 
members acquire the necessary information and skills to contribute and succeed. Two more key 
dimensions discussed in the literature are the positives and negatives of term limits, and fundraising 
commitments for new board members. Most of the literature here refers to nonprofit boards generally; 
where literature was available on arts nonprofits specifically, that is noted.  

BOARD COMMITMENT TO DIVERSITY AND INTEGRATION OF DIVERSITY IN THE BOARD’S 
MISSION 

BoardSource (2011) argues that the most significant barrier to increasing diversity an organization faces is 
the perception that its mission is not relevant to communities of color. They argue that this perception is 
especially pervasive in arts and culture organizations.  

If nonprofit boards are serious about increasing the diversity of board members, they must incorporate 
diversity into the organization’s mission (Kaiser, 2010). When board members of color were asked about 
effective strategies for increasing diversity, 45 percent said that incorporating diversity into an 
organization’s core values worked to a great or to a very great extent (Walker & Davidson, 2010). In 
looking for ways to connect diversity to an organization’s mission, it helps to select the types or 
dimensions of diversity that are relevant to achieving the organization’s goals (Woodwell, 2014). For 
instance, an organization might focus on diversifying the expertise or industries represented by the board 
in order to strengthen the ability to fulfill the mission and can recruit racially or ethnically diverse board 
members who also fill these needs (Woodwell, 2014). 

One third of the board members of color surveyed felt that developing a diversity statement as a public 
declaration of their commitment worked to a great or very great extent to increasing diversity (Walker & 
Davidson, 2010).  

Boards should also be committed to and should discuss the value of increasing diversity in their 
organization (BoardSource, 2011). The chief executive must also be committed to increasing diversity; a 
board can be limited in its ability to make change if the chief executive is not in agreement. BoardSource 
states the chief executive almost always establishes the level of commitment, attitude, pace and behavior 
of overall inclusive practices (BoardSource, 2011).  

Beyond this, boards also need to show their commitment by creating a plan of action and timeline that 
includes steps to monitor progress (Daley, 2002; BoardSource, 2011, 2012). The formalization of board 
diversity policies and practices has a significant positive effect on board diversity demographics (Bradshaw 
& Fredette, 2013). Boards need to assess whether those efforts are working, discuss ways to identify and 
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address discriminatory or non-inclusive behaviors, and discuss any other potential barriers (BoardSource, 
2011; Walker & Davidson, 2010). In an open-ended survey, board members of color indicated that 

monitoring and assessment were essential to 
effective change (Walker & Davidson, 2010). The 
plan of action should also include clear goals, 
resources, and a lead party (BoardSource, 2011). 
If a board never sets aside time in the agenda to 
address diversity, it is unlikely that change will 
occur (BoardSource, 2011). Time and other 
resources must be set aside to address diversity 
issues. In one survey, 36 percent of board 
members of color respondents experienced a lack 
of resources as an excuse to delay inclusion 
(Walker & Davidson, 2010).  

While many boards might consider creating a 
board-level task force or executive committee to 

address diversity concerns, this may in fact be counterproductive as it ultimately may excuse the full 
board from being committed to making change (Love, 2015). In one survey, 43 percent of the board 
members of color felt that having a diversity or inclusion task force was not at all effective (Walker & 
Davidson, 2010). 

RECRUITMENT AND LEADERSHIP PIPELINES 

Making racial and ethnic diversity an important and explicit criterion when selecting new board members 
has a positive relationship to a higher percentage of non-white board members on nonprofit arts boards 
(Ostrower, 2008, 2013). Among people of color who have served on nonprofit boards, nearly 55 percent 
felt that actively recruiting board members from diverse backgrounds worked to a “great” or “very great” 
extent to increase diversity (Walker & Davidson, 2010). In open-ended questions, 39 percent of those in 
this same survey said that active, targeted recruitment of diverse board members was essential (Walker & 
Davidson, 2010).  

Comparison of audience demographics with the demographics of the boards of nonprofit arts 
organizations suggests that boards are not engaging and identifying the existent pools of diverse board 
member candidates (Ostrower, 2013). BoardSource (2011) argues that the failure to recognize potential 
board members of color within easy reach of the organization is a significant potential barrier to 
becoming an inclusive organization. In the arts specifically, audience members would be a good place to 
start looking for potential board members. 

Research among nonprofit board members of color indicates their motivations for serving on a board are 
not different from nonprofit board members more generally; the organization’s mission was the leading 
consideration among both groups (Walker & Davidson, 2010). Other practical recommendations for 

“I believe that we cannot fully carry out the visions 
and the missions of our museums, and indeed our 
museum cannot continue to be of social value if 
we do not do what is required to have more 
diversity in who works in our museums, in the 
work we present in our museums, in the audiences 
we welcome to our museums, and in the 
philanthropic and board leadership in our 
museums.”  

--Johnetta B. Cole, Director of the Smithsonian 
Institution’s National Museum of African Art 
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recruitment include: asking corporate and foundation donors and government officials for 
recommendations of potential candidates, recruiting from constituent groups and among the donor base, 
and asking boards of other organizations for recommendations (DeVos Institute of Arts Management, 
2015; Kaiser, 2010; BoardSource, 2012).  

There is a significant positive association between board diversity and interorganizational alliances, 
meaning that partnering with culturally specific organizations to identify potential board members can be 
effective (Bradshaw & Fredette, 2013). Potential board members should be informed in writing of the 
expectations for board members, such as fundraising requirements, meeting attendance and serving on 
committees (Kaiser, 2010). Some guides recommend inviting potential board members onto advisory 
councils or certain board committees to build relationships with the board (BoardSource, 2011, 2012). 
Recruitment of board members should be an ongoing process, and so boards should keep records of 
future prospects to continually develop a pool of potential board members (BoardSource, 2011). 

Pipeline programs specifically designed to connect individuals of diverse backgrounds with nonprofit 
boards can be an effective tool for finding potential board members, as can local volunteer centers or 
community foundations. Sample board development pipeline programs include the following:  

 The United Way of Greater Houston has been operating Project Blueprint for over 20 years. The 
program recruits potential board members from Houston’s African American, Asian, and Latino 
communities for a 10 week training program after which the graduates are placed with area 
nonprofits (BoardSource, 2011).  

 The Atlanta Women’s Foundation has operated a similar program for over 20 years that trains 
and places women professionals on area nonprofit boards (Atlanta Women’s Foundation, 2016).  

 The African American Board Leadership Institute, a project of Community Partners based in 
South Los Angeles, was established in 2011 to increase the number of well-qualified African-
American individuals for nonprofit boards (African American Board Leadership Institute, 2016).  

Care should be taken as any pipelines are built to bring diversity into the boards of arts nonprofits that 
they do not encourage homogenization. If new board members find their voice and experience being 
silenced in the process, then the benefits of diversity will be lost.  

ONBOARDING AND INCLUSIVE BOARD PRACTICES 

In focus group research with nonprofit board members of color, board culture was the greatest influence, 
both positive and negative, on board members’ experiences (Walker & Davidson, 2010). Tokenism, in 
which the board member felt marginalized from board processes for his or her ethnicity, was the second 
most reported negative experience and 25 percent of the respondents had received insensitive comments 
at one time or another (Walker & Davidson, 2010). Inviting diverse members onto a nonprofit board does 
not benefit governance practices if those individuals are not invited to contribute in meaningful ways. A 
well-functioning board has an inclusive board culture that includes trust, information sharing, teamwork, 
and dialogue, regardless of the demographic makeup of the board (BoardSource, 2011). The board chair 
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or moderator should work to foster a culture in which differing opinions are actively solicited, which 
ultimately leads to better decision-making processes (BoardSource, 2012). Homogeneity of background 
and ideology, isolation from outside sources of information, and avoiding conflict for the sake of apparent 
consensus all contribute to groupthink and impoverished decision-making (Axelrod, 2007).  

New arts nonprofit board members should be provided with a thorough orientation that includes the 
organization’s strategic plan, major artistic and educational programs, where to get information, and how 
they can be involved, to make sure they are fully included in the governance of the organization (Kaiser, 
2010). Providing a board book that includes information like the strategic plan and contacts for staff and 
other board members is also a good onboarding practice (Kaiser, 2010).  

If major culture change is needed within an arts board of directors, new members can be added in groups 
of three or four to decrease the pressure to assimilate to the prevailing culture. Another strategy is to 
have new board members meet with senior staff prior to meeting with the board so they can come to 
their first board meeting ready to contribute their own ideas (Kaiser, 2010). 

Of particular note are some common recommendations for encouraging effective onboarding of new 
members and an inclusive board culture that were rejected by board members of color in one survey. For 
instance, BoardSource recommended diversity and inclusivity training for the board and staff, but 47 
percent of the board members of color survey respondents felt that diversity and inclusivity training was 
not at all effective (BoardSource, 2011, 2012; Walker & Davidson, 2010). Likewise, BoardSource 
recommended a practice in which new board members are assigned mentors, either from the board, 
staff, or even from outside the organization (BoardSource, 2011). However, 44 percent of the board 
members of color said that having a mentor was not at all effective (Walker & Davidson, 2010).  

TERM LIMITS 

While term limits are touted as effective at increasing board diversity by creating space for new board 
members, the evidence of their effectiveness is unclear (Woodwell, 2014; Love, 2015). One analysis of the 
demographics of nonprofit arts boards in particular showed a positive relationship between board term 
limits and the share of non-white board members (Ostrower, 2013). Yet when the demographics of 
midsize nonprofit organizations in all sectors were analyzed, board diversity did not correlate with board 
term limits or percentage of the board that had joined in the previous two years (Ostrower, 2008).  

Very short term limits can be both positive and negative. Having term limits is suggested as a way to 
remove underperforming board members without ruffling feathers (Love, 2015). On the other hand, it 
takes a time and commitment to become an inclusive board, and term limits introduce a danger of losing 
effective board members (BoardSource, 2011; Kaiser, 2010). It may be better to simply ask unproductive 
board members to leave. Analysis of board demographics of both arts nonprofits and midsize nonprofits 
in any sector suggest it may be more productive to focus on increasing board size, since board diversity 
does correlate with larger board size (Ostrower, 2008; Ostrower, 2013). 
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FUNDRAISING COMMITMENTS (GIVE OR GET POLICIES) 

The impact of fundraising commitments on board diversity is not yet fully understood, and 
recommendations in this area are not one-size-fits-all. Some leaders have suggested nonprofit 
organizations should modify fundraising commitments to accommodate new board members from 
diverse backgrounds, especially when targeting younger board members (Masaoka, 2016). From this 
perspective, every board member should contribute to the organization, but that contribution need not 
be financial (Kaiser, 2010).  

However, building fundraising capacity for arts organizations of color that start out with boards heavy 
with community leaders might be seen as a higher priority. It has been argued that these organizations 
need to increase the fundraising capacity of their boards as the organization matures (DeVos Institute of 
Arts Management, 2015; Kaiser, 2010). Arts organizations of color often rely more heavily on government 
and foundation income compared to mainstream arts organizations, and therefore these organizations 
may want to build their individual contributed income streams through fundraising (DeVos Institute of 
Arts Management, 2015). Others disagree, arguing that the organizational models of arts organizations of 
color are successful despite their differences in income streams (Voss, Voss, Louie, Drew & Teyolia, 2016). 
Furthermore, some arts organizations of color argue that their boards should be rooted in the 
communities that they serve and therefore fundraising capacity should not be a primary recruitment 
criterion (Farrell & Fred, 2008; Stern, Seifert & Vitiello, 2010).  

Other leadership structures and committees can provide alternative ways of giving people a voice in 
decision making without making them subject to fundraising rules of the board. For example, the 
Community Advisory Board at the Kennedy Center consults on audience, outreach and programming 
matters, and is a way to include community members without burdening them with a fundraising 
commitment (Kaiser, 2010). 

If fundraising capacity is a requirement of every arts board member, then leaders of other nonprofits 
should not be recruited by other boards, since their main fundraising commitments will be to their first 
organization (Kaiser, 2010).  

 

ROLE OF FUNDERS  

Increasing board diversity can attract funders and will show funders and the community that the board is 
in touch with community issues (BoardSource, 2011). However, there is a concern that pressure from 
funders to increase board diversity may create too shallow a change in arts nonprofits (Kaiser, 2010). This 
argument is that nonprofits need strong, effective boards and so initiatives to increase board diversity 
should be done in the context of larger board development efforts (Woodwell, 2014). Arts and culture 
funders can also support board diversity in simple ways, such as by helping to identify potential board 
members (Matlon, Van Haastrecht, Mengüç, 2014; DeVos Institute of Arts Management, 2015).  
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One analysis of the demographics of the boards of midsize nonprofit organizations found the percentage 
of minorities on the board was positively related to the percentage of the organization’s funding received 
from the government or foundations (Ostrower, 2008).  

Recommendations drawn from research into the needs and supports of culturally specific arts 
organizations also emphasize the importance of funders themselves making a commitment to hire staff 
knowledgeable about cultural equity and to commit staff time to these efforts (Matlon et al., 2014). In 
2015 Grantmakers in the Arts (GIA), the only national network of private, public, and corporate arts 
funders, adopted a statement of purpose for their work in racial equity in arts philanthropy to increase 
arts funding for ALAANA (African, Latino(a), Asian, Arab, and Native American) artists, arts organizations, 
children, and adults (Grantmakers in the Arts, 2015). Through this statement, GIA committed to  

 requiring that all GIA board and staff attend structural racism training  
 intentionally considering and selecting board and staff from ALAANA populations  
 selecting staff and board members whose values include racial equity and social justice. 

The Evelyn and Walter Haas, Jr Fund provides informative case studies of board development efforts 
undertaken by organizations in the fund’s leadership institute. Two of the case studies presented highlight 
increases in demographic diversity and all three of the case studies indicate an increase of diversity of 
expertise on their boards after participating in the leadership institute (Woodwell, 2014). For example, 
the National Immigration Law Center wanted to add board members with expertise outside of 
immigration law, specifically those in fundraising, communications, and finance. This board inventoried 
the skills that they wanted to add to the board, mapped out a process for identifying and recruiting new 
members, and developed a new onboarding process. The result was both an increase in the diversity of 
expertise and demographic diversity among the board members (Woodwell, 2014). In another example, 
Girls Inc. of Alameda County undertook a process of board development in preparation for the transition 
to a new executive director. They built the board’s capacity in governance, fundraising, and recruitment 
and built a strong working partnership between the board and the new executive director. All of the case 
studies mentioned the use of consultants and the Haas Fund highlighted selecting the right consultants 
who are a good fit and will ask the right questions in their lessons learned about board development 
(Woodwell, 2014).  

  




