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We have started a Blog.  Its title is “Building Bridges,” a name that refl ects TANGO’s goal of building 
bridges between the private sector and the nonprofi t sector. To be more specifi c, our goal is to develop 
and bring over the bridge a private sector conceptual framework from within which to confront and engage 
challenges and issues in the nonprofi t sector.  

We use the term “business-like” to describe this alternate frame of reference, and for reasons that we 
believe make sense in a modern world in which the word “charity” as traditionally understood, is not a good 
fi t for the many massively complex operating enterprises in the country that also qualify for exemption from 
income taxation because of the public purposes they serve.  It is these “enterprises” 
that we have in mind.

While I will continue to use my monthly articles in TANGO Trends to bring thinking 
over the bridge, the Blog will be a place for less formal discussion and, hopefully, 
constructive feedback. 

The Nonprofi t Board Diversity Issue
Having said the above, the fi rst entry in our Blog discusses an “alternative approach” to the “nonprofi t 
board diversity” issue – an issue that has been the subject of attention in the sector for many years.   

Our interest in this topic began when we were fi rst introduced to a gentleman, Fred Jenoure.  Fred 
attended a TANGO nonprofi t program in Worcester in early 2017. During the Question and Answer session 
Fred politely noted the lack of people of color in the room. He was correct. It was right of him to do this.  

That comment lead to many follow up discussions with Fred about numerous nonprofi t sector matters, his 
help with the TANGO Nonprofi t Method textbook as it was being written, and his invaluable personal 
suggestions that the board of directors diversity issue is one that TANGO should review, analyses and 
address.  Fred joined TANGO formally on October 1st of last year.

However,  before turning to the Blog and its description of our approach, I want to impress upon readers 
the seriousness and rigor we brought to bear on the issue over many months as our thinking developed.  
Here is a summary of the work we did and of our critical conclusions about much of the current thinking 
about this topic in the sector. 

Point 1. We fully acknowledge the absolute legitimacy and importance of the nonprofi t board diversity 
issue as it has been raised and discussed in the nonprofi t public square.  
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Point 2. We looked at diversity (or more fully, “diversity, equity and inclusion”) only in the context of the boards of 
directors of tax-exempt organizations, the vast majority of which operate on a voluntary board model.  The issue 
of diversity in the hiring and fi ring of general staff, in society generally, in education, in government and in the 
business world, is beyond our area of expertise, and there are many other voices and organizations dealing with 
the question in these contexts. Discussions of diversity tend to wander, and we want to keep a sharp focus on a 
discrete problem that is within our areas of competence -- diversity on boards of directors of nonprofi t 
organizations. 

Point 3. We studied and analyzed many different articles and opinions about board diversity in academic, 
professional and popular literature.  We talked with knowledgeable people in our community. We have a 
membership on the Boardsource Exchange (an open blog of sorts) and  posted several questions to 
other Exchange members to get reactions and opinions. We concluded that there is an abundance of public 
messaging about the topic within the sector. It is not a new issue. 

Point 4. We also concluded that there is a generally accepted belief in the nonprofi t sector that despite the 
years of attention (Point 3), board diversity remains as a serious and unresolved problem requiring remediation. 
Hence, the fact that the issue remains suggests that something is not working as well as it should. The 
approach described in our Blog is intended to bring better results. 

Point 5. We concluded that the existing messaging and teaching efforts about board diversity needs to be  
retooled fundamentally to bring  practical clarity to the subject, as discussed in Points  6, 7, and 8 which follow. 
We found the messaging around the issue among leading nonprofi t sector voices (The Chronicle of Philanthropy, 
Nonprofi t Quarterly, BoardSource, and others) to be vague and muddled.  

Point 6. There is an abundance of messaging about the “value” that board diversity brings to an 
organization (see Point 7), but there is no written standard, algorithm, or protocol accepted as such in the 
nonprofi t sector generally as a bright line “test” to determine if a board of directors is “acceptably diverse.”  To 
put it bluntly -- how can a board know if it is “diverse enough” if there is not a fi xed standard of some sort against 
which it can be measured?  We need to be bluntly honest about this – that there is no board of directors “pass fail” 
measurement test or ratio other than public opinion; and we also need to be fair about this with boards dealing 
with the issue in good faith.       

We acknowledge that in our research we did fi nd one “objective” board diversity test in use in some quarters that 
is based on the random demographics of the area where a nonprofi t is located – but geography is disjointed from 
any connection to the fi duciary board of directors (which is our exclusive topic), and the sheer randomness of real 
estate locations and population changes make use of this standard as to fi duciary boards of directors seem reck-
less. We acknowledge that random demographics may be a suitable means of measurement  in contexts other 
than the board of directors.  

Point 7. We concluded that it is critical always to distinguish (a) board diversity as an “end unto itself” from, (b) 
board diversity as a device, tool or operating method, the implementation of which will enhance board governance 
and the mission. This is deeper level question that  needs to be brought to the surface and analyzed. The  
amelioration of racial and ethnic barriers (advancing diversity generally in society) is a worthy societal end or 
goal that would qualify as a tax-exempt mission unto itself under Section 501(c)(3);  but it is not, per se, the 
mission of most nonprofi t organizations. The value diversity brings is governance process enhancement, as 
discussed in Point 8.  



This is not to say that a nonprofi t that, for example, serves people with intellectual disabilities should ever be 
insensitive to the diversity issue in its board recruitment (and other) practices, but that at the board level (our 
topic) the mission and ability to serve the intellectually disabled comes fi rst. So, for example, if the choice for a 
new board member is between two people, one of whom is skilled and experienced in the intellectual disabilities 
fi eld, and the other is not, then the fi rst person should be favored regardless of that person’s race, sex, ethnicity, 
and the like. 

Point 8. We concluded that there is a lack of meaningful discussion explaining exactly how diversity, when 
implemented, can improve the operating performance of the board of directors. The board of directors is not a 
fi xed in place “object” or “thing.” A board is an assembly of individuals engaged in an intangible intellectual 
process – one in which ideas, discussions, and disagreements are vetted and debated,  after which a motion is 
duly made, seconded, and then decided by a majority vote binding on the organization.

Diversity (and inclusion) belong in the governance process to be sure there is a breadth of ideas on the table for 
the board to consider and debate (consistent with if not mandated by the board’s fi duciary duty of care); but then 
the board must call for a motion, a second, and a vote. The full diversity of thought collapses into a single unifi ed 
resolution when the board votes, and the organization then move forward as a united whole.   

With this summary of our work and conclusions in mind, we invite you to proceed to the Blog where we discuss 
our approach to the board diversity question.  
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