Named Leadership Teams

Background:  The Rural Organizing Project exists to develop and support vibrant social justice groups in rural Oregon.  We have learned a lot on what allows a group to thrive and what allows a group to fade away!  Three components seem basic to any group having staying power:  1. a named leadership team, 2. a plan of action, and 3. a regularly used communication system for both supporters and the broader community.  This memo looks at what it means to have a functional, named leadership team.

What:  A named leadership team might best describe a ‘Board’.  It should be a group of 7-15 people that each commit to a specified period of stewardship for the organization.  This working group makes routine decisions and sets directions for the organization.

Why:  Regardless of what you call it (Board, Steering Committee, Leadership Team), a named leadership team is needed to provide structure.  Without structure a group can complete projects, but sustaining an ongoing presence that impacts community culture requires structure.  Having the leadership be named allows those names to be made public which makes the group accessible to potential supporters and people in need.  It also allows the group to have a decision making process.  It helps define for leaders what is expected of them so that they are better able to contribute to the work of the group.

Who:  It is important that the right people are on a leadership team.  There are many perspectives on who is ‘right’ for the job.  Here are some screening approaches that the ROP uses.  Does the person share the values of the group?  Does the person function well in meetings?  Some people hate meetings despite their dedication to the group, other people enjoy meetings; the leadership team needs folks that can cope in a meeting setting.  Can the person make a time commitment?  (If the person is wearing too many other hats, this might not be the best time for them to take a turn on the leadership team.)  Is the person willing to make decisions?  Is the person willing to cooperate?  Do they have the specific skills needed for the role they are being asked to play?

How:  Once you find that it makes sense to have a leadership team, it is important to define what they (board members) would do.   Consider writing job descriptions for the various roles, as you would in hiring someone for a job.  These can be simple, but should clearly state what is expected of each member, so they can decide if they’re up to the task.  You might want to define the length of term for the position and include recruiting new leadership in the responsibilities of each person.

The next question is how do you find these folks when everyone seems so busy?  Rule number one – don’t beg.  Take the time to have enough conversations to find the folks where this commitment matches where they are in their lives.  Many other folks might be honored to be considered but need to be supported in understanding what the job would require and being honest if it fits in with their current life.  People who decline now might be able to start making the space for a future year’s turn at leadership.   Start by brainstorming a list of prospects.  Divide the list of prospects up and set up formal times to meet with these people and discuss the group, its history, its potential and what it would mean to commit to being on a leadership team.  Enter into the one on one meetings with a friendly timeline to allow for them to happen.  It would be good to have a first meeting date set for folks who say ‘yes’ to plan around.  Following up with a letter of confirmation as a reminder of the meeting helps.

· Brainstorm names of prospects

· Divide who will meet with which prospect

· Conduct meetings

· Host meeting with new recruits who sign on

When:  Many groups go through cycles of ebbing and flowing – being more active and less so.  When a group is struggling to establish directions, complete projects or get critical mass to a meeting (or even to have a meeting!), it is a good time to consider beefing up your leadership team.

For more support in getting a leadership team operational in your community contact the ROP:  POB 1350, Scappoose, OR  97056, office@rop.org, 503 543-8417

