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Ifwe accept the feminist redeJinition of work and 
incl& paid and unpaid work, women board members 
can be said to be working on projects deJned as caring 
for the community or responding to community needc 
through the activities of sociaL weyare. 

The women's movement makes extensive use of boards in 
the governance of the many service and activist bodies to 
which it has given birth. In rape crises centres, women's 
centres, and shelters for battered women, the work of 
governance by boards has not always been easy. Labour or 
management disputes and differences among and between 
women have tested the philosophy and capacity of wom- 
en's services to maintain the delivery ofsupport services by 
women to other women. 

If we accept the feminist redefinition of work and 
include paid and unpaid work (see Armstrong and 
Armstrong 1990, 1994), women board members can be 
said to be working on projects defined as caring for the 
community or, in other words, responding to community 
needs through the activities ofsocial welfare (Baines etal,). 
In the light of evolving politics and the lessons we are 
learning from feminist organizing (see Callahan), it is time 
to consider what women who accept volunteer positions 
on community boards of feminist organizations identify as 
their work. 

The  project of women helping women 

Women Helping Women (WHW)' is staffed by paid 
employees and managed by an executive director. Respon- 
sibility for the organization resides in a board nominated 
by a committee, chaired by the past-president O ~ W H W  and 
two other individuals from outside the board. Nomina- 
tions are voted upon at the annual general meeting which 
is announced publicly and open to anyone who identifies 
with WHW and its services. There are no dues, statements 
of membership, or other requirements for participation in 
the annual meeting. The board composition changes 
yearly, with individual members expected to serve a three- 
year term. The communityvolunteers represent the largest 

portion on the board. There are also three members 
elected annually by and from the employees of the WHW. 

The executive director serves as an ex-oficio member. 
Seventeen women who worked as volunteer or unpaid 

workers from the community on the board of WHW took 
part in a recent collaborative research study on the subject 
bf their work. All were elected communitymernbers of the 
various boards, serving between 1990 and 1995. All 
shared an identificaton with the issues or causes served by 
WHW, a commitment to some form of feminist process, 
and appreciated the importance of volunteer work in 
developing and sustaining community. 

The women in the project represent one-third of the 
total number of board members who served during the 
five years and appear typical of many women's organiza- 
tion boards. They vary considerably in age, from their 
20s to their GOs, in their labour force involvement, em- 
ployed, unemployed, and retired, in their family circum- 
stances and involvement in community as well as femi- 
nist issues. In this instance, all believe in the idea of 
"women helping women" and all "wanted to make a 
difference." They support the agenda of challenging the 
status quo on issues such as "wife battering," "violence 
against women," "sexual assault," and "woman abuse." 
Some call themselves feminists, others do not. Assess- 
ments of their experience on the board varied. Some 
were extremely positive about it while others were disil- . - 
lusioned with aspects of their experiences. A very small 
number were clear that they would be extremely reluc- 
tant to ever participate on a board again. 

Identifying work 

Identifying the work of boards is not always easy for 
outsiders and is often complex for those who actually 
undertake the work. An orientation session often provides 
an opportunity to learn more about the organization, how 
it functions, who the key individuals are, as well as an 
occasion when board members begin their acquaintances. 
It also can provide an opportunity for a discussion ofwhat 
the organization and what individual board members see 
as the responsibilities of individuals on the new board. 

Many women who take positions on community boards 
are unclear about the expectations of board membership. 
In this project many had never served on a board before. 
Some had been volunteers in community organizations 
but had not had governance responsibility. Others came 
to the board because ofpersonal contacts andtor a general 
interest or history in women's issues. 

The various backgrounds women bring to a board 
account for the diverse perspectives on the nature of the 
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work itself. There are multiple dimensions to the work 
identified by board rnembers as "their" work. 

Giving advice 

The most common perception of both board and 
nominating committee members is that individuals are 
invited to join the board because of the expertise they 
possess. This may be a professional qualification or a skill. 
The nominating committee of WHW looked for a mix of 
individuals with legal, financial, education, and health 
training, as well as skills in union negotiations, carpentry, 

The opportunitly to develop new professional 
skills attracted many women with expertise and 
they saw the reciprocity of the give and take 
using old s k i b  and developing new ones. 

andlor other trades useful in maintaining a physical facil- 
ity, access to monied people in the community, and 
membership in various community groups. 

Board members, once elected, identified their initial 
work on the board with the professional or skilled exper- 
tise they possessed and for which they believe they were 
invited to serve on the board. Sarah, for instance, a board 
member with limited women's community involvement 
had managerial experience in her own professional life and 
accepted an invitation to join the board because she was 
looking for volunteer experience using those skills. She 
prided herself on being well-organized, analytic, experi- 
enced in managerial issues, and hard-working; skills which 
she thought would be an asset to any board. 

Another woman, Catherine, joined the board of WHW 

because of her involvement with trade unions and labour 
negotiations. She had been asked to accept the nomina- 
tion by individuals concerned about the labour situation 
facing employees who were looking for understanding 
from the board. Catherine felt a sympathetic labour voice 
would be helpful on a board where labour relations-were 
sometimes tense. A third woman, Claudia, says that when 
she was asked to serve on the board as treasurer, she was 
assured that the financial aspects "would not be over- 
whelmingly taxing, so there would be nothing that would 
be beyond my technical ability." Over time her comfort 
level and board expertise increased, so that where her 
initial contributions and activities had been related to her 
role as treasurer, by the third year of her term she was less 
involved in financial issues and more interested and in- 
volved in the social and ethical issues as applied practically. 
She credits her experience with having broadened her 
perspective, although her original involvement was as an 
individual bringing financial and budgeting skills. 

Because Sylvie had been an original founding member 

o f w w  she was able to describe the longitudinal change in 
the board since her reinvolvement with WHW. As she put 
it, the women who originally volunteered knew first-hand 
about violence against women, and were motivated by a 
wish to provide more institutionalized supports for those 
who needed help, with regular and secure funding, in a 
permanent setting. In her second term, the motivation to 
help others was still present, but the services were institu- 
tionalized and career development and professionalism 
were also incentives for board members. In her words: 
fewer social workers, more accountants; meetings in board 
rooms, not basements; and professionalized minutes, rather 
than hand-written minutes. 

The opportunity to develop new professional skills 
attracted many women with expertise and they saw the 
reciprocity of the give and take using old skills and 
developing new ones. Anna-Maria describes this inter- 

play, 

It was very educational. Itgave me an opportunity for 
practicing skills, negotiating union contracts, staffand 
personnel concerns, directing a group ofpeople through 
a firestorm-the whole experience was educational. 

Representing a constituency 

Some women joined the board o f w w  because they saw 
this as an opportunity to speak for and make known the 
perspective of particular groups ofwomen. In addition to 
professional and skilled expertise, the board-through the 
nominations committee-looked for individuals repre- 
senting some of the various ethnic, racial, and socio- 
economic groups which make up the local community. 
Acknowledging the bylaws of the constitution and the 
concern of the board that it represent the range ofwomen 
who might use the service it provided, conscientious effort 
was made each year to recruit constituency representa- 
tives. The response of the women who accepted this 
responsibility varied. 

Sandra accepted nomination because she thought her 
cultural and ethnic perspective needed representation. She 
also felt that the service provided by WHW should be better 
adapted to meet the needs of women in her particular 
community. She believed her community needed to be 
heard on two different counts-who provided the service 
and how it was provided. In particular, Sandra felt that the 
hiring criteria were often difficult for members of her 
community to meet because of a bias in favour of educa- 
tional achievement. She believed other forms of practical 
or life experience were accepetable alternatives to find 
individuals who were likely to be able to do the job well. 
Sandra's comments about equity were not, from her point 
of view, heard during her board service and thus she 
eventually resigned. 

Maria, by contrast, also made reference to her minority 
cultural and linguisticorigins as factors in her invitation to 
serve on the board. She believed that her background was 
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a positive factor in her nomination to the board and 
continued on the board to do the work of representation 
that she saw was necessary. Linda talked about another 
kind of representation-she was an "out" lesbian. After a 
controversial board personnel decision she supported, she 
was treated by members of that group as having betrayed 
the community. Nevertheless, she continued her work on 
the board representing lesbian issues as well as responding 
to the work of the organization as a whole. Finally, 
Dominique, like others, commented on her relationship, 
as a member ofone community, thedominant community 
of the area, with another board member, a member of a 

Members also saw the necessiv of representation 
beyond ethnic, racial, linguist, and sexual identity. 
The committee deliberately searched for women fiom 
dzrerent socio-economic groups and socio-economic 
dzrerences became evident during board sewice. 

visible minority community. This otherwoman believed- 
as didother board members who were representative of 
various constituencies-that although she was important 
to the board in terms of representation she felt that WHW 

did not take as much care as they might have in allowing 
for a diversity of participation. 

Board members also saw the necessity of representation 
beyond ethnic, racial, linguist, and sexual identity. The 
women of WHW did not overtly articulate a class identity 
but the nominating committee deliberately searched for 
women from different socio-economic groups and socio- 
economic differences became evident during board serv- 
ice. These differences were manifested in the arrangements 
for rides to and from meetings, the willingness or ability to 
join pre-board meeting restaurant dinners, and the critical 
commentaries that were made in considerations about 
employee salaries during labour negotiations. Several 
women commented on the salaries being negotiated be- 
tween board and staff in comparison to their own (lower) 
earnings. The higher-income women did not make these 
comparisons. 

Finally, former users of WHW'S services were seen as a 
particular constituencyrequiringrepresentation. This rep- 
resentation may, in fact, have occurred, however, even 
when the nominations committee secured former service 
users to work on the board, those individuals were not so 
identified. When women choose not to reveal that they 
have used the services of WHW, the rest of the board would 
not, unless inadvertently, be aware of this. Given the 
choice of silence, many board members lamented the lack 
of representation of this group, unless these women spoke 
as representatives, even though the representation was 
almost always minimally present. At the same time this 
representation was taken on by some staff in the absence of 
visible representatives. 

Helping with the provision of service 

Hands-on work is seen as the direct provision ofservice. 
Although the board of WHW thought of itself as a working 
board, it also acknowledged that its work was different - 
than the   aid work of the employees of the organization. 
The board saw itself as providing the supporting activities 
to allow the paid staff of the organization to do their work. 
This commonly included fundraising; addressing enve- 
lopes; speaking to various public audiences; providing 
various forms of education; public appearances as repre- 
sentatives of the WHW or its issues; and advocacy and 
lobbying with politicians and government. 

Most board members expected to help indirectly in 
supporting and sustaining the services of WHW and did 
not expect to provide the service directly. Some board 
members, however, did see themselves as helping directly 
with service provision. This perspective may have been 
facilitated by a part of the orientation process which 
provided the opportunity for new board members to 
orient themselves to the service, to assist paid staff in 
hands-on tasks. 

Lita, for example, was interested in women's issues and 
willing to serve on the board when asked. She wasn't 
entirely clear what a board did, but felt she had a fresh 
perspective and energy and concern about the issue ad- 
dressed by WHW. As she said "you can sit around and talk 
but I wanted to act.. . . I sort of like to get down and do 
something." Lita had gone on the board expecting to be 
able to do concrete things and carried that vision of 
board work throughout her service. She felt regret or 
frustration at not being involved in direct provision of 
service and as she summed up her experience, "I would 
have liked to have done more." 

Other women were clearer that their work was to 
provide the services that freed paid staff to do the actual 
hands on work. Janet, a former board chair, described her 
work as support work which averaged two or three hours 
daily. The dimensions of the networking, hndraising, 
and political work she did to raise public awareness of the 
issue addressed by WHW and to insure its political and 
financial support took time. As she said, "I had letters from 
members of the legislature, and talking with them and 
being at other functions and addressing these people" was 
but one small aspect of her work. 

Enabling the work of others, as a task in itself, was 
evident across the board, both interpersonally and inter- 
and intra-professionally. Mary, for instance, with her 
background in health, worked hard to sustain the physi- 
cal health of women who used WHW services and to 
network with others on the service issue addressed by 
WHW. She felt health practitioners could be both sources 
of referral to WHW and front line workers for women who 
were unable to come to WHW. She also went out of her 
way, doing the extra tasks of individual social support, to 
make others feel comfortable with board procedures and 
meetings. 
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Making tough decisions 

Board members had to learn what were appropriate 
areas for their involvement and then how to make deci- 
sions which were in the best interest of the organization. 
This was not always articulated as work, even though it 
absorbed an enormous number of meeting hours and 
many lengthy deliberations and consultations. Nadine 
saw her understanding of how board, management, and 
stddivided up the work as something she had to offer the 
organization. As she said, 

I hadsome experience in a variety of organizations and 
Iknow how thq, workedandlknewsome ofthe tensions 
and balances between thegovernanceand the work ofthe 
organization and that was very clear to me in my related 
work and the responsibilities that lie with the director or 
manager and with the board. The distinctions and the 
tasks with the staff; I understood these and how it 
worked. 

However, not all board members brought her experience 
to the task of governance. 

Board members had constitutional responsibilities for 
the administrative personnel of the organization, budget- 
ing and financial management, and labour negotiations, 
all ofwhich proved to be difficult at times. The women felt 
challenged to make fair and equitable decisions in the best 
interests of the organization. As Lois said, 

It amazed me that agroup ofpeople who were as diverse 
as thepeople on the mboardcoukiputaway their own 
agendas and whatever thq, might have andfocus on and 
try to do what was best for the organization. 

Not all board members saw it this way, however. 
Margaret, for instance, described how what she saw as 
historical antagonism between some staff and some board 
members resulted in a deep political rift. During this time 
the board was dealing with turnover in the position of 
director, firing, and non-continuation of both staff and 
management, and the pressure for improved fiscal man- 
agement. Financial cutbacks in funding and protracted 
labour negotiations required decisions that were not easy 
and board members reported both agonizing over the 
decisions and feeling torn about the options. Decisions 
were made with what was hoped to be in the best interests 
of the organization. Rita, for instance, described her 
involvement in the non-renewal of a person in an admin- 
istrative position in the organization. She and the chair of 
the personnel committee spent hours reviewing assess- 
ments, considering the needs of WHW, the administrator, 
and trying to find a solution that would be fair. The two 
women ultimately charged with the decision-making tried 
to find a positive resolution considering the variety of 
views within the organization and the efforts of the 
manager. A reconciliation was not possible. In the interim 

both individuals experienced intense criticism and scorn 
from individuals on both sides ofthe decision-criticisms 
which were both political and personal. Apparently simple 
decisions, like this and many others, always had more 
serious implications. 

Board members, as a whole, accepted the difficult 
decision-making tasks as their responsibility as board 
members. What they often did not appreciate, until they 
become part of the decision-making process, was that this 
decision-making required lengthy and difficult board, 
committee, and consultation meetings that often seemed 
as if they were wasting time. Although profoundly essen- 
tial, women did not generally use the word "work" to 
describe these board discussions and tasks. 

Social relationships and interpersonal support 

Board members socially interacted with each other, 
with the employees of Women Helping Women, the 
executive director, and members of committees on which 
they served which included service users. While they did 
not always see socializing as work, it is clear from every- 
one's comments that they recognized the value of good 
relationships as an crucial factor in furthering the work of 
WHW. Most women also remember the friendships they 
formed while on the board as the most significant positive 
aspect of their experience. 

Several women said they found board meetings intimi- 
dating at first, both for the physical space in which the 
board met and the variety of new people they were 
required to interact with. Even a very experienced com- 
mittee member said she found her first few board meetings 
difficult and said little. Another less experienced woman 
said that although her early experiences at speaking were 
frightening, she also found a supportive audience from the 
board which she valued. 

Relations with staff, at a political but not necessarily a 
personal level, were among the most difficult for commu- 
nity board members. As Angels described it, "I think there - 
was a portion of the staff and a portion of the board that 
had a historical antagonism and it was an argument about 
how the organization should be managed." Wendy re- 
ported that her previously amicable relationship with a 
staff member with whom she worked on a committee 
became strained once she was elected to the board. Jackie, 
a former volunteer with WHW identified this tension as a 
result of divergent aspirations between staff and board 
members which precluded recognition of the authority of 
the board by some staffrepresentatives. Board members all 
spoke positively of the work of the various executive di- 
rectors who managed the organization. There were prefer- 
ences for individuals, their styles and choices of issues, but 
respect for their efforts was acknowledged. Board mem- 
bers were especially gateful for the professionalism and 
hard work of effective directors. Board members did not 
always identify interpersonal relations as part of the work 
they did on the board. But some did. As Rebecca said, 
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Idon 't know fwmoperatedany better becaweIwas on 
the board.. . but whatltookaway was very definitely the 
relationship between people on the board . . . and an 
enhancedawareness of the women ? community. I think 
I learned the power ofpeople with dzfferent perspectives 
with the same objective trying to combine their skills to 
get somewhere, to get a goal, to reach a goal and make 
choices. 

l women Helping Women (WHW) is a pseudonym for an 
organization in eastern Canada which operates a human 
service identified by the contemporary women's move- 
ment. The phrase typifies how the members see this 
organization. For reasons of research confidentiality the 
names of the board members in this article are also 
fictitious. The research from which this article is derived 
was part of a larger study called "Caring for the Commu- 
nity: Women's Work in Feminist Organizations." 

Conclusion 
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Meet Canada's Most Remarkable Women 

The new and authoritative 1998 guide to the powerful 
and innovative women of Canada 

This unique guide, from the 
publishers of Chatelaine and 
Canadian Business magazines, 
is indispensable reference 
and networking source to  
more than 3,500 agenda-set- 
ting Canadian women. 

We celebrate the most notable 
women in Canada today, with 
up-close and personal biogra- 
phies profiling their career 
histories, accomplishments, 
affiliations and interests. 
Women from all walks of life, 
volunteers to those who run 
companies and non-profit 
organizations. Women who 

make decisions in high-profile 
or behind-the-scenes positions, 
who have taken a stand, enter- 
tained and enlightened, earned 
public recognition or have 
enjoyed their successes quietly. 

With over 2,000 changes and 
additions since last year, and 
by company and area of 
endeavor, Chatelaine Presents 
Who's W h o  of Canadian 
Women  is a valuable refer- 
ence source for anyone inter- 
ested in knowing, and net- 
working with, about this truly 
incredible group of women. 

Send me the new 1998 edition 
of CHATELAINE PRESENTS WHO'S 
WHO OF CANADIAN WOMEN for 
$129.95 plus $4.50 shipping 
and handling. 
Total with taxes: 
NB, NF, NS, ON $154.62 
Rest of Canada $143.86 
Contact us at: 
phone (416) 596-5156 
Fax (416) 596-5235 
Email: who@cbmedia.ca 

For more information about 
the book and the nomination 
process, visit our website at 
www.canbus.com/whoswho 
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