How well do your key allies reflect and represent the full diversity of

the community?
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Local officials typically rely on a range of people who help
them understand the needs and concerns of the larger com-
munity. They are also approached, on a regular basis, by people
and organizations who claim to represent a larger group of resi-
dents, a particular interest group or some other segment of the
population. It is not always clear how effectively or authenti-
cally these various stakeholders represent their constituencies,
or how well they serve as a conduit between public officials

and the public.

if citizens perceive that your “inner circle” is a homogeneous
and relatively closed set of people, this will affect your ability to
govern. “We usually hear from a core group of individuals,” says
Don Rosen, a Commissioner in Sunrise, Florida. “We really
need to go out and spend more time engaging people on all

sides of the city.”

Finally, this challenge calls into question the whole notion of
“representativeness.” This guide describes some of the many
ways that local officials are reaching out to citizens directly,
rather than relying on other stakeholders to speak for them.
In situations where it is impossible or impractical to engage
directly with citizens on a major issue, officials need to know
how their key allies are interacting with their constituencies.

There are several aspects to this challenge. First, if the people
advising you are not as diverse (in terms of race, gender, age
and class) as the community, the input they give you will not
reflect the needs and interests of your full constituency. Second,

Rethinking Boards and Commissions

Some local officials are sfarting to rethink their expectations of ~ To implement this approach, local officials would have to be

public commissions, boards and committees. Members of these
bodies are often appointed with the understanding that part of
their mission is to represent a particular interest group or segment

of the population. But this may not be an appropriate or effec-
five role for commission and panel members. “Instead of asking
these people to be representative leaders, speaking on behalf
of others, we should perhaps be asking them to be ‘engage-
ment leaders,” who are adept at bringing larger numbers of
people fo the table,” says Robin Beltramini, a city councilmem-
ber in Troy, Michigan.

clear about the role(s) they are asking stakeholders to play, and
help them in their work by ensuring that they have the skills and
support to engage citizens effectively. Will they be expected
to help recruit members of their networks for new engagement
inifiatives run by the city or other organizations Or is the expec-
tation that they will be doing their own engagement work fo
ensure that the views of their constituents are represented authen-
fically in policy discussions?




MORE SPECIFIC QUESTIONS TO ASK
ABOUT KEY ALLIES:

To whom do you turn (informally) for input and advice?
How well does this group of informal stakeholders
reflect the full demographic and geographic diversity of
the community?

How is this “inner circle” perceived by others in
the community?

In what ways do these stakeholders interact with larger
networks of people?

How many people serve on local commissions, boards,
and other public committees? How well does this group
of formal stakeholders reflect the full demographic and
geographic diversity of the community?
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POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS:

Think about your community as a set of networks

and groupings of people. Which networks are

not represented among your informal or formal
stakeholders? Reach out to leaders of these networks and
find ways to bring them into the circle.

Talk with city commissions and boards about these
issues of representation and engagement — what kinds of
roles do they think would allow them to contribute best
to local governance?

Work with a civic group, a community foundation, a
United Way or another local partner to assess how well
various kinds of grassroots organizations — neighborhood
associations, PTAs, crime watch groups, advocacy groups
and nonprofit organizations — are able to represent their
constituencies. How do leaders within these groups and
networks understand their roles? How do they engage
their members?
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