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The Promise Of 
Community Action

Community Action changes people’s 
lives, embodies the spirit of hope, 
improves communities, and makes 
America a better place to live. We 

care about the entire community, and 
we are dedicated to helping people 

help themselves and each other.



Session Overview

Board Governance Basics

Understanding Uncertainty

• Preparing for Action

• Understanding the Landscape

• Planning for Multiple Futures

• Elevating Community Action

• Preparing for Action

• Understanding the Landscape

• Planning for Multiple Futures

• Elevating Community Action

Framework for Moving Ahead



Community Action Board Role & Functioning

• CAA Boards:

– Are the governing bodies that set 
out the high-level vision, mission, 
strategic direction for the org

– Ensure resources are directed to 
achieve its vision/mission/ 
purpose

– Keeps their eyes on the 
sustainability of the org

Policy Setting

Policy 
Implementation



Community Action Board Role & Functioning
Policy Setting

Policy 
Implementation

• The board acts only as a body

• Board supervises one employee: Executive 
Director

• Board members may communicate with 
other staff through the ED or:

– Board liaison

– Committee staff

– Whistleblower policy



Community Action Board 
Duties

Board members are 
fiduciaries.  They have the 
duty to act for someone 
else’s benefit and hold the 
agency’s interest ahead of 
their own



Roles of the 
Board

Roles of the 
Board

Strategic DirectionStrategic Direction

Financial Oversight & FundraisingFinancial Oversight & Fundraising

SustainabilitySustainability

Strategic Resource AllocationStrategic Resource Allocation

Board Leadership & Governance Board Leadership & Governance 

Executive Director Oversight & SupportExecutive Director Oversight & Support

Community Education and EngagementCommunity Education and Engagement

Performance Management & EvaluationPerformance Management & Evaluation



Board and ED: Who Does What Around Here?



Common Board Missteps

What board 
actions 

counter these 
missteps?



…



Current Challenges

• Funding

• Political Landscape

• Changing Laws/Rules

• Relationships

• Compliance

• Employees 

• Families & Community



National 
Community Action Partnership

Resources to 
Navigate Uncertainty



Four Priorities for Boards for Governing Through Uncertainty

Prepare for Strategic Action

Boards must be proactive, making space for 
informed decision making and deeper 

strategic discussions.  

Regular updates from leadership and clear 
communication can help board stay aware 

and act quickly when needed.

Prepare for Strategic Action

Boards must be proactive, making space for 
informed decision making and deeper 

strategic discussions.  

Regular updates from leadership and clear 
communication can help board stay aware 

and act quickly when needed.

Understand the Landscape

Boards need a solid grasp of their agency’s 
finances and the external funding 

environment, including penitential risks and 
unknowns.

Exploring likely scenarios help prepare the 
agency for whatever changes may come.
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unknowns.
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agency for whatever changes may come.

Plan for Multiple Scenarios

With clear priorities and insights, boards can 
create plans and strategies to reduce risk 

and prepare responses for different funding 
outcomes. 

Defining roles and actions for delayed or 
reduced funding helps protect the agency
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With clear priorities and insights, boards can 
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outcomes. 

Defining roles and actions for delayed or 
reduced funding helps protect the agency

Elevate Community Action

Boards play a key role in raising the CAA’s 
profile to strengthen support and protect its 

position. 

Strategic engagement with elected officials and 
the community ensures your CAAs impact is 

understood amid shifting funding and 
priorities.

Elevate Community Action
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profile to strengthen support and protect its 

position. 

Strategic engagement with elected officials and 
the community ensures your CAAs impact is 

understood amid shifting funding and 
priorities.
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Prepare for 
Strategic Action



Building Relationships: Board Chair & ED

Establish expectations

Frequency of check-ins

Priorities

Issues to communicate

Communications style

Sounding board/feedback

Ways to support each other

Keep communication 
lines open

Regular communication

Identify and work to resolve 
differences in non-

defensive ways



Building Relationships: Board Members & ED

• Meet one-on-one with board members

• Establish periodic check-ins

• Provide board members with opportunities to develop their 
skills as board members

• Help board members get to know each other

• Encourage board members to be actively engaged at board 
meetings



The Importance of Bylaws

• Bylaws are internal rules that govern (and bind) an organization

• Bylaws set out:
o Basic governance structure for an organization
o Rules of procedure for the board of directors
o Ground rules for procedural disputes



The Importance of Bylaws

• Common bylaws provision topics include:

o Meetings

o Elections

o Terms & term limits

o Officers

o Committees

• Bylaws are a CAA’s “internal law”— boards must follow their bylaws

o Failure to follow bylaws can subject actions to challenge



Governance of Bylaws

Federal CSBG Act ​
42 U.S.C. § 9901 et seq.

Laws & regs for specific 
federal grants (e.g., 

Head Start)

State CSBG contracts & 
laws​ and regs

State open meetings 
laws

Emergency state laws, 
executive orders, etc.

Bylaws adopted 
by tripartite board

CSBG Organizational 
Standards

State nonprofit ​
corporation law or 

local gov’t agency law

OCS CSBG IM #82



Preparing for Strategic Action:
Keeping the Board Engaged and Informed

• Board Meeting Schedule 
– Consider if the board is meeting 

frequently enough to stay engaged 
and informed

– Retreats or special meetings vs 
increased frequency

– Reinforce understanding of the role 
of the Executive Committee

– Pay attention to bylaws and state 
requirements about special meetings



Preparing for Action Between Meetings

Board Chair
Executive 

Committee
Other 

Committees
ED/CEO

Clarify who can do what?



Community Action Board Discussion Guide 
for Uncertain Financial Times 

Boards need to understand the 
current financial landscape and 

financial risks the organization faces. 

Access the Board 
Discussion Guide Here:

https://communityactionpartnership.com/publication_toolkit/community-action-board-discussion-guide-for-uncertain-financial-times/
https://communityactionpartnership.com/publication_toolkit/community-action-board-discussion-guide-for-uncertain-financial-times/


Questions to Spur Good Board 
(and Leadership) Discussion

1. How do we ensure that the people and communities we assist are centered in our decisions?

2. What are our top three priorities right now?

3. How could we sustain our mission without our largest funding source?

4. What are the impacts on our community if we lose a major funding source?

5. What kinds of risk and how much risk are we willing to tolerate?

6. What opportunities do we see to grow or build revenue?

7. What does the Executive Director need from the Board?

8. What are our legal and financial liabilities?

9. How do we protect the organization?

10. What are our assumptions about our funding, and how might they need to change?



Building a Decision Filter

BUILD 
CONSENSUS

CREATE 
CONSISTENCY

FACILITATE 
TRANSPARENCY 

ACCELERATE 
RESPONSE

REDUCE RISK FOSTER TRUST 

• Decision filters help you to create the criteria through 
which you will make decisions.

• Decision filters:



Decision Filter Lenses

Financial Sustainability                                   
(Short-term and long-term) 

Mission Alignment 
(Supports the organization's 

core purpose) 

Impact on Stakeholders     
(Impact on beneficiaries,      

donors, etc.) 

Operational Impact     
(Effects on day-to-day 

operations) 

Risk Assessment   
(Financial, reputational, 

operational, strategic) 

Alignment with      
Strategic Plan      

(How it advances            
long-term goals) 

Ethical Alignment

 (Adheres to org. ethical 
principles and values)



Sample Decision Filters
1. People with low incomes are our top priority.

• Decisions must ensure we serve those who rely on us 

most.

2. We will protect mission-critical programs.
• If cuts are necessary, they won’t affect our mission-

driven work.

3. We will maintain our capacity to deliver. 
• Decisions about staffing will focus on maintaining 

critical operations.

4. Only commit to opportunities we can sustain.
• New or expanded work must be financially viable.

5. Prioritize long-term sustainability.
• Short-term gains cannot undermine future stability.

1. Does this protect community 

trust?

2. Can this be implemented quickly 

without disrupting services or 

compliance?

3. Does this keep us flexible for 

what comes next?



Let’s Build a Decision Filter!

• Review the reflection prompts.

• Create a 2–3 point decision 
filter your organization can use 
quickly.
• Focus on what must guide 

decisions when tradeoffs 
are unavoidable.

• You do not need to answer 
every question—capture 
overarching priorities.



Filter Test: New Opportunity

• A funder approaches you about a time-limited opportunity 
could bring in new funding, but it requires quick 
implementation and adds operational complexity.

• What would you do?

A. Move forward to secure the funding

B. Decline the opportunity 

C. Explore the opportunity only if scope can be reduced



Filter Test: Budget Cuts

• Your food assistance program faces a 10% mid-year funding cut 
you can’t cover with savings. You can’t fully serve the same 
number of families unless you make changes. 

• What do you do?

A. Reduce staff hours or delay hiring to cut costs

B. Serve fewer families across multiple programs to spread the impact

C. Tap reserves for now and revisit adjustments next year



UNDERSTANDING 
THE LANDSCAPE



Big Questions Facing the Agency

A big question is an 
opportunity or threat to 
which the organization 
must respond. Usually, it 
is beyond the scope of 
the organization’s 
current strategies or 
capacities, thus requiring 
a new strategy. 



Big Question Examples

What if CSBG or 
other federal 

funding is reduced 
or delayed in the 

next year?

What if CSBG or 
other federal 

funding is reduced 
or delayed in the 

next year?

How should we be 
leveraging 

technology and AI 
while protecting 

staff and 
customers?

How should we be 
leveraging 

technology and AI 
while protecting 

staff and 
customers?

How do we 
continue to 

innovate while 
managing ongoing 

financial 
pressures?

How do we 
continue to 

innovate while 
managing ongoing 

financial 
pressures?



Understanding the Situation

Clarify the facts: 
Separate what is 
known, unknown, and 
assumed. Focus on 
verified information.

Clarify the facts: 
Separate what is 
known, unknown, and 
assumed. Focus on 
verified information.

0101
Identify what’s 
changing: Pinpoint 
what is new or 
different internally 
and externally.

Identify what’s 
changing: Pinpoint 
what is new or 
different internally 
and externally.

0202
Assess how it affects 
the organization: 
Consider impacts on 
mission, finance, 
operations, programs, 
and the community. 

Assess how it affects 
the organization: 
Consider impacts on 
mission, finance, 
operations, programs, 
and the community. 

0303
Name the “known 
unknowns”: Be 
explicit about what’s 
unpredictable and 
where more 
information is 
needed.

Name the “known 
unknowns”: Be 
explicit about what’s 
unpredictable and 
where more 
information is 
needed.

0404



Understanding the Landscape:
Financial Condition

External Funding Landscape

• Federal

• State

• Foundation/Private Funders

Internal Funding Landscape:

• Revenue Mix: What percentage of funds are federal, state, local, or private? 

• Funding Security: How stable are our funding sources? 

• Liquidity: How much of our assets are liquid/illiquid? How many days cash on hand do we 
have? Do we have a line of credit and if so, to what level have we used it?

• Restrictions: What funder restrictions exist on our funds?



Sample Revenue Chart 

Funding Source
Origination 
(Federal, State, 
Local, etc.)

Amount ($)
% of 
Overall 
Revenue

Payment Method 
(Reimbursement, 
Advance, Deliverable)

Stability (Low/ 
Med/High)

Likelihood of 
Continuation 
(Secure, Uncertain, 
At-Risk)

CSBG Federal $2,000,000 40%
Advance / 
Reimbursement

High Secure

Rapid Rehousing Federal $1,000,000 20% Reimbursement Medium Uncertain

State Energy Grant State $750,000 15% Reimbursement Medium At-Risk

Private Grant – 
Financial 
Counseling

Foundation $500,000 10% Deliverable-based Low Secure

Fee for Service – 
Sliding Scale Fees

Program 
Revenue

$400,000 8% Paid per service Medium Uncertain

Individual 
Donations

Private $350,000 7% Lump sum Low Uncertain



Where Do I Start?  Understand Your Current Costs
• Fixed Costs: Costs that don’t change regardless of the level of service 

provided (e.g., rent, salaries).

• Variable Costs: Costs that fluctuate based on the level of service provided 
(e.g., program supplies, utilities).

Fixed vs. Variable Costs

• Costs related to general operations, non-program staff, and overhead.

• Some funding may have caps or limits.Administrative Costs

• Costs associated with each program or service provided, such as benefits, 
materials, staff time, and other program-related expenses.Program-Specific Costs

• Costs including salaries, benefits, and staffing levels needed for operations. 
Human Resources & 

Staffing

• Costs for outsourced services, vendor agreements, and any long-term 
contracts. Vendor & Contract Costs



To what degree does your 
board understand the 

organization’s financial 
condition?



Remember the Financial Org Standards
Audits Financial Reporting Budget Written Policies

8.1 Annual audit completed 
according to Uniform Guidance

8.6* Form 990 completed annually 
8.9 Board annually approves 

organization-wide budget

8.10* Fiscal policies reviewed by 
staff/approved by board
 within past 2 years

8.2 Audit findings assessed and 
addressed

8.7 Board receives financial reports 
at each regular meeting

8.11* Written procurement policy in 
place, reviewed by board within 

past 5 years

8.3 Audit presented/available to 
board

8.8* Required payroll/withholding 
filings and payments completed on 

time 

8.12* Org documents shared cost 
allocation through IDR or cost 

allocation plan

8.4 Board receives and accepts
8.13 Record retention and 
destruction policy in place

8.5* Solicit bids for audit 
within past 5 years



Once You Know Your Landscape…

What vulnerabilities do you see? What possibilities could happen 
that might change the landscape? 

What opportunities do you see?



Plan for Multiple 
Futures



Developing Scenario Plans

Scenario Planning can be used to model or 
forecast different possibilities to see their 
impacts on your organization

Once visualized, you can create strategies 
and action plans to implement if the 
scenario happens. 

Scenario Planning typically focuses on 
financial, but also think about programmatic, 
operational, and community impacts. 



New Resource:
Scenario Planning Toolkit

Access the  
Toolkit Here:

https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Community-Action-Network-Scenario-Planning-Toolkit-Dissemination-3.4.25.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Community-Action-Network-Scenario-Planning-Toolkit-Dissemination-3.4.25.pdf


Scenario Planning Steps

• Consider what external forces could 
disrupt your program

• Funding

• Policy

• Ecosystem

• Prioritize forces based on 
probability/impact

Identify 
Drivers

• Use the prioritized drivers to explore 
their impacts, from best to worst 
case scenarios

• Use templates and models to help 
you understand impacts to inform 
action

• Make the scenarios as clear and 
specific as possible

Develop 
Scenarios • With understanding of impacts of 

scenarios, develop strategies to if 
those scenarios come to fruition

• For each scenario, ask: 'What would 
we do?’ Consider:

• Operational changes

• Resource reallocation

• Communication strategies

• Partner coordination

Generate 
Responses



Potential CAA Actions to Course Correct



Decisions and Options

Time

Options Narrow 



“In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.”
~Albert Einstein



Elevate Community Action

Board engagement Community Awareness Relationships



Leveraging The Moment

Crises can focus public attention — boards can help ensure the 
organization is ready to respond and engage.

Highlight ways the community can act: volunteer, advocate, or 
support mission-driven work.

Keep the spotlight on people with low incomes and community 
impact, not organizational visibility.

Use these moments to strengthen trust, deepen relationships, 
and reinforce strategic priorities.



Building Organizational Resilience: 
Purpose Focus

• Crisis narrows our focus, 
which can lead to us operating 
in response to crisis conditions 
as opposed to our purpose

• Use purposeful pause points 
to check for alignment with 
purpose to broaden your view



• Fiduciary Mode - boards are watchdogs focused on 
compliance.

• Strategic Mode - boards are strategists setting goals 
and mobilizing resources toward execution.

• Generative mode - boards are engaged and asked to 
be to be creative in framing the questions at hand, 
questioning assumptions, and exploring options.

An Opportunity to Lean Into New Modes:



Three Board Modes 
Work Together





Community Action 
Month Toolkit

• The toolkit provides:
– Social media graphics

– Activities and events

– Press release and proclamation 
templates

– Fundraising ideas

https://communityactionpartnership.com/cam-2025/ 

https://communityactionpartnership.com/cam-2024/
https://communityactionpartnership.com/cam-2024/
https://communityactionpartnership.com/cam-2024/


Tools and Resources



Access the Guide Here

When Your CAA’s New Fiscal Year is Uncertain: 
 A Guide for Community Action Agency Boards

This guide helps CAA boards lead effectively through 
funding uncertainty at the start of a new federal 

fiscal year. It centers on four priorities: prepare for 
strategic action, understand the landscape, plan for 
multiple scenarios, and elevate Community Action. 

https://communityactionpartnership.com/publication_toolkit/when-your-caas-upcoming-fiscal-year-is-uncertain-a-guide-for-community-action-agency-boards/


Community Action Board Discussion Guide 
for Uncertain Financial Times 

Boards need to understand the 
current financial landscape and 

financial risks the organization faces. 

Access the Board 
Discussion Guide Here:

https://communityactionpartnership.com/publication_toolkit/community-action-board-discussion-guide-for-uncertain-financial-times/
https://communityactionpartnership.com/publication_toolkit/community-action-board-discussion-guide-for-uncertain-financial-times/


New Resource:
Scenario Planning Toolkit

Access the  
Toolkit Here:

https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Community-Action-Network-Scenario-Planning-Toolkit-Dissemination-3.4.25.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Community-Action-Network-Scenario-Planning-Toolkit-Dissemination-3.4.25.pdf


Bylaws Toolkit



Leadership During a Crisis Case Studies



Weatherproofing CAA Bylaws



Tools for Top-Notch CAAs
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