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Cities and towns struggle to 
inspire and mobilize 

community members to 
actively participate in local 

government through boards 
and committees

Problem 
Statement
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What made you get involved in 
your municipality? 

What barriers do you have to 
overcome or manage to get to 
your board’s meetings?

Warm Up
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Generally, Americans 
feel disconnected and 

socially isolated

There are many ways 
to give back to the 

community

Structure of MA local 
government is 
confusing and 

intimidating

Each municipal board 
and committee has 

their own jargon and 
procedures

Hard to find anyone 
to serve on municipal 

boards and 
committees

Harder to find new or 
diverse people to 

serve on municipal 
boards and 
committees

Our Perspective 
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Supporting 
Data

Volunteering 
is on the 
decline 

Nationally, 
volunteering 

dropped more 
than 23% 

(2019 – 2021)

In 
Massachusetts
, volunteering 

declined 
almost 10% 

(2017-2021)

Residents 
aren’t looking 
for volunteer 
opportunities 

from their 
towns 

Source: AmericorpsSource: Council of Nonprofits

https://americorps.gov/about/our-impact/volunteering-civic-life/state-trends
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/articles/new-data-and-resources-volunteers


• Women volunteer more 
than men at rate of 34% 
compared to 26.5%

• People with higher levels 
of education volunteer 
more than those with lower 
levels of education

• Generation X has the 
highest rate (36.4%) of 
volunteering, while Baby 
Boomers are giving more 
hours of service (2.2 
billion)

Supporting Data

Source: Americorps

https://americorps.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2018/volunteering-us-hits-record-high-worth-167-billion#:~:text=The%202018%20Volunteering%20in%20America,through%20an%20organization%20last%20year


Source: Team Stage

https://teamstage.io/volunteering-statistics/


of volunteers do so to 
socialize. Other reasons 
include altruism, gaining 
new skills, and improving 

career prospects

of volunteers found 
the volunteer 

opportunity online 

Source: Sterling 
Volunteers

35
%

67
%

https://www.sterlingvolunteers.com/blog/2019/05/why-volunteers-give-their-time-a-deep-dive/
https://www.sterlingvolunteers.com/blog/2019/05/why-volunteers-give-their-time-a-deep-dive/






To recruit and retain 
a diverse and 
engaged pool of 
volunteers for 
municipal boards 
and committees...
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Make it Essential

INVENTORY ASSESS ELIMINATE ARTICULATE



Demonstrate the importance of the board / committee by providing it with resources needed for 
success

Make it Essential - 
Continued
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• Make it attractive to volunteer
o Provide incentives
o Eliminate barriers
▪Make accessible in all ways, 

including hybrid participation
▪ Are there more inclusive 

ways to run the meeting? Do 
folks struggle with Robert’s 
Rules?
▪ Board mismanagement can 

also be a barrier

Make it Essential - 
Continued
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Make it Clear
WHO: Are the members of the committee? And who do you contact for more 
information?

WHAT: What does this committee do (in terms your average resident can 
understand)? What is the term length? 

WHERE: Where are meetings held?

WHEN: When are the meetings? What is the meeting cadence?

HOW: How does the committee fulfill its charge? How does it operate (Robert’s 
Rules? Something else?) Are meetings in person, hybrid, fully remote?
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• What is someone contributing to their community by serving this board or 
committee?
• What difference are they making?
• What would not happen if this board or committee did not meet?

• Show appreciation!

Make it Meaningful



If your board / committee demographics don’t 
reflect your community’s demographics, there’s a 
disconnect

What we mean when we say 
"diversity"

Make it Inclusive



Edward J. Collins, Jr. Center
for Public Management

• Work with municipality's staff that perform communications to plan good, strategic 
communications about openings

• Plan an outreach calendar around a standardized recruitment process

May

Acknowledgement Event
Recruitment

July

Appointments

September

Onboarding

Make it Known
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• Use plain language
• Avoid jargon
• Frame the ask in a way that a lay person would understand

Make it Known - 
Continued

ALMONERS
?

MEASURERS OF 
LUMBER?

BOARD OF 
EXCISE?

Join 
our….
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• Think about who you are 
targeting
o Are those targets able 

to participate?
o How can you reach 

those targets, 
specifically

Make it Known - 
Continued
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• Periodic reviews:
o Somerville's proposed charter includes a provision to review multiple 

member bodies at least every ten years

• Provide incentives (some examples, may not be appropriate for all boards 
and committees):
o Guaranteed / preferred seating at Town Meeting
o Free Town parking stickers
o Paid membership(s) to professional organizations
o Paid professional development and/or conference opportunities
o Health insurance
o Stipends

Interesting Solution: Make it Essential



Have staff review board / committee materials and update in plain language / lay terms 
(Worcester)

Interesting Solution: Make it Clear



• Post opportunities 
like a job posting 
(MA-DPH / Lynn)

• Make board / 
committee 
information packets 
(Danvers)

Interesting Solution: Make it Clear



Show volunteers gratitude for their 
service

Interesting Solution: Make it Meaningful



• Offer gateway volunteer opportunities 
• Lower-barrier, one-time opportunities
▪ Community clean ups
▪ Town meeting ushers
▪ Table facilitators at community 

charettes

• Provide opportunities for people to get 
familiar with their local government
• Salem's City Academy
• Natick 101

Interesting Solution: Make it Inclusive
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• Partner with local schools 

• Establish a youth commission

• Consider allowing nonvoter members to 
boards and commissions:
• Youth
• Immigrants
• Business owners (that live elsewhere)
• Experts
• Second homeowners

Interesting Solution: Make it Inclusive



Frame communications in 
a way that's approachable 
and understandable for a 
member of the general 

public

Interesting Solution: Make it Known
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Our tips to recruit and 
retain a diverse and 

engaged pool of 
volunteers for 

municipal boards and 
committees

Summary
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• Community Compact Best Practice Grant program is currently open. 
Relevant Best Practices include….
o Public Engagement – Develop an initiative to improve and increase 

community engagement, particularly with underrepresented members of 
the community and young people and improve access to local 
government

o Charter - Establish a committee to review an existing charter or to draft a 
new (or first) charter for the municipality

o Equity Audit – Conduct a town/city wide equity audit to determine what 
the existing barriers are to equitable representation and participation, 
access and opportunity for all residents and business owners in the 
community

Opportunities to Support Improvements





Thank You!

Contact Us:
Morgan.Clark@umb.edu
Kelsey.Edmond001@umb.edu


