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Abstract: Participatory processes – defined as formal efforts to involve constitu-
ents in government decision-making – are an increasingly common tool adopted
by public agencies and other elite decision making bodies in many developed
nations. Unfortunately, although conceptualized as a way to incorporate lay
citizens as stakeholders, participation in such processes takes time and expertise
that many citizens do not have. As a result, nonprofit leaders are often invited to
participate as a logistical shortcut for citizen involvement. This representation,
albeit nonelected and unaccountable, is an increasingly important way vulner-
able groups are represented and a key aspect of many nonprofit organizations’
advocacy involvement. It is important to ask, then, how well nonprofits do when
attempting to represent specific claimed constituents. It is likely their success
varies greatly. While many organizations work to engage constituents in demo-
cratic ways – including ongoing outreach and communication strategies, estab-
lishing participatory mechanisms within their own organizations, and soliciting
resident feedback – other nonprofits do not. Based on the authors’ collaborative
research, his brief identifies four specific policy proposals that may help facil-
itate the inclusionary goals of participatory processes, promote democratic
accountability among nonprofit representatives, and make sure the needs of
vulnerable citizens are met.
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nations. Conceived as a way to make government more accountable and more
responsive to its citizens, these processes include task forces, advisory boards,
and community councils. Participatory processes are thought to promote indi-
vidual political engagement, while also increasing policy effectiveness and
promoting government accountability (Barber 1984; Bingham, Nabatchi, and
O’Leary 2005; Gastil 2000). In the U.S., these processes are used in the fields
of health care (Mitton et al. 2009), the environment (Newig and Fritsch 2009),
and poverty reduction (McGee and Norton 2000), among others.

Unfortunately, although conceptualized as a way to incorporate lay citizens
as stakeholders, participation in such processes takes time and expertise that
many citizens do not have. Interest is often low and it is hard for the designers of
such processes to know who or how to recruit. This is particularly true for low-
income or hard-to-reach individuals or members of marginalized communities.
As a result, nonprofit leaders are often invited to participate as a logistical
shortcut for citizen involvement. Representatives of nonprofit organizations are
often seen as established leaders in the community, they are easily identifiable,
and are often presumed to have unique knowledge about community needs.
Research has shown a wide variety of nonprofit organizations are involved in
participatory processes including neighborhood associations (Logan and
Rabrenovic 1990), community based organizations (Cnaan 1991), religious con-
gregations (Owens 2007), and social service organizations (Mosley and Grogan
2013). This representation, albeit nonelected and unaccountable, is an increas-
ingly important way vulnerable groups are represented and a key aspect of
many nonprofit organizations’ advocacy involvement.

These processes take different forms. Some are “open” processes, intended to
solicit a wide variety of viewpoints from anyone who takes the time to participate.
Others are “invited” processes, where government administrators design the
process and invite specific individuals to participate. It is these invited processes
that often involve nonprofit representatives and thus are the concern of this paper.
When leaders of nonprofit organizations are invited to participate, it is sometimes
unclear exactly what role they are expected to play. Are they there to share their
own expertise and opinions? To communicate the perspective of their organiza-
tion? Or are they being invited as a representative of a specific target group (e.g.
children, people living with disabilities, people who are homeless), identity group
(e.g. women, people of color, LGBT populations), or geographic community?
Some public administrators would say that they want both out of nonprofit
participants – the expertise that comes from being a nonprofit leader and a
voice that is able to legitimately represent community concerns.

Speaking for yourself or the organization you lead is something nonprofit
leaders are well-prepared to engage in. It is much less clear, however, how well
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nonprofits do when attempting to represent specific claimed constituents. It is
likely their success varies greatly. While many organizations work to engage
constituents in democratic ways – including ongoing outreach and communica-
tion strategies, establishing participatory mechanisms within their own organi-
zations, and soliciting resident feedback – other nonprofits do not. This may be
true even of large, professionalized social service agencies, or historically impor-
tant religious organizations that often get seen as “leaders” in low-income
communities of color.

For those organizational leaders tasked with representing a group of people
larger than themselves, there are reasons to believe that legitimately represent-
ing the interests of a specific community is a daunting task. Communities
contain significant diversity, including different opinions about needs, priorities,
and appropriate responses. Meanwhile, organizations have competing priorities
themselves. Nonprofit managers need to maintain accountability to stakeholders
beyond community members and consumers, including funders, board mem-
bers, and staff members. Finally, organizational leaders may disagree with
community sentiment on important issues or simply have a different perspective
and priorities (Kissane and Gingerich 2004).

Connection to Current Research

Over the past 5 years, my University of Chicago colleague Colleen Grogan and I
have engaged in a multi-method study that addresses to what extent and how
well nonprofit community-based organizations represent vulnerable commu-
nities – from the perspective of both residents and the organizations that
represent them. We have focused on three research questions in regards to
residents: (1) Do residents believe nonprofit community-based organizations
can play a legitimate representational role? (2) What organizational character-
istics or behaviors do residents see as important determinants of legitimate
representation? and (3) Do residents view certain types of organizations as better
embodying these elements of legitimate representation? These questions have
then been paired with two research questions addressing the activity of non-
profit organizations: (1) How do nonprofit leaders conceptualize their represen-
tative role in participatory processes? (2) How might different conceptions of
what is “good” representation influence how leaders carry out representative
activities? All of this work has been carried out in low-income, primarily African-
American neighborhoods on the Southside of Chicago.

In a recent survey of the population of nonprofit organizations in three
Chicago neighborhoods, we found that most nonprofit leaders are involved in
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some kind of representative activity, and involvement in participatory processes
is high, even among small organizations that do not otherwise engage in
advocacy. However, nonprofit representatives differ in their view of whom
they actually represent. For example, we find many religious leaders believe
they are only responsible for voicing the needs of their congregation, while
human service leaders often believe they speak for the larger community. Our
findings also suggest one cannot assume that nonprofits are in active commu-
nication with the residents they represent: most organizations had only minimal
processes in place to exchange information with residents around their repre-
sentational activity. However, our previous work (Mosley and Grogan 2012)
indicates this is crucial for building trust with residents. In a qualitative study
of residents’ perceptions of nonprofit representational activity, we find that
attention to democratic processes was recognized and strongly desired by
community members and a key element of building trust. Two-way communica-
tion builds trust by demonstrating both transparency and openness to learning.
A focus on producing concrete benefits (outcomes) was also mentioned by
residents as an important element of legitimate representation. Such outcomes
generally include material resources flowing to the community, such as a new
program, park, or event. Since organizations clearly differ in their orientation to
both process and outcomes, these findings help inform how selection proce-
dures for participatory processes can be designed in ways that advance legit-
imate representation.

Specific Policy Proposals

Based on the background and research presented above, I identify four specific
policy proposals. These proposals are designed with an eye to facilitating the
inclusionary goals of participatory processes, promoting democratic account-
ability among nonprofit representatives, and making sure the needs of vulner-
able citizens are met. They are applicable to invited processes, where nonprofit
organizations are being asked to represent the interests of a specific group or
community.
(1) Government administrators responsible for designing participatory pro-

cesses should prefer nonprofit participants that have a demonstrated com-
mitment to democratic principles in their own organization. Evidence of
such commitment might include having community residents sit on their
board, having resident advisory boards, or other processes in place to
ensure transparent decision-making. The risk to such a proposal is that if
government sets a “floor” for what is expected in the way of democratic
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engagement within organizations, it may result in organizations treating
that floor like a ceiling. Of course, given the rarity of inclusive practices in
the organizations we surveyed, such a floor would still be an improvement
over current practices.

(2) A variety of nonprofit participants should be chosen to participate and
designers should be aware that large nonprofits with seemingly long his-
tories in a community are not always well informed about the concerns of
the current community. Communities are diverse and so should be the
organizations that represent them. Of course small organizations often
find participation challenging because of low capacity, and may be difficult
for designers to identify in the first place. Like citizens, often the reasons
why we want organizations to participate (e.g. they face distinctive chal-
lenges or have unique perspectives) are the same reasons why it is difficult
for them to participate. Thus, along with inviting diverse organizations and
perspectives, designers should also pay attention to the costs of participa-
tion, making sure that time and resource constraints don’t inadvertently
limit the types of organizational leaders than can participate.

(3) Nonprofits that participate in participatory processes should be held
accountable to democratic principles by being encouraged and supported
in their efforts to (a) return information to community members and (b)
involve community residents in participatory forums directly. This should
result in a feedback loop between organizations and residents, so that
organizations can carry out representation legitimately and are accounta-
ble to residents in some fashion.

(4) Even if the above is accomplished, the work of engaging community
members can easily become primarily ceremonial. Nonprofit leaders and
government administrators should recognize this risk as well as the diffi-
culty in doing this work in order to put the appropriate incentives in place
for meaningful action. This may call for more government funding support
specifically for civic engagement. It also suggests the need for experiments
that can help determine more effective (in the eyes of residents) and
efficient (in the eyes of organizations) ways of engaging community mem-
bers. For example, the growth of social media technology is an alternative
way to get participation and feedback directly from residents, and does not
require a burdensome time commitment.

These proposals are all of the top-down variety, recognizing that public adminis-
trators are generally driving participatory process design and, as such, have both
the greatest responsibility and ability to affect decision-making. That said, there
are risks to putting the onus on the government to understand these issues and
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implement them appropriately. Important critiques of participatory processes in
general are that they can be more about “optics” then action, or that they are a
form of co-optation. In addition, when concepts such as “democratic account-
ability” and “organizational diversity” get operationalized in specific ways, they
can quickly become calcified and meaningless. Encouraging more nonprofit self-
regulation on these issues may be an alternative strategy, though without incen-
tives stemming from the processes themselves, efforts may be weak.

Conclusion

Nonprofits are important and valued partners in state and local government
decision-making. Participating in collaborative processes, on behalf of the com-
munities they serve, underlines the role of nonprofits as key civic intermediaries
and is one of the many ways that nonprofits mediate the relationship between
citizens and government. Finding ways to more fully integrate them in decision-
making processes is important in order to make government more accountable
to constituents. However, policy should recognize that nonprofit organizations
are often being selected into such processes in lieu of citizens, and address more
explicitly the degree to which nonprofits adequately represent community inter-
ests. Policy solutions that fruitfully encourage nonprofit organizations to be
more explicitly democratic in their interactions with constituents have the
potential to improve government decision-making and reduce political inequal-
ity in diverse communities.
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