
One of the best things you can do for your community and your career is to participate in civic engagement. This is a commitment that 
goes beyond philanthropic contributions and even dropping change in the Salvation Army bucket each Christmas. Of course, giving is 
important, no matter how it is manifested. 

But civic engagement is not just about periodic transactions every holiday or quarter. Instead, it is about playing a role in your community 
that can improve public policies, services and amenities for everyone, no matter who they are or where they came from.

One way to do this is by joining a board of directors, whether it’s one that serves a local chamber of commerce, hospital, arts organization, 
or charity. The benefits are immeasurable. 

While the benefits represent the upside to board membership, it 
is important that, for everything to work, you need to give more 
than you receive. Board membership requires investment on a 
deeper level. Joining a board just for professional gains will not 
work for you or the organization you want to serve. The reason 
is because successful boards operate according to a calling for a 
higher good. You must share that above all else. If not, they won’t 
want you, and being dismissed might tarnish your reputation. 

I have long-time friend who is a talented and successful 
insurance sales leader. For several years he volunteered for an 
organization that I was the chairman of its board.  He became 
frustrated because we had not invited him to join the board. One 
day he came to me and asked why. “It’s clear to all of us, but not 
clear to you,” I told him. “you’ve had a terrific career in sales, but 
boards like ours don’t have tolerance for board members who 
use their board position to sell.”

In other words, professional boards don’t want members who 
are there for the wrong reasons: To use the organization’s name 
and logo in their marketing materials, to sell their services, to 
approach every board event as a networking opportunity. They 
also don’t want to feel that any member feels handcuffed to the 
table. If they suspect the person has intentions other than civic 
engagement, they often won’t get the invitation to join. No one 
wants a board member who ends up missing meetings or doesn’t 
reply to email threads because the experience is not what they 
anticipated when they first joined.
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Benefits of Board Memberships:
	» Connect you to your community on a deeper level. 

They give you the ability to see the inner working 
of policymakers or principals who are involved 
in important issues, like homelessness or refugee 
assistance, that you have little or no exposure to in 
your professional life.

	» Strengthen your professional credibility and 
visibility.
People can see you more than an attorney or 
investment professional but as someone who cares 
deeply about solving issues that impact the lives of 
others.

	» Grow your network. 
You’ll engage with people in the field, across the board 
table, at community events, all of which are good for 
business.

	» Sharpen your skills. Too often our clients fit a 
similar profile. 
Through civic engagement, you’ll encounter challenges 
that need solving. They will likely involve people and 
situations that are very different than what you deal 
with every day.
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For all these reasons, it’s important to be certain if board membership is for you before you join. You already know of the benefits. But 
like any relationship, a board seat requires tenacity and commitment. 
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Is this a mission I care about greatly?

Do you have a personal connection to the mission? Does the mission speak to a particular passion and motivate you to 
make a financial gift that you would feel good about? If so, you’ll have a better time being engaged, coming up with new 
ideas, galvanizing your community around the mission, and serving as an advocate for the organization in your daily life.
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Would I enjoy listening to and learning from the people around the board table? 

Our roles change the moment we walk into the board room. We may be leaders in our professional lives, but on boards 
we need to be listeners first. Knowing how to defer to others, consider conflicting opinions, and being open to learning 
new perspectives are all essential to succeeding. 
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If this organization called an emergency meeting one afternoon, would I willingly rearrange my 
schedule to make it work? 

If your answer is “no,’ you need to reconsider your plans to join a board. Ultimately a board of directors ensures the long-
term viability of the enterprise.  Some organizations rely heavily on their boards to help mitigate emergencies, great and 
small. Boards provide important direction and play an important role in guiding the organization’s top principals. They 
will turn to you for advice and support. That means being available and engaged if needed. 
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Nominating committees should come to you. They tend to screen candidates that pursue a board position. The keys to success are to 
make sure the mission resonates and to determine if you willing to go above and beyond what is being asked. If you are, your community 
will start paying closer attention to your skills and talents and you’ll see the value that making a difference can give to your career. 

If you are considering joining a board, ask yourself:
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