
Can "maximum feasible participation" in community action programs be
accomplished, and if so what principles are involved? This is the theme
of a paper which makes a number of points now being learned
painfully by many involved in community programs.

COMMUNITY ADVISORY BOARDS AND MAXIMUM
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A BOARD has been described as long,
narrow, and rigid. The recent con-

cern with developing strong community
linkages for health services is evidence
of our desire to reject this definition.
"Maximum Feasible Participation of

the Poor-A Hope or a Hustle," was
the headline in a News Bulletin of Mo-
bilization for Youth, the New York
community action agency. Perhaps some
might wish to edit it slightly to read,
"A Hope, A Hustle, or a Hassle," be-
cause maximum feasible participation
(MFP) is a difficult goal under the best
possible conditions. In some ways, par-
ticipation may actually interfere with
opportunities for more significant in-
volvement. As Bertram Beck, director
of Mobilization for Youth, has sug-
gested, one of the biggest dangers inher-
ent in MFP is that it diverts attention
to the wrong places. "The poor shouldn't
merely be scrapping over funds for
neighborhood programs. They should be
seeking major social reforms, and their
presence on boards can provide effec-
tive power only through the emergence
of social and political leaders who will
operate in a wider area than neighbor-
hood anti-poverty programs."'

Danger of Co-optation
Alan Haber of the University of

Michigan has warned of the strategy
of co-optation which seeks to elevate and

"buy off" less militant leadership by giv-
ing them status in official advisory or
other "consensus groups" dominated by
community leaders. According to Haber,
"It [co-optation] seeks to 'assimilate'
and divide radical demands by making
relatively minor or symbolic concessions,
though with a great deal of rhetorical
flourish, and setting up limited pro-
grams controlled by the non-poor . . . to
undermine the spontaneity and mass
character of the movement by creating
bureaucratic, energy-dissipating chan-
nels of problem solving. ...2
To what extent is participation on

community boards a snare an'd a de-
lusion or, more likely, despair and di-
version? This presentation will high-
light some of the problems in MFP in
community action and service programs
and some of the issues concerning ad-
visory boards as well.
Maximum feasible participation of the

poor, which in the original OEO guide-
lines was described as MFP of the resi-
dents, is a core concept of the Commu-
nity Action Programs, but the broader
principles of consumer voice and par-
ticipation are also seen in many other
community programs. In some cases
those responsible for bringing a pro-
gram to the community seek the par-
ticipation of the residents. In other in-
stances the residents demand the right to
participate, as in education and welfare
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rights movements. An interesting exam-
ple of such a demand came in New York
when the Rev. Milton A. Galamison
and an angry group of parents took over
the meeting haIl at New York City
school headquarters and appointed
their own board of education. Although
Mr. Galamison's tenure lasted only three
days because he and 11 others were ar-
rested on charges of trespassing, he was
later appointed to the real board of edu-
cation - a nonsalaried policy-making
school body. This is one case where the
initiative of the residents paid off in
official recognition.

Selecting Representatives
A review of the means to secure

maximum feasible participation in com-
munity action programs reveals a wide
variety of methods of selecting repre-
sentatives. As a community organizer
observed, members can be "anointed, ap-
pointed, elected, selected, or detected."
In Chicago, our experience has been
mainly with appointments made through
the mayor's office after varying degrees
of consultation with community organi-
zations. In other cities there has been
much more use of elections. Philadel-
phia held an election in 1965, the Lower
East Side residents in New York had
their election a year later. In Novem-
ber of 1967, Detroit provided for elec-
tion "at least every two years."
The Gary, Indiana, Model Cities area

is an example of the small response to
elections, even where intensive commu-
nity organization efforts are used. In
the 110-block area, there are an esti-
mated 10,000 eligible voters. Their
structure is rather typical, with a board
of up to 60 members, one representative
from each of 20 districts, 20 elected-at-
large and 20 appointed by the mayor.
The latter group includes representa-
tives from business groups, private
agencies, gangs, and other organizations.
All residents 16 years of age or over
are eligible to vote. A candidate must

also be at least 16, file a nominating
petition signed by at least 40 residents,
live in the district from which he is
nominated, and not be a precinct com-
mitteeman, assistant precinct committee-
man, or a city council member. In the
first election, six candidates were under
age 21. The election was conducted in
20 polling places by the League of
Women Voters and transportation was
provided for residents who came to the
wrong polling place. Yet, under 20 per
cent voted, and this was considered a
very high response.
The Green amendments to the Eco-

nomic Opportunity Act specified new
guicelines for participation of the poor.
While elections are not required, the
phrase "democratically selected" re-
quires community involvement in the
process.

". Each board . . . shall consist of not
more than fifty-one members and shall be so
constituted that (1) one-third of the members
of the board are public officials, including
the chief elected official or officials, or their
representatives, unless the number of such
officials reasonably available or willing to serve
is less than one-third of the membership of
the board, (2) at least one-third of the mem-
bers are persons chosen in accordance with
democratic selection procedures adequate to
assure that they are representative of the poor
in the area served, and (3) the remainder of
the members are officials or members of
business, industry, labor, religious, welfare,
education, or other major groups and interests
in the community. Each member of the board
selected to represent a specific geographic
area within a community must reside in the
area he represents . . ."s

Experiences with the election proce-
dure have varied. A major problem is
relative lack of participation. The num-
ber voting is generally well under that
participating in ordinary primary elec-
tions. A staff member of Mobilization
for Youth made an observation typical
of the situation in other cities as well:
"Even the Lower East Side election, which

was supposed to be run by and for the poor
people here didn't reaUy aim to get everyone
out to vote. If they'd wanted a high turnout,
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the people who ran the election would have
given it much better publicity. The election
itself was a good idea, but the follow-through
was lousy."4

Elections may involve efforts by ad-
herents of some organizations to present
slates and to organize their members so
they really get out and vote, resulting
in an influence far beyond their actual
numbers. A small number of voters, of
course, makes a takeover by specialized
groups more likely.
We have concerned ourselves so far

with the question of how to get represen-
tativeness. Neither elections nor selection
by a government officer or group are
ideal, but generally elections are prefer-
able if a maximum publicity effort is
made. No doubt elections provide the
best way to convey a sense of trust to
community residents, but community
disorganization and apathy that accom-
pany poverty also make it very difficult
to get the same degree of participation
that one might expect in more affluent
communities.
The question of representativeness is

difficult for any board, whether they
are managers, directors, or trustees, or
in some way advisory. No one would
propose a random selection of the resi-
dents as the ideal group. The problem
is often dealt with by selecting people
who represent various block clubs, so-
cial agencies, and other well-established
community groups, but such residents
are often very conservative and may be
far removed from the interests of the
poor. A ceiling on income, on the other
hand, may disenfranchise many of the
most effective people in a neighborhood
and constitute a form of reverse discrim-
ination.
The person who gets selected or pre-

sents himself for nomination and elec-
tion tends to be one who is already
motivated to have a high interest in his
community in general or in a special
area, such as health. He is likely to end
up on a board because he is available
and responsive. Obviously responsive-

ness and representativeness do not al-
ways go together. And some people are
so available and responsive that they
can be found on nearly all of the boards
in the community. Then there do not
seem to be enough leaders to go around.
The result is an elite that provides the
core for most activities for community
betterment.
A responsible elite may result in a

very narrow leadership base. Also, the
involvement of an indigenous person in
a specialized program may change his
outlook over time to cause him to lose
touch with the community. This can hap-
pen with both board members and in-
digenous employees. At the outset, in
neighborhood services programs, the in-
digenous nonprofessional worker can
often provide a more accurate state-
ment of the client's major problems than
can the professional, but perception of
problems often becomes less acute as
indigenous staff become acculturated to
their agency role. Similarly, a commu-
nity board member may also lose his
major value if he loses touch with the
neighborhood.

Initial responsiveness does not neces-
sarily persist. Even when members are
elected, many stop coming because they
lose interest. To be effective, they must
have an initial commitment to both the
community and the program area. The
organization must take the time to orient
them and train them to get a broadened
understanding. This process involves the
danger of brainwashing, but residents
are generally able to recognize brain-
washing when they see it and to re-
sist it. High mobility in the ghetto
makes it difficult to maintain continuity.
Nevertheless, the inconvenience of hav-
ing to involve new people to replace
those who move must not lead to the
selection of only those who are long-
term residents.

Need for Leadership Development
As a vehicle for leadership training,

the voluntary social agency enlists the

VOL. 61. NO. 2. A.J.P.H.294



COMMUNITY ACTION PROGRAMS

talents of people in volunteer services
programs. This often produces people
for the board. Typically, there has been
no such leadership training opportunity
in most of the community service and
action groups in the ghetto. This has
had to be done after residents are
named to a board. Means for leadership
development are needed to enlarge the
base of participation and help the board
to gain the needed specialized knowl-
edge.

Another danger-the group becomes
a rubber stamp, accepting staff planning
and decisions without testing them out
in terms of community needs and goals.
This is a special problem in health be-
cause services require professional staff,
and the boundaries of professional ele-
ments in decision-making and commu-
nity concerns are ambiguous.
Worse is the use of community people

as window dressing through the creation
of boards and other bodies that rarely
meet except possibly for the ritual of
election of officers. The Mayor's Com-
mittee for Human Resources Develop-
ment in Detroit has tried to deal with
this problem by specifying a minimum
of ten meetings per year. Even when
regular meetings are held, long staff
reports, leaving no time for discussion,
may reduce any group to little more
than window dressing.

Historically, advisory boards have
been used most often to provide tech-
nical advice as needed without any re-
sponsibility for financing or policy de-
termination. Often such advisers rarely
met as a group but the staff consulted
them individually when they needed
special help.

Role of Community Advisory Boards
With the recent emphasis on in-

digenous participation, advisory boards
are now created less for technical knowl-
edge than as a means of involving the
community in activities for its own best
interest. Like the technical advisory

board, the indigenous board has an
advice-giving role rather than a policy-
making responsibility-consultation but
not control. This is quite different from
membership oIn a board of directors
where fiscal responsibility and ultimate
control of policy reside with the board.
Can an indigenous advisory board with
such limited responsibility thrive?

If we accept the validity of maximum
feasible participation for advisory
boards, several key principles need to
be considered.

1. Advice on What?-While the
board should expect to receive general
information on the total program, in
what area is the board expected to be
responsible? The most appropriate con-
cerns of a specialized advisory board
for a community service are matters that
affect the geographic service area. These
include program practices, service
boundaries, hours, fees, policies related
to hiring of neighborhood people, pub-
licity efforts-all the issues of major
concern to the residents.

2. Necessary Limits-Many programs
are limited by statute or by formal
regulations of a parent agency. It is not
appropriate for an advisory board to
insist on policies that are illegal or in
conflict with regulations. They should
make strong recommendations for
change in laws and regulations but can-
not flaunt them. Similarly, an advisory
board must accept the ethical frame-
work of a professional service.

3. How Independent a Board?-The
board will generally not have to ex-
ert its independence. However, it must
be so structured that, with cause, it can
bring recommendations and complaints
concerning the program to city officials,
boards of trustees, and other groups
with ultimate management responsibil-
ity. Thus, the advisory board should
have its own officers and be able to
meet on the call of the chairman or by
petition from its members if major prob-
lems arise.
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4. Responsibility for Financing-
While most advisory boards are not
charged with fiscal responsibility, boards
may find themselves involved in such
questions, especiglly if the federal gov-
ernment requires more funds to come
from local governmental and nongov-
ernmental sources. Also, where some
community fiscal participation is feasi-
ble, the service program may become
more a part of the community than if
it is financed exclusively from outside.

5. Rotation and Leadership Develop-
ment-Committees involving prospec-
tive board members provide one means
of leadership training. Rotation of mem-
bers is essential to broaden community
participation and understanding.

6. Payment for Services-With the
involvement of the poor in board ac-
tivities, the question of payment is
likely to arise. Payment for time spent
takes the board out of the community
service realm. It is generally inadvisa-
ble to pay for members' time although,
to insure participation, it is sound pol-
icy to pay the cost of transportation and
for baby-sitting service during meetings.

Conclusions
After reviewing the vast but scattered

literature on maximum feasible par-
ticipation, I find the wide range of
functions of advisory boards vague and
confusing. Perhaps the term advisory
board should be abandoned in favor of
community policy board. If advisory
board is kept, it should be understood
to imply more than advice. The board
should have clear policy-making power
on those issues that affect the residents.
Otherwise, there tends to be frustra-
tion because there is no area in which
advice has to be taken, i.e., no con-
trol. As advice is ignored, less will be
given. Then the board becomes window
dressing.

A community policy board recognizes
the expertise of the members as knowl-
edge of the community. Such a board
can interpret the community to the
program staff and interpret the program
to the community. It can also perform
a trouble-shooting function when ma-
jor problems arise. A community pol-
icy board can be given the status to
sponsor public hearings when commu-
nity reactions on major issues are
needed. Obviously essential is a clear
definition of the areas of policy-making
delegated to the board.
The board needs to involve special-

ized groups including recipients of
service and youth between 16 and 21
as well as more visible leaders. Mem-
bers should be elected where feasible;
election tends to convey trust to the
community. But, for many smaller spe-
cialized programs, election is probably
not feasible. Democratic selection must
be assured in other ways.
Those of us who operate community

programs expect community residents to
be effective partners, not rUbber stamps
or window dressing. Residents of the
community must help assure representa-
tiveness and responsiveness.
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