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 YWCA Board Chair, Boulder, Colorado 
 

Amanda: I’m here this morning meeting with Barbara Paradiso, the Executive Director of the 
Center on Domestic Violence in Denver, Colorado. Good morning, Barbara. 

Barbara: Good morning. 

Amanda: Barbara is also the Board Chair of the YWCA of Boulder County this year. That’s 
what we want to talk to you about today, Barb. So, in your own words, tell me – what is the role 
of the non-profit board chair? 

Barbara: Well, I think the primary role of the board chair is to facilitate the work of the board of 
directors. Certainly to work in partnership with the executive director to identify what that work 
actually should be, and could be, for the future and then to put in place a plan, and to be sure that 
that plan is carried out over the course of the year, two years, or whatever period of time that you 
may be in that leadership position. 

Amanda: Ok. And why did you choose to do this? Why this year and what does it mean to you? 

Barbara: Well, the way that the YWCA leadership process works is that you move into a chair-
elect position and then, ultimately, into a chair position, so it’s a multi-year commitment in many 
ways. I remember very clearly that I was sitting in a board meeting feeling a little frustrated 
about the direction that the organization was going in and talking to myself about the need either 
to leave, you know, that if I was uncomfortable with what was happening that this might not be a 
good fit for me, or to really engage in the work of the organization and move myself into a 
position where I might be able to have stronger influence on that direction.   

Amanda: How is that going this year? 

Barbara: [Laugh] 

Amanda: How are you feeling now? 

Barbara: Frustrated, quite honestly. There are so many different moving parts in a nonprofit 
organization, especially if you have a staff, and a large staff. We happen to have a very large 
board of directors, so many different stakeholders, and things that are outside of your control like 
the state of the economy, and what resources might be available to the organization. So, despite 
the best possible vision, I think some of the frustration is being able to actually get to that vision 
in any kind of efficient period of time.  

Amanda: I should say for those of us listening – I am also on this board and this is a large group, 
it’s about 22…21 members and it is all women. There are multiple committees with various 
meetings going on at different times. So, how can you as a board chair help to ensure that 



 
everyone in that group is staying involved in a meaningful way? That they feel like their voice is 
being heard and that they are making a contribution? 

Barbara: I think there are a number of different ways. One of them is I think it’s important to try 
to touch in with every person as often as you are able to, either through phone calls or emails, or 
even just a board meeting…being able to be sure that you check in with people and see how 
they’re feeling about their work with the board of directors. But, probably more effective than 
that is simply how board meetings are run. It is so important that there is time available at board 
meetings to talk about truly meaty issues that the organization is facing and give board members 
an opportunity to come into them to ask questions and to be really engaged in the process of 
decision-making for the organization. 

Amanda: So, for some of those groups that are not like the YWCA, that have a hard time just 
getting people to show up and be involved at all…I think this is one of the strengths that this 
board has, is that people are very involved and they are committed. How do you think that 
culture came about? 

Barbara: You know, I think that has actually changed in my time at the YWCA. It seems to be 
getting stronger and stronger during my time with Y, I have to say. And I think part of that, is 
that we have gone through a very intensive strategic planning process that involved the entire 
board which really, and we took over a year to actually do a great deal of planning where we 
actually sat down and we, kind of, planned for the future, and that gave people an opportunity to 
really look hard, to work in small groups so there was more opportunity for people to have voice. 
It took place over a more extended period of time, so then there was more opportunity really for 
people to understand what was going on in the organization and formulate an opinion about 
what’s going on in the organization, and then be able to express that opinion and feel as though 
you’re really doing the work of the organization. I think whenever…that that helps people to feel 
as though they are a part of something and as though they’re actually contributing to something 
and that’s motivating. It helps people to feel good about the fact that they are giving up their time 
and want to show up at board meetings. It makes it a little easier. 

Amanda: The executive director there is Janet Beardsley. Can you talk to me a little bit about 
your relationship with her and maybe what you’ve seen just in that role of board chair and 
executive director over time and  then how that is actually in that role? 

Barbara: Well, I have had the pleasure of knowing Janet for a number of years. I actually was 
the director of a nonprofit organization in Boulder and started the same year that Janet started at 
the YWCA. So we were newbie executive directors in the community together. I’ve had an 
opportunity to know her for quite some time. I think one of the roles that is very important for 
the chair of a board of directors is to provide support for the executive director. It is to be there to 
listen to whatever their problems and concerns might be, whether or not they involve the board 
directly and to not only be that sounding board, but also to help with the process of problem-
solving. There are not many places that the executive director can go to get confidential, safe, 



 
support, information, direction, and the relationship between the board chair and the executive 
director, when it’s working well, can be helpful in that role for an executive director. I hope that 
I have been able to do that for Janet. 

Amanda: I’m sure you have because you have actually been an executive director yourself so 
that puts in a good position as a listener to know exactly what it’s like to be on the other side.  

Barbara: I think that helps, actually. Knowing from a staff position about where those 
boundaries are between board work and staff work and how to help reinforce those boundaries.  

Amanda: That leads right into my next question – how can you help to ensure that the staff 
members are being heard and that the board is leading and that those two things are working 
together and prevent some of the conflict that comes up with every group? 

Barbara: I think one of the things that is really helpful is when a board and staff actually 
understand what their roles are and know what the limitations of their roles are.  Part of what the 
YWCA does is a very strong board orientation at the beginning of service and helps to at least 
outline those different roles and the boundaries around them. It doesn’t necessarily…that process 
doesn’t always work because there is more learning that people come to the table with than just 
what might happen in a group orientation. But, at least it, sort of, sets the stage for what those 
boundaries are. I think that Janet actually, our executive director, does a good job of involving 
the staff at the Y in decision-making…helping them to feel comfortable when having a voice and 
inviting them to the table when it’s appropriate, when there’s work being done that involves the 
board, to share their expertise and their knowledge with the board. That certainly helps, I think. 

Amanda: Can you think of a situation where a conflict has come up? 

Barbara: Yes. There was a situation where the board was actually working with a consultant, 
who was also a member of the board, but was acting as a consultant and helping us do some 
marketing and branding work. A number of the staff members were sitting in on a work session 
that we had around branding and they were listening to the board of directors talk about the way 
that they saw the organization. You know, what they, sort of, the persona that they had for the 
YWCA as a board. That conversation itself went well, I certainly enjoyed it, but I heard a couple 
of weeks later from Janet when I was having a meeting with her, that the staff who were there 
were horrified about what they heard from the board of directors. That they felt like there was an 
absolute disconnect between what the Y actually was and what the board sought to be or wanted 
it to be. They were worried about that level of miscommunication. It certainly happens in every 
organization and I think part of what helped resolve, actually I’m not sure if it’s completely 
resolved, because we’re still in that process of determining who we are as an organization and 
how we want to present ourselves to the world. So, perhaps it might not be resolved for quite 
some time into the future but I think what helped calm any kind of fears was understanding that 
it’s a process. And where we are, where we might be in the future, and why we might be heading 
in that direction – it’s all a part of communication. Being sure that the staff understands what 



 
might be going on from the board, that the board understands the realities of what’s going on in 
the organization now and that we continue to educate one another and communicate with one 
another in very good ways. 

Amanda: The last question is kind of a tough one. So, as you are coming to the end of this year 
and you look back, what do you think will be the most valuable thing that you have learned or 
contributed that you might not have seen coming? 

Barbara: One of the things that I really wanted our board of directors to do over the course of 
this year is to tackle some of the really difficult questions that the organization has been 
grappling with, even long before my time on the board of directors. I’ve heard for many, many 
years that these have been issues that keep raising their head…that really there’s been no 
resolution to and leaves the board and the staff, I think, feeling uncomfortable. Part of our plan 
for this coming year is to provide opportunities for those conversations to take place and I think 
if I leave anything behind at the end of this year…is that people will feel more comfortable in the 
place we are. Not necessarily that we will have resolved every single one of those issues, or that 
we will have THE answer, but that people will feel as though the issues and concerns are aired 
and that they are comfortable and in a place to be able to move forward more solidly as an 
organization. 

Amanda: Is there anything else you’d like to share with people that are just considering serving 
on a board that have never done this kind of work before and why they might want to be 
involved? 

Barbara: I think sitting on a board of directors is an amazing opportunity. I think especially if 
you work in the nonprofit sector and you’ve never sat on a board of directors, it’s so fascinating 
and it’s so educational to actually see what goes on in an organization from a different 
perspective. It’s such a valuable learning experience. I would really encourage anyone who is 
interested in nonprofits, to try to find that opportunity. I believe that the nonprofits are sort of the 
heart of our community and that they take on the work that nobody else can or is willing to. 
Whether that’s the for-profit or public sector groups, and so it’s always inspiring and always 
feels as though it enriches your life in ways that you may not have imagined before.  

Amanda: Thank you so much for your time. 

Barbara: Thank you. 
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