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Praise for The Future Is Collective


“Compassionate and practical, Khonsari’s advice centers sustainable strategies for building nonprofits that will endure. Those looking to give back without burning out will be encouraged.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY starred review




“Khonsari’s experience, curiosity, sharp analysis, and fabulous storytelling bring to life incredible examples of how our organizations can get into formations to share power and bring about the culture, structure, and wins for liberation we are thirsty for.”

—JENNA PETERS-GOLDEN, worker-owner and co-founder of AORTA Cooperative




“The Future Is Collective is not just a book—it’s a movement, a call to arms for organizations and leaders to embrace a more inclusive and compassionate future.”

—NICOLE WIRES, director of the Nonprofit Democracy Network




 “A groundbreaking exploration of reimagined workplace paradigms shining a compelling light on the power and potential of collective leadership.” 

—MAYRA PELAGIO, former executive director of Latinos United for a New America




“This book strikes at the heart of traditional work hierarchies, proposing a transformative ethos that feels not just revolutionary but essential.”

—TIRIEN STEINBACH, former associate dean for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion at Stanford Law School




“Hierarchical workplaces repress the love and care that could transform our world. Let’s build workplaces where every worker can act on their deep yearnings to care for communities and the planet. The Future Is Collective shows us the way.”

—JANELLE ORSI, founder of Sustainable Economies Law Center




“The Future Is Collective brilliantly captures the zeitgeist of our times, offering a blueprint for workplaces that prioritize humanity over hierarchy. A refreshing and thought-provoking read that challenges the status quo and paves the way for meaningful change.”

—EMILY GREEN, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist




“Khonsari boldly envisions a workplace where collective leadership and equity aren’t mere buzzwords but the foundational pillars of every institution. A must-read for anyone who believes in a world where work is driven by compassion and shared responsibility.”

—AZADEH ZOHRABI, executive director of Berkeley Underground Scholars




“Through riveting case studies and compelling narratives, Khonsari guides us toward a new era of collaborative leadership. The Future Is Collective is a beacon for all those disillusioned by outdated workplace models.”

—GAIL SILVERSTEIN, associate dean for experiential learning at UC Law San Francisco




“Khonsari bridges the gap between the ideal and the achievable, presenting actionable steps to transform our workspaces into hubs of inclusivity and innovation. A seminal piece.”

—CURTIS YANCY, director of philanthropy 




“I am so grateful to Nilou Khonsari for sharing her ‘real-life-tested’ experience on how to build sustainable, people-centered organizations. Her insights are not only transformative but also essential for any leader looking to shape the future of work.”

—LORENA MELGAREJO, executive director of Faith In Action, Bay Area




“At a time when many workers express great dissatisfaction with the status quo and experience burnout, this book shows us ways to establish sustainable and fulfilling workplaces governed by all involved.”

—ANDREW I. SCHOENHOLTZ, JD, PhD, professor from Practice at Georgetown Law and faculty director of the Human Rights Institute and the Center for Applied Legal Studies




“With many of us spending more waking hours at work than doing anything else, we need to be looking for paths and opportunities that support workers. Khonsari’s book brings concrete ideas and practices, along with personal stories both positive and negative, for how we can shift our workplaces to empower workers, meet their needs, and lead to creative solutions.”

—REK KWAWER, former director of operations and board member of NASCO




“The Future Is Collective not only challenges traditional norms but also empowers us with the tools to build workplaces where equity and shared purpose drive innovation and success.”

—ZAHRA BILLOO, executive director of the Council on American-Islamic Relations, San Francisco Bay Area (CAIR-SFBA)




“This book is a powerful antidote to the cultures of power-hoarding, disenfranchisement, and marginalization that are all-too-common in our current Western industrialized society.”

—Ryan Matlow, clinical associate professor and director of community programs for the Early Life Stress and Resilience Program at Stanford School of Medicine 






Copyright © 2025 by Niloufar Khonsari. All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any form or by any means without the written permission of the publisher. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

North Atlantic Books

Huichin, unceded Ohlone land

2526 Martin Luther King Jr Way

Berkeley, CA 94704 USA

www.northatlanticbooks.com

Cover art ©  johnjohnson13 via Getty Images

Cover design by Lauren Smith

Book design by Happenstance Type-O-Rama

The Future Is Collective: Effective Workplace Strategies for Building a Culture of Care is sponsored and published by North Atlantic Books, an educational nonprofit that collaborates with partners to develop cross-cultural perspectives; nurture holistic views of art, science, the humanities, and healing; and seed personal and global transformation by publishing work on the relationship of body, spirit, and nature.

North Atlantic Books’ publications are distributed to the US trade and internationally by Penguin Random House Publishers Services. For further information, visit our website at www.northatlanticbooks.com.

The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia, hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +33757690241.



Names: Khonsari, Niloufar, author. 

Title: The future is collective : effective workplace strategies for 

   building a culture of care / by Niloufar Khonsari.  

Description: Berkeley, California : North Atlantic Books, [2025] | Includes 

   bibliographical references and index. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2025002444 (print) | LCCN 2025002445 (ebook) | ISBN 

   9798889841975 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9798889841982 (ebook)  

Subjects: LCSH: Nonprofit organizations—Management. | Political 

   participation. 

Classification: LCC HD62.6 .K496 2025  (print) | LCC HD62.6  (ebook) | DDC 

   658/.048—dc23/eng/20250524 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025002444

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025002445








For my daughter, Roya:

You are my greatest teacher. Your light inspires me to grow in ways I never imagined—helping me to pause, reflect, and embrace the beauty of leading with heart and vulnerability. Through you, I’ve discovered a deeper meaning of collective care—how it shapes the world and our everyday family moments. You’ve shown me the power of looking inward and leading by example.

This book is for you, so you’ll always know that much of what I’ve learned began with you.

—Mama






Introduction

Child of a Revolution

I was born in Tehran in the aftermath of war and revolution. As the Iran-Iraq War unfolded, hundreds of thousands of Iranians fled, my parents among them. They were activists, advocating for a different future, one rooted in justice and liberation, but the revolution they believed in brought another harsh regime. They sought asylum in Germany, leaving me with my grandparents in Iran as they figured out how to start over. 

We were not alone in loss and struggle. Like many others, my family felt the weight of government violence. Three of my relatives were imprisoned and killed by the regime in the struggle for freedom. But what was promised as freedom instead became a system that filled more prisons and silenced more people. The trauma of our people was not just about recent events; it was compounded by harms of the 1953 US-backed coup that overthrew Iran’s chance at democracy by overthrowing a democratically elected leader.

Displaced to Germany as a toddler, I grew up there with my mom before starting over again in the United States at age twelve. Even with all these changes, I was never detached from my roots. Many Iranians in the diaspora, including myself, dedicated our lives to social justice, liberation, family unity, prison abolition, and building a more just society. I had this commitment woven into the fabric of my life, along with the communal spirit at the heart of Iranian culture.

Moving across borders, I became a global citizen with a deep commitment to social justice. I lived in six countries and spoke five languages (more or less). My activism ranged from anti-war efforts to student movements, including advocating for Georgetown University to adopt a living wage policy. Later, I accepted a Fulbright Fellowship to work in Sierra Leone, where I supported lawyers and paralegals in challenging a Chinese sugarcane company that used toxic pesticides, harming both field workers and the land. In some of these spaces, I noticed a pattern: A few groups that positioned themselves as champions of social justice often ended up mirroring the same decision-making habits they criticized. I remember attending gatherings where only a few voices steered the conversation, leaving many of us feeling like we didn’t matter. Decisions seemed to emerge from behind closed doors, made by a small group, rather than through an open dialogue involving everyone. This left many of us frustrated and echoed the very political dynamics we were challenging, where decisions are made in isolation, often against the will of those they impact. Through these experiences, I learned an important lesson: We can’t achieve true liberation if we adopt the same practices and structures that cause harm. I saw firsthand that simply opposing what we didn’t like—such as unjust wages or war—was only part of the equation. 

When it came time for me to enter the job force, I felt torn between two choices: advocating for labor rights or supporting displaced people through immigration law. Each path offered a way to address injustices I’d witnessed. Then one day I had a conversation with a member of my chosen family, Helge, whom I often turn to for advice. When I shared my conflicted feelings about my career path with him, he responded gently and thoughtfully, offering a self-evident truth: “Nilou,” he said, “you’re a refugee.” 

Resilience from the Root

In 2012 I founded Pangea Legal Services, an immigrant justice organization. Our name, Pangea, was the name of the earth’s original continent when it was one connected land mass, and it symbolized the unity and oneness of our global community. Alongside co-founder Marie Vincent, I established the organization’s framework and helped build our foundation. From the start we were a POC (people of color)-, woman-, queer-, and immigrant-led collective, committed to uplifting communities. Between 2013 and 2023, Pangea transformed from a project funded via a small personal loan I provided and operating month to month into a robust entity with a $2.7 million operating budget and healthy reserves. It expanded from just 1.5 full-time employees to twenty-one full-time employees, along with regular contractors, interns, and law clerks. I transitioned out of Pangea in May 2023. During our time together, Pangea supported over fifty thousand people and won more than three thousand complex federal immigration cases, many of which set important legal precedents.

The team at Pangea—comprising movement lawyers, advocates, and organizers—continues to drive systems change through legal representation and community organizing. One of our proudest achievements involved establishing the first 24/7 hotline of its kind for immigrants at risk of deportation, inspiring the creation of over forty similar hotlines across the country. Our work led to the closure of three immigration detention centers and successful advocacy for legislation that ended the use of private prisons for immigrants in California. We also co-founded the Disability & Immigrant Justice Coalition, launched Project ANAR (Afghan Network for Advocacy and Resources, a program for Afghan refugees), and initiated the Asylee Legal Empowerment Project, a training program for select asylum seekers unable to find attorney representation that empowered them to defend their cases independently.

Throughout the years, Pangea faced significant hurdles, particularly around decision-making—navigating who makes which decisions and who gives input—and addressing conflicts and disagreements. Through our struggles, we gained valuable insights that shaped what some of our consultants described as “the most high-functioning” organization and governance model.

Pangea’s journey exemplifies resilience. The team evolved and transformed challenges into effective structures, guides, and policies that prioritized a culture of care. At the heart of Pangea’s operations was a unique and collaborative governance structure that embodied a commitment to shared leadership and collective decision-making. Staff members received equal compensation and enjoyed a four-day work week. In a notable departure from conventional practices, health benefits extended to the undocumented parents of staff. Pangea operated through a decentralized system of hubs—leadership committees where staff collaborate to develop policies, oversee projects, and manage all aspects of their work. This model fostered participation, ensuring that decision-making became a collective effort within each hub.

Major decisions impacting the organization were made by a vote by the entire team, guaranteeing that every voice gets heard. This hub system effectively distributed authority and responsibility throughout Pangea, preventing any single individual from holding all the power. Staff referred to themselves as a collective, with all members serving as co-directors.

From the outset, I aimed to ensure that Pangea embodied the same values internally that it promoted externally—an aspiration that continues to guide the organization today. 

An Offering for Our Movements in Urgent Times

I am deeply inspired by the collaborative spirit of my former colleagues at Pangea and the social movements we were part of during my time there. However, there is no one-size-fits-all way to structure an organization. Just as every community has its unique tapestry of strengths and challenges, so do the ways we lead and work together. Pangea Legal Services exemplifies one effective model, showcasing collective leadership that puts people and community front and center. But what worked for us might not work for everyone else. And although our values are timeless, some things that worked for us with a smaller staff size might not work for a larger organization.

This book chronicles my journey in developing best practices at Pangea, and it lays out the main principles of collective governance: transparent and distributed decision-making, equity-based pay scales and benefits, and a culture of learning, trust, and humility. It draws on dozens of interviews, research, and best practices developed in various organizations that center a culture of care, collective governance, and liberation. It provides examples of common conflicts in workplaces and possible responses, along with tools to enhance accountability and prevent or minimize harm in organizations. Different ways to adopt and apply an abundance mindset to funding are also unpacked in later pages, and the book concludes with a vision for the future that articulates the stakes for practicing collective governance now. The Future Is Collective mirrors the evolution of Pangea, addressing topics that are traditionally viewed as human resources work—salaries, vacations, and benefits—and sets them in the context of liberatory culture-building, prompting us to explore the question: What kind of culture and structure does our organization need to thrive?

Why now? 

In the summer of 2020, the national conversation around diversity, equity, and inclusion surged to the forefront. Following the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, the United States faced a profound reckoning. Business as usual was no longer an option. There was an increase in the number of Black people, Indigenous people, and women of color in executive director and management positions.1 With their new roles came expectations to reimagine the workplace through a diversity lens, deconstruct systemic oppression, sustain ongoing programs, and navigate fundraising challenges—all while confronting mistrust and discrimination that their predecessors did not face.

In this period of sustained and compounded crises, exacerbated by a multiyear pandemic, many nonprofit organizations were reckoning with the way we work. That reckoning is still ongoing for many. According to OnePoll, 73 percent of US workers became more conscious of needing self-care in 2020.2 According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, forty-seven million people in the United States voluntarily quit their jobs in 2021. That’s nearly one in three of the approximately 167 million people employed at some point during that year.3

Nonprofit and social justice spaces were far from immune to this mass exit from the workforce, which some economists called the “Great Resignation.” Adding to the general high level of stress in these spaces, a recent poll focused on community organizers also revealed high levels of burnout and turnover in the social justice nonprofit sector.4 We can no longer keep doing this work the same way. It’s time to align our organizational practices with the change we want to see in the world. As leaders in social justice, we can refuse to reform unsustainable structures and systems—and instead uproot them to create something new.

Participatory cultures and structures of care in the workplace are as diverse as the organizations themselves, ranging from single executive director leadership to multidirector models. In my research, I’ve had the privilege of studying a wide range of organizations and interviewing a diverse set of individuals, uncovering a wealth of effective practices. Along the way, I’ve connected with many inspiring voices, and I’m excited to share some of these insights with everyone involved in this important conversation.

Throughout this book, I’ve made a conscious effort to center the work of Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) individuals, women, and queer people, whose wisdom and expertise are often overlooked in favor of dominant voices lacking the lived experiences of our communities. That said, The Future Is Collective serves as a resource for anyone—workers, students, and leaders—seeking to create meaningful changes at work. Drawing from my personal experiences and research, I hope to shed light on what it can look like to cultivate a truly collective workplace. I aim to demystify collective management by showcasing how we at Pangea translated our values into concrete policies and practices. From participatory leadership structures and decision-making processes to equitable pay scales and nonconventional benefits, this book explores practical ways to create workplaces that reflect our shared ideals. Despite our best intentions, we can often inadvertently replicate harmful structures in our organizations without noticing. This book offers practical alternatives for becoming more intentional in unlearning and dismantling conventional power dynamics that undervalue time, labor, and diverse experiences. I especially invite BIPOC workers and leaders in nonprofit and social justice sectors to engage in this conversation. Together, we can dismantle and rebuild the structures that shape our relationships and influence our world.






1

From Revolution to Evolution



My father was a revolutionary. As I was setting out to start Pangea Legal Services in 2012, we had a conversation about Iran’s history, and he shared something that has stuck with me ever since. He said that lasting change requires evolution just as much as revolution—we need growth at a steady pace that can take root deeply, not just a one-time shift. I’ve found this to be true, both in my personal journey and in the collective work that led to the beginnings of Pangea. For real impact, we needed both vision and structure supported by steadfast, everyday action on an individual and collective scale. 

The Beginning: Foundations of Collective Action

In 2011, I was a young immigration attorney in San Francisco,* weighed down by over $100,000 in student loans and living paycheck to paycheck in a small apartment. At that time, I had taken on three pro bono asylum cases and won each one. Meanwhile, I made ends meet working for a couple of nonprofit organizations. One of them was the African Advocacy Network (AAN), a wonderful San Francisco–based nonprofit serving the growing diaspora of African and Afro-Caribbean immigrants. They needed attorneys for their asylum cases, and they offered me free office space and supplies in exchange for taking on some of their clients at affordable rates. It didn’t take me long to realize there was a massive and increasing need for asylum and deportation defense services among immigrant populations. 

Few legal nonprofits were hiring immigration attorneys then, and most of them focused on non-court legal services like helping immigrants apply for residency and citizenship. Meanwhile, the Obama administration was ramping up deportations through policies that criminalized immigrants at unprecedented rates.*1,2 Despite this urgent need for legal representation in court, legal nonprofits were not set up to provide it. 

As a formerly undocumented immigrant to the US myself, I felt compelled to fill some of that gap in legal services. In addition to my space at the AAN, private immigration attorney Nancy Hormachea generously welcomed me to share her office. A gem of a person and a mentor, Nancy had co-founded an Iranian refugee organization called Omid Advocates for Human Rights, where I also volunteered. My days were a whirlwind—carrying massive stacks of paper files while shuttling between Nancy’s office in Berkeley and the AAN office in San Francisco. In spite of all the work, I could barely afford to live in San Francisco. Eventually I moved in with my mom and stepdad for a few months, subletting my apartment during that time to save money.  

Leaning on Organizers for Jesus’s Freedom

In October 2012, I got an out-of-the-blue phone call from a panicked father. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) had just picked up his son, Jesus Ruiz Diego,3 at his job and was about to deport him to Mexico. A former client I had helped release from immigration prison a few months back had shared my number with Jesus’s father. 

Jesus arrived in the US with his family at just four years old, and they made a home in San Jose, California. In a community where many faced challenges like dropping out of school or dealing with incarceration and deportation, Jesus gave others hope. He became the first in his family to graduate high school—an incredible achievement! After nearly failing, he sought extra help from a teacher, attended night school, and even went to summer school. His hard work made him a role model for his younger brother and for many in his extended community.

Since Jesus had not visited Mexico, he did not have personal ties there. San Jose was truly the only home Jesus knew. Sadly, a disbarred attorney misled his family by promising them legal assistance but ultimately placed Jesus in deportation proceedings while he was still in elementary school, resulting in a deportation that would haunt him for years. After his deportation, Jesus quickly returned home to the US.

When Jesus graduated, he found a job as a sheet-metal worker, a role that demands precision, physical skill, and intellectual problem-solving. Jesus brought talent and a sense of humor to his job, consistently approaching challenges with a positive attitude. His dedication and hard work garnered his employer’s respect and led to multiple promotions. His boss was among the first people to write a letter in support of Jesus’s release when immigration authorities detained him.

The US and Mexican governments have an agreement that facilitates fast, same-day deportation of Mexican nationals. So unless a Mexican immigrant in California claims fear of return and wants to apply for asylum, they are almost always put on a bus and deported within a few hours. My heart raced at the thought of Jesus getting deported before I even made it to the ICE detention facility. I rushed out of the office and drove from San Francisco to San Jose, where ICE was holding Jesus. I made it to the ICE holding facility just in time to enter my appearance as Jesus’s attorney, preventing his immediate deportation.

Jesus’s case seemed legally impossible. The senior attorneys I turned to for help insisted that there was no legal avenue for his release from detention and no way to prevent his deportation. With nowhere else to go, I turned to undocumented organizers and political activists at FREE SF (Full Rights, Equality, and Empowerment Coalition of San Francisco) and NIYA (the National Immigrant Youth Alliance) for support. Getting Jesus back home to his family would take a great amount of collective organizing and mobilizing efforts, as well as thinking outside of the traditional lawyer box. 

When I visited Jesus at the Yuba County Jail, we spoke through two black wired phones on either side of a thick pane of glass. I told him the legal odds of prevailing were slim, but a whole community of activists was ready to fight for him. “We have allies,” I said, “and they are willing to pull out all the stops for you.” Jesus didn’t hesitate. His face, which until then had remained stern, brightened, and his mouth widened into a smile. “I want to fight, Nilou!” he said.

Over the course of the next three months and through hundreds of hours of organizing, we launched a national public campaign. Dozens of mostly undocumented leaders and youth activists came together to lift up Jesus’s humanity and illuminate the injustice of the immigration system. Among them were organizers Kiran Savage-Sangwan and Jon Rodney. Together, we made it clear that the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program* was made for people exactly like him, and the system had failed him before and was failing him again. We advocated for Jesus’s release from detention to stop his deportation, and we mobilized thousands of supporters across the country along with local and national legislators. We also organized several rallies in front of the ICE detention facility in San Francisco, supported by hundreds of youth activists and allies. Over five thousand signatures petitioning for his freedom jammed up ICE’s fax machine and voice-messaging system with requests to release him as we shared Jesus’s story across the country and submitted his DACA application. 

In the face of ICE’s continued refusal to release him, Jesus didn’t give up on the inside, and neither did we on the outside. Three months later, our team and Jesus won his freedom through prosecutorial discretion. This victory would not have been possible if any one person had worked on this case alone. His release came after a massive immigrant youth–led campaign. His eligibility for relief through DACA was the result of over a decade of political organizing and advocacy. Unwilling to listen to the same excuses and promises from politicians, thousands of undocumented young leaders across the country staged actions, led public campaigns, organized sit-ins in congressional offices, educated congressional representatives, protested, and rallied to push former president Obama to issue the executive order that could turn DACA into official policy. 

Jesus’s case was a key bridge to help me gradually transform my own personal shame around being undocumented in the US and having been an asylum seeker in Germany. It was an early lesson for me as an attorney to listen, learn, and build power alongside my clients and undocumented communities. But more than that, it was a beginning—the planting of a seed of what was possible with collective action. That seed would become Pangea. 

It Started with $3,000

Within a year, my low-fee practice began to thrive, but my heavy student loan debt made it unsustainable in a private practice. I realized that transitioning to a nonprofit structure could provide significant benefits on multiple fronts. First, working for a nonprofit would qualify me for the Public Service Loan Forgiveness plan, offering potential student debt forgiveness and easing my (and my future colleagues’) financial burden. Second, nonprofits are eligible for foundation and government grants, which would support the sustainability of the work by providing necessary funding and enabling us to offer reduced fees and free services to clients. This nonprofit structure could support my financial stability while also amplifying our capacity to deliver vital legal services and advocacy to those in need.  

And so, with the $3,000 left from my Fulbright Fellowship award, I covered the first month’s rent for an office sublet, contractor costs, and office supply expenses, laying the groundwork for what would become Pangea Legal Services. As multiple immigration and refugee crises loomed, I knew I wanted to provide crucial support for immigrants facing detention and deportation. Pangea was born out of necessity and driven by a strong commitment to social justice and to the people I saw as my extended family. 

But what kind of organization would it be?

Shifting Power: Toward Collective Leadership

Even when leaders have the best intentions to run organizations in alignment with shared group values and politics, many of us fall back on a strict hierarchical model because we have been conditioned to think it is the most efficient and strategic way of meeting goals. I am no exception to this. I was raised by a working-class, immigrant, single mother who modeled hard work, which conditioned me to perform above and beyond, to go to school even if I was sick, and to compete with and outperform my peers. This conditioning is prevalent among many immigrants and BIPOC workers like me. We often feel the need to overcompensate for the manifestations of racism and negative attitudes toward foreigners in our daily lives, so we work extra hard to integrate into society in a positive light. We work hard to belong. This intensity of labor is not required to the same degree of people with race and class privilege. For years, I chased the rewards of visibility and status. Working around the clock became second nature. It was a way to build a sense of power as a femme of color. But as I began to build and grow my nonprofit organization, I realized that I was unconsciously upholding a structure that valued constant hustle over collaboration and participation. To truly lead Pangea in alignment with our values, I knew I had to do some personal work. I needed to unpack my conditioning, deconstruct the habits that reinforced conventional thinking, and rebuild my approach to work. 

Most of us have little exposure to successful organizations that do things differently. Instead, we work within structures inherited from monarchies, feudal societies, the military, and colonial power structures—systems that have become accepted as the norm over time without questioning their impact. Decision-making power, responsibility, accountability, and ownership are concentrated at the top of the pyramid, diminishing as we move down. The same goes for power and wealth, which are held by a few, with the promise that hard work can lift everyone up to the top. 

But this promise is flawed, if not entirely false, because the pyramid is designed to maintain its shape. What’s often called trickle-down economics is actually a “trickle-up” reality, where those at the bottom support the wealth and power at the top. The people at the base, who generate wealth through their labor and productivity, generally do so through undergoing hardships and challenging conditions, while those at the top extract and accumulate the vast majority of the benefits and profits. This setup is designed to maximize the exploitation of the workforce and concentrate wealth and power in the hands of a few. This concentration of power and wealth is not only imbalanced at workplaces; as we’ve seen throughout history, it creates a disproportionate distribution of resources on a global scale. 

All of these challenges are often present in conventional pyramid power structures. Although an alternative vision of a model with democratic principles might seem idealistic in our winner-takes-all society, many organizations are, at this very moment, engaging in bold experimentations with the potential to transform the fabric of our society. Wanting to weave myself into this transforming fabric, I created Pangea. 

From Crisis Comes Opportunity

Many new forms of collective governance have arisen from the chaos of social unrest. During Argentina’s economic crisis, for example, I personally witnessed the emergence of hundreds of new worker cooperatives, a testament to the power of collective action and shared leadership in times of upheaval.* I believe that as we face the challenges of our time, it’s an opportunity to align our organizational practices with the change we want to see in the world as well as a chance to build organizations on the strong pillars of collective governance. There are many BIPOC leaders in social justice organizations we can look to for ideas and leadership on how to uproot unsustainable structures and systems to create something more viable, resilient, and transformative. Jessica Gordon Nembhard, a political economist, professor, and the author of Collective Courage: A History of African American Cooperative Economic Thought and Practice, describes these systems as “people-centered, member-centered, values-based” principles powered by democracy and informed by a culture of care.4  

Early on, I envisioned how Pangea could work differently by embracing collective governance and creating spaces that prioritize collaboration and care for our communities. Centering our work on marginalized voices built a culture of trust and transparency that strengthened our collective impact. By committing to these values, as highlighted by Dr. Gordon Nembhard, we set the stage for meaningful, transformative change within our organization and the communities we served. 

Building a Board Aligned with Our Vision

As I began my journey with Pangea, I approached it with a commitment to finding solutions, fueled by curiosity and energy to shape the organization into a values-driven collective. But there were challenges right from the start. In the Nonprofit Quarterly article “Making Economic Democracy Work: How to Practice Shared Leadership,” social justice advocate Nicole Wires highlights how nonprofits aiming to democratize the workplace are often “imperfect spaces to engage in democratic movement work," with much still to “learn, uncover, disrupt, and transform.”5 I quickly realized just how true this was. One of the first things I had to learn right away was how to establish a board and create a mission, two essential legal steps for launching a nonprofit organization in California. 

Creating Pangea’s mission was the easy part of the puzzle. It was a source of joy and clarity. In those early days, I was highly involved in a three-pronged approach to immigrant justice work that combined legal representation, community organizing, and policy advocacy. As a National Lawyers Guild immigration committee representative at FREE SF, I advocated for sanctuary policies and immigrant rights at San Francisco’s City Hall, and I joined the American Immigration Lawyers Association in Washington, DC, to push for immigrant rights nationally. 

Pangea’s mission emerged naturally from this work: “to stand with immigrant communities and to provide services through direct legal representation, especially in the area of deportation defense. In addition to direct legal services, we are committed to advocating on behalf of our community through policy advocacy, education, and legal empowerment efforts.”6

Building a board was a different story. The advice I received, summarized below, was somewhat discouraging and conflicting:


	Boards are supposed to raise money. We ask our board to contribute or commit to raising a minimum of $10,000 each. 

	You need lawyers on your board. 

	Avoid having lawyers; they create issues.

	Boards slow you down and drain time and resources. 

	Boards create conflict and unnecessary drama.

	Boards don’t do much. Sometimes they’re just a checkbox, not an asset. 

	Board members don’t understand the mission and are too removed from operations. 

	High-profile board members can help your reputation, but they may not contribute. 

	Boards can be controlling, leaving you managing them instead of your work. 

	Boards disengage when you need them the most. 

	Boards require access to full financials, leading to potential meddling over perceived risks.

	Board members source new members from a limited network of similar profiles.

	Meetings need to be polished, which adds extra pressure on the executive director.



The top-down model of board governance is so entrenched in both the nonprofit and the for-profit sectors that it’s hard to envision an alternative. In the traditional model, board members sit at the top, making strategic decisions with the executive director (ED) or CEO. The ED then communicates with staff members. Staff members, in turn, communicate back to the ED, who communicates back to the board.  

This traditional chain of command, where the board holds authority over the ED and the organization’s budget, reinforces the systemic challenges discussed earlier. One key issue is the limited time most boards actually contribute. While some meet as often as twelve times a year, many only gather four times, typically volunteering around sixty hours annually. Compare that to the thousands of hours staff members dedicate year-round. This creates a striking imbalance in power and decision-making authority.

Imagine a community organization where the board, meeting just a few times a year, holds the final say on critical decisions like hiring or firing senior staff. The staff, who work thousands of hours per year and thoroughly understand the organization’s day-to-day needs, have little decision-making authority. For example, if a board decides to replace the ED without meaningful staff consultation, it can create confusion, disrupt team dynamics, and undermine collective leadership. This top-down decision-making undermines trust, leaving staff feeling sidelined, and ultimately weakens the organization’s ability to operate in alignment with its mission and values.

Acknowledging that we often find many amazing people on boards, Vu Le, former executive director of the social justice nonprofit Rooted in Vibrant Communities and author of the blog Nonprofit AF, wrote a blog post that posits that “for every good board story” there are countless tales of difficult boards that micromanage staff, get caught up in operations, and prevent overall progress. He describes one board that refused to allow their organizations to publicly support Black Lives Matter because it was “too political,” and another board that blocked

Redefining Board Roles 





	The financial owl (treasurer) oversees finances. 

	The worker governance owl oversees worker management.

	The mission owl focuses on activities and programs.

	The legal compliance owl (secretary) ensures legal adherence. 







	Board chairs do the most work—coordinating, planning, and investing time into the organization. For nonprofits that don’t have funds to compensate their board members, making a staff member part of the board is an economically viable benefit for all and should be part of a job description. 

	A member of the leadership team, like an executive director, should serve on the board to bring sufficient familiarity with the staff and the overarching organizational needs. A bird’s-eye view of the organization, its finances, and its growth needs is of great value in this liaison role. In addition, a staff member who doesn’t hold positional power may also serve on the board, since they typically hold direct knowledge about their experience and the organizational programs. By intentionally selecting a staff member who is not in a leadership role, organizations can cultivate leadership growth and development, ensuring diverse perspectives and insights are brought to the table.

	Staff members on the board are uniquely suited to onboard new members, and to influence and maintain the organization’s cultural values for the board.



Challenging Conventional Expectations








Rooted in Community and Shared Values 











	Include people who are directly impacted by and connected to your mission to ensure alignment with your goals.

	Bring on individuals who have collective governance experience; consider recruiting two experienced people in this area to avoid placing the burden on just one.

	Ensure a dedicated staff member serves on your board (alongside an ED) to effectively strengthen the connection between staff and board perspectives.

	Recruit board members who can make bold moves and challenge the status quo. Recruiting individuals who focus heavily on risk can limit the board’s flexibility; instead, seek those who can also make bold moves to challenge conventional norms and laws that no longer serve us.

	Limit the number of board members to avoid complex relationship management, especially during start-up or transition phases (my ideal number of board members at Pangea was five to seven).

	Consult your board regularly for input and collaboration.

	Limit the board’s role to strategic guidance and offering support within a clearly defined scope; avoid giving the board operational decision-making authority.

	Clarify the board’s authority to avoid confusion and ensure effective governance.

	Have a conflict resolution or mediation plan in place to address disagreements between the board and staff and prevent organizational conflicts.

	Understand that as your organization evolves, so will your board. You may find the need to include more expertise in certain areas or board members who are willing and able to speak about the organization’s mission and impact at public events. 








Actionable Takeaways


	Select diverse board members. Choose board members who reflect the demographics of the community served by the nonprofit. These individuals bring a rich understanding of the mission and are often motivated to think creatively, take risks, and collaborate with like-minded peers.

	Include staff on the board. Bridge the gap between the board and staff by including a staff member, potentially as board chair. This economically viable strategy ensures that the board benefits from the staff member’s deeper understanding of organizational needs and culture, enhancing many collective processes.

	Invest in relationship-building. Dedicate time to develop meaningful relationships with board members. Building these connections fosters a culture of care and directly supports the smooth operation of the organization.

	Consider the "owl” model. Integrate the board into the organization using the owl model, which assigns specific roles (e.g., financial owl, communications owl) to board members. This approach encourages collaboration and ensures that board members work closely with the collective.

	Leverage flexibility in governance. Recognize that many traditional board functions, like hiring an executive director, are not strictly required by legal codes. Use this legal ambiguity as an opportunity for creative experimentation in forming the board and defining its roles and structure.
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