BOARD

ROOM

How Orchestra Boards Can Advance
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
A new guide from the League of American Orchestras makes the case for the vital
importance of equity, diversity, and inclusion at orchestras—from the board perspective.
How Orchestra Boards Can Advance Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion discusses the urgency of
this work and offers practical advice, contextual information, and strategies for boards and
orchestras to become truly representative of the communities they serve. The Guide was
written by Carmen Corrales, a board member of the New Jersey Symphony Orchestra and
the League of American Orchestras, and Douglas Hagerman, board chair of the League of
American Orchestras and past board chair of the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra. Here is
the introduction to the new Guide; read the complete How Orchestra Boards Can Advance
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion at https://americanorchestras.org/edi-guide-for-boards.
by Carmen Corrales and Douglas Hagerman
MAY 2021
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EDI and Orchestra Boards:
An Introduction
The murder of George Floyd in 2020 unleashed
massive civil rights protests and a more urgent
response to racism. Orchestras, on hiatus in the
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, found themselves asking serious and course-altering questions
about the role of race in American classical music.
The League has contributed to this process of
coming to terms with the past and present deficits
in representation of Black and Latinx people at all
levels of orchestras and their audiences, as well as
with our shared responsibility for a culture within
orchestral music that too often has excluded,
erased, and marginalized performers and composers of color. Read more about the roots of this
problem and the case for orchestras to address it
urgently in these documents:

An EDI Committee won’t solve
everything, but it is a start to a
process that we believe is essential.

•
•
•

Making the Case for Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion in Orchestras (https://americanorchestras.
org/making-the-case-for-equity-diversity-andinclusion-in-orchestras)
League Statement on Racial Discrimination
(https://bit.ly/racialdiscriminationstatement)
“Anti-Black Discrimination in American Orchestras” (https://bit.ly/antiblackdiscrimination)

Where do boards of orchestras go from here?
How do boards create the space and conditions to
have ongoing dialogue and forge strategies for a
more just, inclusive, and creatively diverse future?
We know that diverse teams and organizations
can produce better results than homogenous ones.
How do we apply this axiom to classical music?
As orchestra board members who have been
immersed in this work, we want to start by giving
some pragmatic advice about how to form and
maintain an Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI)
Committee of your board, or, better yet, of your
board together with other stakeholders such as
musicians, staff, and members of the larger community. An EDI Committee won’t solve everything, but it is a start to a process that we believe is
essential. We think that all orchestra boards should
maintain such a committee as a matter of sound
governance, just as all boards maintain Finance
and Governance Committees. EDI should be at
the center of American orchestras’ strategic prioriamericanorchestras.org

ties, not just because it is the right thing to do, but
because it is necessary so our orchestras can thrive
by engaging new audiences and becoming even
more relevant to the community.
We believe that accepting the status quo on
race and other dimensions of diversity is the
worst stance that orchestras can take. Society
has changed quickly and many members of our
audiences—especially the younger ones we seek to
engage— will balk at supporting institutions that
fail to take EDI seriously.
Many of our most vocal and vital constituents
want evolution in the repertoire and composers
that we showcase at our concerts. They want to
hear not only the canonical works, but also music
from American composers of color and composers
from other countries that has been historically and
unfairly excluded. They also want to see more musicians and conductors of color. Undoubtedly, there
is a shrinking but vocal segment of our constituency that wants everything to remain the same, but
for the most part, consensus has built around the
need to move toward a more inclusive future as we
aim to reach wider audiences.

Institutional change begins at the
top. Management and the board
carry responsibility for turning good
intentions into actions and grappling
with hard issues.

In our view, boards should eschew ideological battles that only deepen divisions and instead
focus decisively on the need for change that begins
immediately. Institutional change begins at the top.
Management and the board carry responsibility for
turning good intentions into actions and grappling with hard issues. The work of EDI, however,
does not end there for orchestras, but extends to
multiple internal and external constituencies.
Change in orchestras necessitates a participatory
process that brings together different stakeholders within each organization. Although there can
never be total agreement on everything, orchestras function through persuasion and consensus
building. Orchestras differ significantly from other
types of organizations in that there are so many
stakeholders who are essential parts of the whole.
No orchestras can play without their violinists and
bassoonists or without their CEOs and fundraisers, for example. Orchestras, by their very nature,
require the participation (and motivation) of their
stakeholders, including board members, staff, mu-

LEAGUE EDI
RESOURCES
The League of
American Orchestras’
online Equity,
Diversity, and
Inclusion Resource
Center provides
practical and helpful
insights, advice, and
a path to greater
diversity and inclusion
for every part of
orchestras.
The Equity, Diversity,
and Inclusion
Resource Center
includes a number of
important readings,
research, and
examples within
our field, and is a
useful repository for
resources to help
change discriminatory
systems and for
musicians, managers,
and board members
of color to thrive in the
orchestra field.
Visit the League’s
EDI Center at
https://
americanorchestras.
org/learn/equitydiversity-andinclusion/
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WHAT SHOULD
ORCHESTRAS MEASURE?
Here are some ideas for what to set measurable
improvement goals around:

Budget
• Percent spent on EDI work (define in advance what
counts)
Staff
• Representation of staff by gender identity
• Representation of staff by race/ethnicity compared
to community
• Share of management roles held by people of color
• Percent of promotions and new hires with a qualified
diverse applicant in the candidate pool
• Pay equity
• Employee engagement survey results
Board
• Representation of board members by gender
identity
• Representation of board members by race/ethnicity
• Demographics of those holding leadership roles
Artistic
• Representation of musicians by race/ethnicity
• Representation of guest artists and conductors
• Percent of programmed works by underrepresented
composers
Community
• Outcomes of partnerships
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sicians, volunteers, artistic leaders/conductors, audience
members and donors, and members of the community.
The point is that while delegating all decision-making
about diversity to an EDI Committee would be just as
inappropriate as making Finance Committee members
completely responsible for all financial and investment
decisions, we believe that change requires a communal
process.

The board should model the kind of
organization it wants.
An EDI Committee serves as a space for people
related to the orchestra to talk to each other respectfully about equity, race, and other issues of diversity, as
well as to work with management to bring diversity
initiatives to fruition. We cannot overstate the need
for spaces for people to speak about issues of difference. Through an EDI Committee, we can have these
important conversations, demonstrating that we are all
strong enough to endure and profit from these discussions. The focus of most arts organizations and orchestras currently, in terms of EDI, is race and racism.
But there are multiple other areas of diversity—such
as gender, class, disability, sexual orientation, gender
identity, and age—that should also be considered
and discussed as part of the life and evolution of the
orchestra.
EDI Committees can facilitate both understanding and addressing the particular challenges faced by
different groups. Prejudice is highly specific to affected
groups in ways that can both benefit and hinder individuals, depending on the context, for reasons extraneous to who they truly are or their true talents. Those
prejudices—together with unequal access to music
education, training, and other resources—affect individuals long before they appear at the orchestra door.

Board members play a critical role in
creating an organizational culture that
nurtures all musicians, staff, volunteers,
and fellow board members.

One of the initial steps that most boards take is
creating a more diverse board. But it has become clear
that diversity does not work on its own without inclusion. Adding board members of color is insufficient if
there is no effort to meaningfully include them in the
work of the board. Inclusion is focused on making all
members of the orchestra community, including the
board, feel welcome and offering support as well as
opportunities for leadership, connection, and growth.
While a board may successfully recruit women and
symphony
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Anti-Black Discrimination in
American Orchestras

 INSIDE
Overview of This Guide
Why Do EDI and Antiracism
Matter to Orchestras?
Answering Common
Questions
Moving Forward

A broad historical look at American orchestras puts into
context the field’s persistent lack of ethnic and racial diversity
and examines the underlying culture of privilege, exclusion,
and unacknowledged bias that contributes to it. Greater
awareness of our shared history will contribute to fieldwide
change in behavior—and ultimately improve equity.

Endnotes

Thy magic power re-unites
All that custom has divided,
All men become brothers,
Under the sway of thy gentle wings.
—from Johann Christoph Friedrich von Schiller’s “Ode to Joy,”
later used by Ludwig van Beethoven in his Symphony No. 9

W

hen we speak of the world of
symphony orchestras in America, we say “the field.” “The field”
has included many different stakeholders
over the decades. Of course, we mean the
orchestral music itself; the musicians who
compose, organize, play, and conduct the
music; the staff who arrange and publicize
concerts to share the music; the audiences
who listen to the music; and the volunteer
community members who set policy, hire
lead staff, govern, and raise the non-earned
income needed to fuel the organizations
that house the above. There are other
stakeholders such as guest artists, musicians’ unions, service organizations like
the League of American Orchestras, public and private foundations, governmental
agencies, vendors, and more, all of whom
support and impact the work of “the field.”

Despite a broad and functionally diverse group with many sincere individuals
and well-intended initiatives, the field has
never effectively engaged a fair representation of the racial and ethnic talent in the
country within all the onstage and offstage
roles noted above. One might ask: In 2020,
are the musician, staff, and board roles
equally accessible to everyone interested in
this music? Sadly, the simple answer is no.
The reasons why include an ignored and
uncelebrated history of minority artistry in
classical music (by composers, conductors,
performers, and managers); ignorance of
the history of discrimination and racism
against classical musicians of AfricanAmerican and Latinx heritage by the field;
and a culture in the field that is indifferent to the inequity, racial bias, and microaggressions within it.
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Through listening to underrepresented voices in our field; centering equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in our programs
and convenings; and researching our shared history and heritage, the League of American Orchestras is developing an
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understanding of the breadth and depth of systemic racial inequities that exist in the orchestra field.
The current pandemic and the growing recognition of disproportionate police violence against Black people shine a light on

by Aaron Flagg

As part of its planning for equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) work in 2018,
the League of American Orchestras engaged in extensive listening and learning
from orchestra staff, boards, and musicians
about the state of EDI efforts in their orchestras as well as their expectations of the
League. One of the frequent and emphatic
messages to the League was to “acknowledge
the painful history of discrimination within
the orchestra field.” That view was echoed
by Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive
director of the Equal Justice Initiative, who
said in his June 16 video How We Arrived
Here: “We need an era of truth and justice
in America. We need to commit ourselves
to being honest about our pasts. Truth and
justice [are] sequential. You have to tell the
truth before you get to the restoration, before
you get to the reconciliation.” These beliefs
gave rise to the article that follows, one effort in the League’s ongoing work of coming
to grips with the past and working toward
a more inclusive and equitable future.
—Jesse Rosen, President and CEO,
League of American Orchestras

Making the Case for
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
In Orchestras:

“Diversity is not our problem,
it’s our promise. It’s our promise
because it leads to unparalleled
heights of creativity, expression,
and excellence. It’s our promise
because it leads to higher
performing and more sustainable
institutions. And it’s our promise
because it allows us to live by our
democratic ideals of fairness and
equality.”
The Honorable Elijah Cummings,
speaking at the League of American
Orchestras 2016 National Conference

America’s long history of systemic inequities for the Black community in particular. This history includes chattel slavery, Black

This guide is intended to help the orchestra field take
action to become more inclusive and welcoming of all
people and all differences. It is offered amid America’s
current reckoning with 400 years of oppression against
Black people, underscored by the recent police killings and
the disproportionate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on Black and Brown Americans. It follows the League’s
Statement on Racial Discrimination issued in August
2020. The League will offer further resources to support
orchestras on their journeys toward antiracism and equity,
including the upcoming re-launch of the EDI Resource
Center.

Code and Jim Crow laws, redlining, school segregation, voter suppression, and the prison-industrial complex. This challenging
history and the current environment make it essential for us to assert our deepening commitment to be an advocate for and a
credible partner with Black people and associated organizations as we seek a more equitable and diverse future for America’s
orchestras.

The League of American Orchestras
acknowledges, accepts responsibility
for, and apologizes for the role it has
played in perpetuating, excusing, and
participating in systemic discrimination
based on race within the orchestral field.

Orchestras have a long history of discrimination1, and data
on their recent past reveals no change in representation of
Black musicians in orchestras for 25 years, hovering at 1.8
percent.2 Board and staff representation is similarly static
and well below that of nonprofit peers. This is despite
various programs intended to increase onstage racial
representation3 and the oft-espoused desire of orchestras
to reflect their communities. Today, a continuation of
the status quo poses a serious threat to orchestras, as
stakeholders demand that nonprofits supported by federal
tax policy fully reflect their communities.
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The staff and Board of Directors of the League have failed to
sufficiently understand that systemic anti-Black racism and
its resulting discrimination are rooted in a belief system, white
supremacy, into which all of us, and the field itself, were born.
Consequently, the League has not been sufficiently engaged in
challenging this racism within the broader field and the exclusion
of this community as full participants.

The League recognizes the existence of many forms of
discrimination in America that hurt our fellow human beings.
In additional to race, these include discrimination based on
ethnicity, age, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability,
religion, and socio-economic status. The orchestra field must
continue its fight against all forms of discrimination to help heal
our society and allow all people to be fully seen and heard.
In America, the symphony orchestra field includes youth,
community, academic, and professional orchestras; conductors;
administrators; musicians; volunteers; board members; and
unions. The field has allowed injurious practices and tropes
to persist, such as the unfounded and disrespectful belief
that diversity of personnel and/or programming can only be
achieved at the expense of quality. The field has also played
an active role in excluding Black musicians, composers,
administrative staff, community members, and audience

The impacts of our actions have included the loss of valuable

members from auditioning, creating, performing, managing,

musical and other creative contributions by generations of

governing, and even listening to orchestral music. These

Black people, the disenfranchisement of fellow Americans,

actions stem from our country’s history of racism, which results

and redirected career trajectories, all resulting in fewer people

in racial and ethnic discrimination. These actions are also

engaging with the musical culture we all share and love. This

counter to our belief in the shared value of all music to, by,

ultimately diminishes the vibrancy of the art form and, therefore,

and for all people.

undermines the orchestral experience for everyone.

1

Recent publications focusing on multiple aspects of equity, diversity, and inclusion from the League of American Orchestras.

people of color, for example, the effort will not succeed if those
board members are tokenized or made to feel unwelcome and
constrained.
In our experience, integrating EDI at the board level works
best when BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and other people of color) individuals are recruited, welcomed, and offered full participation on the board and in the committees that interest them.
Inclusion of new board members begins at recruitment, when
they are sought out for the skills and perspectives they bring to
the board room, not just for what they represent. Unfortunately,
there are too many examples of BIPOC board members in nonprofit organizations who have been recruited and then ignored
or sidelined, causing many to be wary of getting involved.
For inclusion and equity to follow diversity, the board must set
measurable goals over time. The effort of setting goals and keeping them starts with plans put together by boards and management. An EDI Committee helps to keep diversity issues on the
front burner, even as they may fade from the news.

Orchestras can retain and please their current
audience while reaching a new, larger audience
if they choose to view the world through
a “yes/and” lens.

The board should model the kind of organization it wants. It
takes persistent and resilient effort at all levels of the organization to advance EDI. Board members play a critical role in creating a culture that nurtures all musicians, staff, volunteers, and
fellow board members. And it’s critical to engage music directors
and conductors in this process, so that those in whom we vest
artistic leadership become themselves the leaders of change.
americanorchestras.org

The classical music world is enamored with its European
heritage while simultaneously being increasingly eager to explore
the omitted and unfamiliar parts of the broader classical tradition. Orchestras can successfully retain and please their current
audience while reaching a new, larger audience if they choose to
view the world through a “yes/and” lens. We are not suggesting
leaving behind the great works of the canon that bring pleasure,
joy, and comfort to millions of people, but rather exploring the
many exciting and enriching works we haven’t heard, and building a new tradition for orchestras that reflects the world we live
in. Perhaps we are dreamers, but we have seen it work, in part
because as people, we are more connected than we think we are.
Black American composers have always been part of classical
music, even as they have been ignored and erased. Latin American and Caribbean classical music traditions have continued in
the context of other world classical styles, often incorporating
Indigenous and African folkloric elements along with elements
of jazz and other musical forms. LGBTQ+ people have always
been among our greatest icons. Women have always been part
of the tradition but have been ignored or omitted. Some of
our most cherished soloists and performers have suffered from
disabilities. Diversity is nothing new within the classical music
world. What is new is recognizing and valuing that diversity so
that we neither frame it as an exception nor deny it.
We should move forward with full confidence that through
pragmatic effort, we can further programs and initiatives that
bring together the best of classical music for our audiences.
There is justice in diversity, but there is also the pleasure of
discovering new works, new colleagues, and new friends, and of
helping orchestras evolve toward a more sustainable future that
reflects the true diversity and promise of America.
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