
Bylaws 

This is intended as a guiding document for those who oversee and manage DeafHope.  We 
expect each prospective Board member to review it thoroughly, ask any questions and commit to 
it in full before becoming a member.  You are encouraged to meet with a current Board member 
and review each section along with our other historical documents.  You will be asked to renew 
your commitment to these Bylaws each year you intend to continue service on the Board.       

Article 1: Objectives and Purpose 

The mission of DeafHope is to end domestic and sexual violence in Deaf communities through 
empowerment, education, and services. The primary objectives of DeafHope are to support Deaf 
survivors of domestic and/or sexual violence through: 

1. safety planning and support for community-based alternatives to safety, healing and 
ending violence 

2. peer, legal, medical, systems advocacy and referral 

3. community training and consultation 

Key values that drive DeafHope’s work include: 

1. Deaf and American Sign Language:  

DeafHope is run by and for Deaf people. We honor diverse identities in our Deaf 
communities, including Deaf-Blind, Late Deafened, Hard of Hearing, Disabled, etc. We 
are a culturally and linguistically specific organization and value American Sign 
Language as the primary mode of communication in all we do. We continue to work on 
making our services fully accessible for all intersectional identities. 

2. Social Justice:  

Oppression is the use of power to marginalize and control certain groups of 
people.  Oppression and power are built into our society’s systems and structures - our 
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criminal justice system, the court system, laws, religion, culture, media etc.  Violence is 
often used as a tool of oppression in our society, including domestic and sexual violence.  

Patterns of oppression include racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, ableism and other 
prejudices. Power and privilege are given to certain individuals based on their identity.  
Each of us can have both privilege AND experience oppression depending on how we are 
perceived. As a result, many of us also face violence in our daily lives. In order to end 
this violence, including domestic and sexual violence, we have to end all injustice and 
oppression in our society.  This means actively working toward social justice and being in 
solidarity with all marginalized individuals and communities. We believe that this 
requires both professional and personal work, including regular individual inquiry about 
how we each contribute to oppression and violence.  

3. Collectivism 

In order to end domestic and sexual violence, we have to be grounded in anti-oppression 
work. We remove the stigma of violence by building connections to the communities we 
serve. Our ultimate vision is to make our communities survivor-centered rather than 
DeafHope being a sole island of support for survivors. We create this community of 
support for survivors by educating, supporting, and being a resource for agencies and 
individuals. We also model collectivism and accountability in our shared leadership 
structure. We are willing to be called out for mistakes and are proactive in addressing 
them. We believe in personal, organizational, and community accountability. It is work 
that requires difficult conversations on both personal and public levels to deepen 
relationships and build connections. Our board meetings are run to allow for these 
difficult and important conversations. We see DeafHope as part of a whole that includes 
the community, survivors, our staff and Board of Directors.    

4. Survivor-Centered, Trauma-Informed Care:  

At DeafHope we believe in the empowerment model. We emphasize that Deaf survivors 
are not responsible for the violence they experience, and that they deserve to live in a 
healthy environment. We believe that all survivors have the right to make their own 
decisions about their lives. Only they can make the best choices for themselves and their 
children. As advocates, we are here to provide non-judgmental information and support, 
working with each survivor’s strengths and needs. Deaf survivors are the experts we 
consult first for all of our services.  
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5. Confidentiality: 

Confidentiality is vital in domestic and sexual violence work.  The personal safety of 
survivors depends on our ability to keep our services confidential. Only salaried 
DeafHope staff will have access to information about past and current survivors receiving 
services. We also value transparency about our work and services. When possible, we 
will share our internal discussions and processes with the community.  This never applies 
to any confidential survivor information without the survivor’s explicit permission and a 
safety plan in place.  

Article 2: Board of Directors and Empowerment Directors  

Section One: Board of Directors  

We believe that Deaf survivors deserve an organization run by people who are passionate and 
committed to DeafHope.  We seek members who are excited to participate in meetings and serve 
the community.  The commitment term for each Board member is one year.  We encourage 
members of the Board to do a regular personal assessment of their commitment and ability to 
serve DeafHope. They will be asked to renew their commitment to DeafHope and these Bylaws 
each year, usually at our annual retreat. There is no limit to how many years Board members can 
serve.    

The Board of Directors is responsible for the oversight of DeafHope as a whole.  Board 
responsibilities include review and approval of budgets, financial reports, fundraising, hiring and 
evaluation of Empowerment Directors, approving policies, and long-term planning.   

The Board of Directors include Empowerment Directors, the staff of DeafHope who together 
hold one voting position.   DeafHope operates on a collective leadership structure, with each staff 
person taking on an equally important role within the organization. All voting is done through 
consensus. Each member’s opinion is valued and honored.  Specific expectations of Board 
members include: 

• Commit to social justice and collective leadership  

• Commit to the survivor-centered empowerment philosophy of DeafHope 

• Serve at least one year as a Board member 

• Attend all Board meetings unless excused 

• Commit to participate in fundraising activities 
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• Actively support DeafHope programs and services 

• Serve as promoters/ambassadors of DeafHope in the community 

• Cultivate relationships and contacts with prospective donors 

• Recruit new board members 

Our Board of Directors is considered a “working” Board.  We meet and email often to discuss 
events, community issues and other business related needs that require our attention.  We expect 
each member to participate with planning, attending and financially supporting events.  When 
this level of participation becomes a chore rather than a passion, we expect members to transition 
off the Board and find other ways to support DeafHope. 

Board members (other than Empowerment Directors) WILL NOT have access to any 
confidential information about direct services including survivor names unless determined 
absolutely necessary by the Empowerment Directors. 

Section Two: Empowerment Directors 

All staff on payroll will be considered Empowerment Directors as part of our collective 
leadership structure.  After over 10 years of service to Deaf survivors and the community, the 
DeafHope Board of Directors carefully decided to shift to a non-traditional structure of the 
organization.  Rather than incorporating systems of power and hierarchy from society into 
DeafHope with the “one boss” approach, we reorganized into a flat structure where each person’s 
skills and perspective are equally valued.  We believe this approach allows us to be true to our 
mission and philosophy to end violence.  This structure also allows us to be flexible in our 
responses to community needs, to do more with limited resources and reduce the risk of burnout 
and turnover.  It allows us to develop and promote new Deaf leaders.  We ask that each Board 
member research and understand the collective leadership philosophy prior to joining the Board. 

Empowerment Directors are each equally responsible for overall functioning and day-to-day 
activities of DeafHope and to carry out the vision as agreed on by the Board of Directors. Refer 
to the Empowerment Director Job Description for detailed information.   

The Board of Directors is responsible for the hiring, evaluation and removal of Empowerment 
Directors.  We will select a panel of Board members to oversee any hiring and removal, who will 
make a recommendation to the Board for consensus agreement.  Once per year, the Board will 
take time to meet without the Empowerment Directors to evaluate their collective and individual 
performance, then present their perspectives to the staff. 
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Section Three: Conflicts of Interest 

Board members take the role of guiding DeafHope on behalf of our communities seriously.  We 
recognize that often we have multiple roles that can be in conflict.  We commit to being open 
about possible conflicts, identifying them with the Board as soon as possible and taking any 
actions necessary to address them.  According to the laws that govern nonprofits, the Board of 
Directors cannot have more than 49% “interested persons” serving on the Board.  This means 
less than half of the people voting on the Board can either be paid by DeafHope within the 
previous 12 months or related as family members. 

Section Four: Officers 

Officers will include Chair, Secretary, and Treasurer.  These are the duties of each officer: 

Chair:  
• Facilitates meetings 
• Calls special meetings as needed 
• Works in partnership with Empowerment Directors to make sure Board decisions are 

carried out 
• Acts as spokesperson for DeafHope 

Secretary: 
• Confirms date, time and location of each meeting per the Board’s discussion 
• Coordinates agenda for meetings 
• Takes and distributes meeting minutes 
• Ensures that DeafHope documents are archived and made available according to the law 

Treasurer: 
• Processes and distributes financial reports for Board meetings 
• Monitors bank accounts 
• Assists in audits and other reporting as needed  

Section Five: Representation and Recruitment 

We believe that Deaf survivors deserve an organization run by people who are passionate and 
committed to DeafHope.  We seek Board members who are excited to participate in meetings and 
serve DeafHope.  Each member of the Board is expected to network within various communities, 
represent DeafHope and recruit new members as needed.  We want a team of people that are 
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committed to social justice, understand that this kind of change can result in backlash and not be 
afraid of this backlash.  We seek out intersectional perspectives on our team that are compatible 
with our organizational values.  We encourage prospective members to first attend several 
meetings and volunteer if possible.  This will allow them to determine if our unique structure is a 
good fit for them.   

The DeafHope Board of Directors will have no less than 3 members.  Board membership is open 
to all members of the Deaf communities we serve.  According to our philosophy of inclusion and 
valuing diversity, the Board of Directors should represent the diverse makeup of Deaf 
communities in the greater San Francisco area.  To achieve this, the Board takes active steps to 
recruit and encourage diverse participation.  This includes participation in local groups and 
organizations for specific communities and regular messages in ASL about how to become a 
member of the Board.  Each person is able to make nominations for new members at any time.  
We encourage each Board member to recruit diverse representation and leadership for DeafHope. 

All meetings are conducted in American Sign Language.  We prefer Board members who are 
fluent in ASL (defined as feeling comfortable to participate fully in meetings without an 
interpreter along with a deep knowledge of Deaf culture).  We believe this is important because 
so often the Board of Directors is faced with making decisions that are best understood and 
carried out by people who identify as members of Deaf communities.  While CODAs, 
interpreters and other hearing allies are considered part of the community, our goal is to have at 
least 60% members who identify as Deaf, Hard of Hearing, Deaf Disabled, and Deaf Blind, etc. 

We seek out survivors to participate on the Board, as their perspective as a “consumer” of our 
services is vital.  We do not have a gender criteria for membership. Survivors in this context are 
defined as those who experience misogyny, sexism and direct oppression from the system of 
patriarchy.  When inviting survivors, we want to be thoughtful about the dynamics of trauma and 
safety, honoring the decision of being ready to participate as entirely personal.    

All Board members are required to participate in the DeafHope DVSV training, to gain a full 
understanding of our philosophy and approach to services.  This is necessary to ensure that we 
have a shared understanding of the work in order to guide DeafHope effectively.   

Section Six: Removal of Board Members 

Board members are expected to behave consistently with the mission and philosophy of 
DeafHope.  If  there is any question about a member’s actions, the Board will identify a panel to 
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explore the issue and determine what action will be taken, possibly including removal of that 
person.  If there are other concerns, such as lack of participation or poor attendance at meetings, 
the Chair will meet with that person to see how we can work together for the best outcome.    

Article 3: Meetings 

The DeafHope Board will meet regularly, usually on a monthly basis at a location to be 
determined by the current members.  Our goal is to create of culture of flexibility and support to 
reflect our philosophy and maximize participation.  We will announce in advance on the 
DeafHope website where and when meetings are held.  We run meetings with an agenda and an 
organic approach.  We open each meeting by repeating our mission statement together, to make 
sure we are grounded in the goal of our work. Then we each check in personally before 
beginning business.  This connects us as a community, reinforces the personal nature of social 
justice and reminds us about self-care.  We foster a sense of humor and connection at our 
meetings.  We communicate regularly between meetings and may make decisions by email or 
other means. Any meeting may be held by videophone, email or other technology if needed.   

There will be an annual board retreat to for each member to recommit to the Bylaws, evaluate the 
Board and staff, approve the budget, discuss our vision for the year and elect new officers as 
needed. 

Article 4: Decision-Making  

Because our goal is collective decision making and a flexible approach, we do not rely on 
traditional processes such as Robert’s Rules of Order or Parliamentary Procedure.  All 
agreements are made by consensus.  For us, this means that any time a decision is made, we have 
a thorough and honest group discussion, where all perspectives are valued.  We then make a 
decision that feels right to the team and we all commit to support that decision.  If one or more 
people do not agree, we continue discussion or table the topic to another meeting. 

Article 5: Amendments 

These Bylaws can be changed or amended only through consensus agreement of the Board of 
Directors.  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These Bylaws are approved by the Board of Directors on October 14, 2015 

______________________________________________________________________________
Julie Rems-Smario 

______________________________________________________________________________
Rochelle Greenwell 

______________________________________________________________________________
Sherrie Donaville-Sims 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Jane Whitney 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Brian Berlinski 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Tara Holcomb  

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Aracelia Aguilar 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Mary Bye 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Amber Hodson 
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Board Member Agreement

The mission of DeafHope is to end domestic and sexual violence in Deaf communities through 
empowerment, education and services.  The Board of Directors of DeafHope has the responsibility to 
secure and promote the financial, legal, and ethical well-being of DeafHope and to ensure that it fulfills 
this mission. 

As a member of the Board of Directors of DeafHope, I, __________________ understand that I have a 
legal and ethical responsibility to ensure that DeafHope does the best work possible in pursuit of its goals.  
I believe in the mission, purpose and philosophy of the organization, and I will act responsibly in this 
role.

I understand the collective nature of DeafHope. I agree that decision-making power will be shared equally 
amongst all board members and that voting will be done by consensus. I am committed to anti-violence 
and anti-oppression work as part of my daily life.

As part of my responsibilities as a board member:

1.  I will share the organization’s work and values to the community, represent the organization, and act as 
a positive spokesperson for social change.

2.  I will attend at least 75% of board meetings, committee meetings, and special events.  I will be 
responsive in both email and in person discussions and decision making, sharing my perspective using a 
non-violent communication approach. 

3.  Each year I will make a personal financial contribution at a level that is meaningful to me.

4.  I will actively participate in developing resources (such as financial and relationship/networking 
resources)  for DeafHope.

5.  I will act in the best interests of the organization, and excuse myself from discussions 
and votes where I have a conflict of interest.

6.  I will stay informed about what’s going on in the organization.  I will ask questions and request 
information.  I will participate in and take responsibility for decisions on issues, policies and other Board 
matters.



7.  I will work in good faith with staff and other Board members as equal partners towards our mission 
and vision, upholding the Bylaws as currently defined.  

8.  If I don’t fulfill these commitments to the organization, I will expect the Board Chair to contact me and 
discuss my responsibilities with me.

In turn, DeafHope will be responsible to me in several ways:

1.  I will be presented with regular financial reports, and updates on significant organizational and 
personnel activities that allow me to participate in decision-making.

2.  There will be regular opportunities for me to discuss with the Empowerment Directors and the Board 
Chair the organization’s programs, activities, and goals; additionally, I can request such meetings at any 
time.

3.  The organization will help me fulfill my duties by keeping me informed about issues affecting 
DeafHope, and by offering me opportunities for development as a Board member. Board members and 
staff will work in good faith with me towards achievement of organizational goals.

4.  Board members and staff will respond in a straightforward fashion to any questions that I feel are 
necessary to carry out my fiscal, legal and moral responsibilities to this organization.  

5.  If the organization does not fulfill its commitments to me, I can contact the Board Chair and 
Empowerment Directors to discuss the organization’s responsibilities with me.

Signed:

_____________________________________          ____________________
Member, Board of Directors Date


