The Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap in Central Texas:
A Race to Lead Brief
Introduction
The Building Movement Project’s Race to Lead series investigates why there are so few leaders of color in the
nonprofit sector and documents the challenges people of color face as they reach for and attain senior leadership
roles in nonprofit organizations. In 2019, the Building Movement Project conducted an updated nationwide survey
to assess the experiences of nonprofit staff compared to the initial 2016 survey responses.
This report, The Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap in Central Texas: A Race to Lead Brief , is part of a series of
regional reports and includes findings from the more than 5,200 people who responded to the survey nationwide,
the subset of approximately 350 respondents who work for organizations in the Central Texas area,1 and focus
groups that took place in Austin in December 2019.2 The report explores:
Data reported by local nonprofit sector employees regarding qualifications and aspirations to lead;
How leadership networks in the Austin metropolitan area impact career and funding prospects;
Challenges faced by staff and CEOs of color, including economic wellbeing and organizational
dynamics; and
The effectiveness of nonprofit efforts to address diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI).

Inequality in Central Texas
The findings in this report are of particular interest given the stark inequalities that characterize the Central Texas
area. Austin and its surrounding areas—like many parts of the South—have a long history of racial segregation
and discrimination against Black and Latinx residents.3 While Austin has experienced a technology boom in
recent decades,4 this economic growth has not extended to the region’s communities of color. Austin is the only
“high growth” city whose Black population is on the decline,5 and its Black and Latinx residents are being pushed
to the city’s outskirts where they contend with precarious access to jobs and quality schools.6
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The Central Texas Race to Lead Respondents
Demographically, the Central Texas sample had a slightly larger share of respondents who were white
(63% of Central Texas respondents compared to 58% nationally) than people of color (37% compared to
42% nationally).
As Figure 1 shows, the Central Texas sample had a larger share of Latinx/Hispanic participants (18% of the
sample compared to 10% nationally) and fewer Black respondents (4% of the sample compared to 14%
nationally). In comparison, data from the U.S. Census Bureau for the Austin metropolitan statistical area shows
Latinx/Hispanic people and Black people are, respectively, nearly 33% and 7% of the population over the
age of 18.7

figure 1 | race/ethnicity
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In terms of gender identity, 86% of Central Texas respondents were women, 13% were men, and 1% identified
as gender non-binary/gender non-confirming/genderqueer. In terms of race and gender, 32% were women of
color, 54% were white women, 5% were men of color, and 8% were white men. Less than 1% were gender nonbinary/gender non-conforming/genderqueer people of color and gender non-binary/gender non-conforming/
genderqueer white nonprofit staff (Figure 2).
figure 2 | gender identity
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* Both cisgender and transgender respondents are included
in the “women” and “men” categories.

Among Central Texas respondents, 18% identified
as LGBTQ+ compared to 21% nationally (Figure 3).
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figure 3 | sexual orientation
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Three quarters (76%) of the Central Texas sub-sample were children of U.S.-born parents, 16% were children
of immigrants, and 8% were immigrants themselves. These rates were almost the same as the national sample
(74%, 17%, and 10% respectively) as shown in Figure 4 below.
figure 4 | immigration experience
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The sub-sample of respondents from Central Texas differed slightly from the national sample in terms of age/
generation, with a larger share of millennial and Generation Z respondents (53% compared to 47% nationally)
and Generation X (38% compared to 34% nationally), and a much smaller share of Baby Boomers and older
leaders (10% compared to 19% nationally) (Figure 5).8

figure 5 | age/generation
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Likely due to the larger proportion of younger participants, Central Texas respondents have spent fewer years
working in the sector (11 years on average compared to 13 nationally) but the same time on the job (4 years on
average both in Central Texas and nationally).
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The vast majority of survey participants in Central Texas—and nationally—had at least a Bachelor’s degree

(Figure 6). A Bachelor’s degree was the highest level of education obtained for 38% of Central Texas people of
color. More than half of people of color in Central Texas had obtained a Master’s degree or more. Among white
respondents, 43% had a Bachelor’s degree and 47% a Master’s degree or more.
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The most common type of job role held by respondents (Figure 7) was senior manager/director (32% in Central
Texas and 31% nationally). A smaller share of the Central Texas sample was in the position of executive director
or chief executive officer (ED/CEO) than nationally (14% compared to 23%) and there were more middle
managers (25% compared to 20% nationally) and line/administrative staff (29% compared to 26% nationally).
Just 25% of the Central Texas EDs/CEOs responding to the survey were people of color, compared to 31% in the
national sample.

figure 7 | current role/position
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Aspirations to Lead
A key finding in the national Race to Lead report series—as illustrated both in the 2016 survey and affirmed by
2019 responses—is that respondents of color were more interested in pursuing nonprofit leadership positions
than their white counterparts. A similar pattern can be found in Central Texas, where half of respondents of
color aspire to nonprofit ED/CEO roles (Figure 8). 9 Somewhat more white people in Central Texas aspire to
leadership (39%) than in the national sample (37%). Notably, a larger percentage of people of color in Central
Texas said they did not ever want to lead a nonprofit (31%) than people of color nationally (24%). Among white
respondents, there was little difference between those who did not want to lead a nonprofit in Central Texas
(34%) and nationally (35%).
figure 8 | level of interest in taking a top leadership role (among non-eds/ceos)
people of color
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Networks in the City
mentors, role models, and social capital
Survey respondents were asked about their access to mentors and role models, and the importance of social
capital and networks in the nonprofit sector. People of color (POC) in Central Texas were less likely than white
respondents to say they had mentors outside their workplaces (42% compared to 50% for white respondents)
or mentors inside their workplaces (47% compared to 55% for white respondents) as shown in Figure 9 on the
following page.10 Although these findings were similar to national results, people of color in Central Texas were
16 percentage points less likely to have received external mentoring than people of color in the national sample;
the difference between white respondents in Central Texas and nationally was just five percentage points. Many
respondents agreed that they need more mentorship support. More people of color in Central Texas, asked what
they need more of to support their career journey, wanted internal on-the-job mentoring (42%) than people of
color nationally (38%), white respondents in Central Texas (35%), and white respondents nationally (29%).11
POC and white respondents in Central Texas had a similar likelihood of wanting external mentors (46% POC
and 47% white) while the gap was larger nationally (45% POC vs. 40% white).
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figure 9 | mentors and peer support
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Considering the disparity between people of color and white nonprofit respondents regarding access to
mentorship, it is no surprise that people of color were also more likely to say they often or always lack role
models (44% of POC respondents compared to 22% of white respondents) as shown in Figure 10 .

figure 10 | lack of role models and social capital/networks
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While people of color in Central Texas were less likely to have mentors and role models than their white
counterparts, they were more likely to have received peer support (53% compared to 42% for white
respondents) (see Figure 9 on the previous page).12 Peer support can help people of color navigate the workplace
¬ for example, survey write-in responses nationally described how people of color turn to peers for emotional
support and advice when they encounter racial discrimination in the workplace. However, peer support will not
translate into career opportunities if aspiring leaders lack access to the gatekeepers in the local nonprofit sector.
Indeed, one third (33%) of people of color in the Central Texas sample said they often or always lacked access to
social capital/networks, compared to just 14% of white respondent as shown in Figure 10 .
Survey respondents were asked if they believe lack of
networks hinders the career advancement of people of
color (see Figure 11 on the next page). Among people
of color, 65% in Central Texas and 69% nationally agreed

in their own words

with the statement “It is harder for people of color to
advance in the nonprofit sector because they tend to
have smaller professional networks.” Notably fewer white

[My identity and background have]

respondents agreed with the statement (42% nationally

removed me from networking and

and 36% in Central Texas). In focus groups with people of

relationship opportunities that

color in Austin, several participants distinguished between

could have assisted in my career

the size and power of networks. Overwhelmingly, people

advancement … I have focused on

of color focus group respondents—especially Gen X and

building up champions who can

Baby Boomer participants—thought that who rather than

introduce me into new networks and

how many people you know determines whether nonprofit

communities.”

career success is bolstered by the personal network. They

—Woman of Color Central Texas
Survey Respondent

emphasized that people of color do have networks that
equal the size of those maintained by white counterparts,
but the connections are not as valued by those in
power and might not be the “right ones” to get ahead.
Additionally, focus group participants said the networks
between white nonprofit leaders in Central Texas often

I don’t believe that it’s people of color

do not extend to people of color unless they have a direct

have smaller professional networks.

connection to specific universities, notably the University

It’s that our professional networks

of Texas at Austin or Texas A&M University in College

don’t have the same power and access

Station. As one person of color explained in a focus group,

that white middle-class ... normative

“you’re just treated differently if you’re from one of those

cisgender networks have.”

schools.”

08

—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant
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figure 11 | impact of network size on career advancement
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Focus group participants also affirmed the survey responses regarding challenges faced by people of color
trying to reach top leadership roles in nonprofit organizations in Central Texas. The challenges they described—
particularly the experience of having advanced qualifications and years of experience and being denied jobs
and opportunities in favor of less experienced white applicants—are vivid examples of the dynamics reported
by Central Texas respondents of color, 53% of whom said their race had negatively impacted their career
advancement (Figure 12). Only 23% of Central Texas people of color said race had a positive impact on their
career advancement, compared to 32% nationwide.

figure 12 | impact of race on career advancement
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who leads in central texas
The lack of access and networks for people of color is
reflected in the leadership of organizations employing

in their own words

survey respondents. The survey asked respondents what
share of their organization’s board, senior leadership, staff,
and community are people of color. The data shows that,
like the national sample, the composition of organizations
in Central Texas tends to be whiter at the top, with larger
shares of people of color in lower-level staff roles and
among the community served. As shown in Figure 13 on
the next page, the majority of both people of color (88%)
and white respondents (94%) in Central Texas work for
organizations where boards are less than 50% people of
color. These figures are more extreme in Central Texas

Texas is an interesting state with a
racialized history ... I’ve hit the glass
ceiling several times ... Despite having
higher levels of education, unique
fellowship experiences and years
of diverse work experience ... less
experienced white women or male
leaders of color ascend[ed] into
promotions.”

than nationally, where 70% of people of color and 88%

—Woman of Color Central Texas
Survey Participant

of white respondents work for organizations where boards
are less than 50% people of color.
A larger gap exists between people of color and white
respondents regarding staff in top leadership roles

When I tried to apply for executive

in the workplace; 80% of POC respondents work

director positions, [I was told] they

for organizations where less than 50% of the senior

didn’t want to take a risk on a person

leadership team consists of people of color, compared

of color who had never been an ED

to 93% of white respondents. Similar to the findings

before. But then when I look at my

on board composition, both people of color and white

[white] counterparts, many times

respondents in Central Texas are more likely than the

they were given the positions with no

national sample to work in organizations where less than

[executive level] experience.”

half of the leadership are people of color. Notably, there
is a 21-percentage-point difference between people of

—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant

color nationally and in Central Texas.
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figure 13 | racial composition of organizations by role
people of color
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88%
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94%
80%

Leadership racial demographics
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To further examine the demographics of organizational power, we categorized organizations described by survey
respondents into three types. Organizations where both the board of directors and the senior staff teams include
fewer than 25% people of color were defined as “white-run.” The second set of organizations, labeled “POCled,” are groups that have 50% or more people of color on both the board of directors and among staff in top
leadership roles. The third organizational category includes all other combinations of the board and senior staff
demographics.
In Central Texas, the majority of respondents (56%) work

figure 14 | racial composition of leadership

for organizations that are at least three quarters white
among both board and staff leadership, a share that is

national

central texas

higher in Central Texas than in the national sample, and
41% worked for organizations that fall into another

56%
45%

configuration of leadership below either of the thresholds
defined for white-run and POC-led groups (Figure 14).
Just 3% of respondents in Central Texas (all of whom
were people of color) work for organizations where more
than half of both the board and senior staff leadership
are people of color.

Less than 25% People of Color
in Leadership and Board
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fundraising, leadership, and race
Networks and relationships are critical to nonprofit fundraising in any part of the country, and people of color
in Central Texas were more likely (44%) than their white counterparts (23%) to say they often or always lack
relationships with funding sources. The gap between people of color and white respondents on this question
(21 percentage points) was much larger in Central Texas than nationally (10 percentage points) (Figure 15).
figure 15 | lack of relationships with funding sources
people of color

white

responses: often or always

44%
35%
25%

in their own words
23%

When [foundations are] giving smaller

national

central texas

[grants] to smaller organizations, I
hear the response, ‘Oh, but that little

In focus groups, white people and people of color in
CEO/ED roles described local fundraising challenges
and reviewed survey results about national fundraising,
including experiences reported by white people and
people of color. Members of a white focus group noted

amount will go far for what you’re
doing, right?’ So, that’s their excuse
to give less. ... And it’s like, ‘Well, with
more we can make a bigger impact.’”
—Person of Color CEO Focus Group Participant

that Austin has many nonprofits but few foundations,
and more than one white CEO characterized the region
as lacking a strong philanthropic tradition. One said that
while wealthy communities in other large Texas cities like
Dallas and Houston seem to have a social expectation

I don’t want my little organization

of philanthropy ¬ Austin’s lack of emphasis on giving

getting nothing, so I am going to be

creates a challenging fundraising climate because the city

grateful for that small [grant], but then

has “a particular social issue with philanthropy, which

I don’t know if I’m perpetuating some

is maybe not racially focused, but more just community

sort of negative feedback cycle [by not

values.” Another white CEO noted that it was challenging

pushing funders about providing more

to fundraise from wealthy individuals with longstanding

support to organizations led by people

roots to the Austin area, and therefore focuses fundraising

of color].”

relationship cultivation on wealthy transplants rather than
longtime residents. Overall, members of the white CEO

—Person of Color CEO Focus Group Participant

focus group thought factors other than race were more
significant in shaping the fundraising challenges indicated
by the survey data.
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Although fundraising can be challenging for all, Central Texas CEOs of color described distinct racial disparities
in their experiences. They characterized foundations and government agencies as favoring large organizations,
even for equity-specific grants, a strategy that effectively disadvantages leaders of color who are more likely
to lead organizations with smaller organizational budgets. Many leaders described receiving smaller grants
than larger, white-led peer organizations doing similar work. To call attention to the inequities in local funding,
one focus group participant described making ongoing, gradual efforts to educate funders about equity and
inclusion. Another shared that a prior organization had begun its prospective funding relationships by asking
foundations about their own diversity programs and the composition of women and people of color in leadership,
and ultimately walking away from grants when there was a lack of alignment. However, many organizations and
leaders of color did not feel they could decline funding or speak candidly to funders about diversity and race.

Challenges for Staff and CEOs
economic wellbeing and nonprofit staff
The survey asked respondents about their class background, income levels, and financial challenges. Consistent
with national trends on wealth and income—illustrated both in Race to Lead survey findings and in extensive
research about wealth income gaps based on race—the survey found that economic circumstances for people
of color in the nonprofit sector were less favorable than for white people. For instance, people of color were
twice as likely as white respondents to report that their household was low-income or working class both during
their childhood and currently (see Figure 16 on the following page). While the data indicates that many survey
respondents had upward class mobility, other findings pointed to financial disparities among nonprofit workers
in Central Texas.
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figure 16 | socioeconomic status
people of color
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People of color in Central Texas were more likely (37%) than their white counterparts (29%) to report that their
income was less than $50,000 annually, and less likely to fall into the highest survey income bracket of more
than $95,000 annually (13% for POC and 18% for white respondents).13 There were even larger differences
between people of color and white respondents regarding other forms of remuneration such as raises or bonuses
(Figure 17 on the following page). People of color in Central Texas were much less likely to have received a cost
of living salary increase (34%) than white respondents (49%). They were also less likely to have received a
performance-based raise (31%) than white respondents (43%).
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figure 17 | raises from employer
people of color

white

I received a cost of living raise.

I received a performance-based raise.

53%

49%

41%
34%

national

43%
35%

central texas

43%
31%

national
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Other survey findings illustrate the economic challenges faced by people of color working in the nonprofit sector
in Central Texas. Compared to white respondents, people of color were more likely to say they often or always
contend with being paid less than peers for the same work (28% POC and 22% white).14 People of color also
were more likely to say that not being paid a salary that was high enough for their needs was often or always
a concern (51% POC and 43% white) (Figure 18).15 People of color survey respondents in Central Texas were
more likely to currently support family members outside of the household (24% compared to 16% of white
respondents) and less likely to rely on another source of income to cover household expenses (56% compared
to 60% of white respondents.16

figure 18 | salary frustrations
people of color

responses: often or always

white

My salary is not high enough.

I am paid less than my colleagues for the same work.
51%

47%
38%

43%
31%

28%
21%

national

central texas

national

22%

central texas
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organizational dynamics
The 2019 Race to Lead survey asked respondents to rate their level of agreement from 1 (completely disagree )
to 10 (completely agree ) with a series of statements about their nonprofit workplace (Figure 19).

figure 19 | workplace experiences
people of color

geography

white

average responses on a scale of

I would be happy if I worked
at this organization three
years from now

6.5

National

7.4

6.8

Central Texas

5

6

7.2

8

7.9

6.9

7.2

7

9

My organization offers fair and
equitable opportunities for
advancement and promotion

I feel I have a voice in
my organization

5

6

7.5

7

8

9

5.8

6.7

5.8

6.6

5

6

7

8

9

White survey takers in Central Texas were somewhat more
favorable than people of color in responses to whether
they would be happy to work at their organization in

in their own words

three years (averages of 7.2 and 6.8, respectively).17 The
rate of agreement was slightly lower for white people in
Central Texas than national findings for white respondents,

Our leader has the autonomy to

and slightly higher for respondents of color in Central

appoint and move people into

Texas than nationally. White respondents had a higher

positions [as] he so chooses … I’ve

average rating affirming that they have a voice in their

often called him out on doing this, yet

organization compared to people of color (average 7.5 for

he still continues … promoting and

white respondents compared to 6.9 for people of color).

moving Anglo men into positions and

Here, both white and POC respondents had a slightly

giving them raises [over staff of color]

lower rating in Central Texas than the national sample.

… I’m seriously thinking of actually

Finally, white respondents had a higher score on their

just putting in my resignation through

perception that there were fair and equitable opportunities

the next couple of weeks, because it’s

for advancement in their organization (6.6 average

so unfair.”

agreement for white respondents compared to 5.8 for POC
respondents), ratings that are similar to national figures

—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant

for this question.
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Analysis of national survey responses indicates that

in their own words

being happy with the prospect of working in the same
organization in three years was positively associated
with a number of factors, including having a voice

I had to put myself out there and be

in the organization and perceiving fair and equitable

very vulnerable and try to use my voice

opportunities for advancement. Focus group participants,

hundreds of times. I just feel really

particularly people of color, echoed this association,

undervalued, disrespected, not heard.

connecting their interest in staying with an organization

So it makes me not want to stay at the

to the degree to which their voice is recognized and

organization at all.”
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their opportunity for promotion is open and fair ¬
and the dismay experienced when those factors are

—Person of Color Millennial/Generation Z
Focus Group Participant

absent. Several participants in people of color focus
groups described frustration with how board or staff
leadership ignored concerns about racial bias in hiring
and promotions. Millennial and Gen Z people of color,
who are more likely to be in more junior positions, often
said they did not have a voice in their organizations, even
after contributing to well-received projects. They also
described that their organizations ignored or minimized
concerns about racial diversity in staffing or client services
until white colleagues started speaking up about the same
issues. Some of the people of color in the Gen X and Baby
Boomer focus group also expressed frustration about
lacking power in their organizations, even from middle or

When I do speak up, because I do
have a very strong voice [and] I have
no problem letting people know how I
feel ... I’m looked at as the angry Black
woman [and told], ‘Maybe you should
watch your tone or how you speak
with people.’”
—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant

senior leadership positions.
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Efforts
Many nonprofits in the United States are taking steps to become more diverse, equitable, and inclusive
workplaces, and this pattern is apparent in Central Texas. More than two-thirds (69%) of the Central Texas
respondents work for organizations with diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives (Figure 20). Unlike the
national sample, white respondents (73%) were more likely to report their workplace had DEI initiatives than
people of color (64%).19 When asked why they thought their organization had undertaken DEI efforts, survey
participants in Central Texas most often agreed it was to improve the organization’s impact (out of scale of 1-10,
mean of 8.0 overall, 7.8 for POC, and 8.1 for white respondents), to improve hiring and retention of diverse staff
(mean of 7.6 overall, 6.9 for POC, and 7.9 for white respondents), to be more responsive to people of color in
the organization (mean of 7.3 overall, 6.6 for POC and 7.6 for white respondents), and to reflect or re-think the
organization’s core mission and values (mean of 7.0 overall and for POC and white respondents).20

figure 20 | dei initiatives

in their own words
people of color

white

My organization is engaged in DEI initiatives.

75%

73%

75%

How do you actually operationalize
73%

64%

equity and inclusion like going to the
gym? ... Like any kind of workout,
you’ve got to have a regimen, you’ve

50%

got to have a goal. In the work that
we do, we try to systematize how we
actually measure what equity and

25%

inclusion looks like. Because if you
don’t define it, then you’re open to all

0%

national

central texas

kinds of interpretation.”
—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant

The survey asked respondents who indicated that their workplace had a DEI initiative to select from a list
of activities employed by their organization. As Figure 21 shows on the next page, most common in Central
Texas were training for staff, leadership, or board (70% overall, 58% for POC and 77% for white respondents),
addressing ways that race inequity/bias impact the issues on which the organization works (61% overall, 63%
for POC, and 60% for white respondents), and clarifying that DEI is central to the organization’s purpose and
reflected in its mission (61% overall, 58% for POC and 62% for white respondents).21
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figure 21 | organization’s current dei strategies
people of color

white

58%
69%
63%
65%
62%

58%

Clarify that DEI is central to organization’s
purpose/reflected in mission statement

58%

77%

62%
63%

Address ways that racial inequity/systemic
bias impact issues organization works on

63%
49%

49%

40%

58%
47%
48%
42%

Develop new recruitment strategies to
increase diversity

54%
41%

60%
32%

Measure and track organizational diversity

51%
26%

59%
22%

Create affinity groups/employee
resource groups

22%

national

51%

Work with community on race
equity/inclusion

51%

50%

60%

Increase representation on board/
advisory committees

64%

100%

Provide training for staff, leadership,
and board

0%

30%

0%

50%

100%

central texas

Training was the most common DEI strategy in Central Texas and participants found it effective overall. Still,
there were some differences of opinion about its impact. White respondents and people of color responded
with a six-percentage-point gap regarding whether the impact of DEI training had been positive (92% and 86%
agree, respectively).22 Feedback in the focus groups of people of color tended to be much more critical of training.
While some participants of color expressed that training can be a good first step to start conversations about
diversity, equity, and inclusion, they did not see it as an effective strategy to advance substantive change. People
of color focus group participants often described training as something organizations use to “check off” taking
action on diversity. Other concerns about trainings included that senior leaders often opt out, that curricula either
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lack depth or compel people of color to participate in

in their own words

sessions centered around white people, and that white
colleagues are required to participate in trainings without
any investment in learning.

We started working on diversifying our
board probably about three years ago.

Focus group participants also discussed the effectiveness

We’re right at the 50% mark, as of this

of DEI initiatives in general. One white focus group

year. It’s been very, very intentional

participant said their organization is good at attracting

and very slow. We were 100% white

people of color but has low rates of retention. Another

for year … It’s a lot of time to build

white participant said their organization has been doing

relationships, very intentionally

DEI work for several years and increased staff diversity but

seeking out the people to serve on our

had not addressed internal practices; as a result, people of

board, directly, one-on-one meeting ...

color want to leave the organization. One of the primary

just building up those relationships to

factors that made people of color express hesitation or

get to that point that they would say

unhappiness about staying at their nonprofit over the

yes to serving on the board.”

coming years was concern or dissatisfaction about their
organization’s DEI efforts.

—White Millennial/Generation Z
Focus Group Participant

The survey also asked respondents to rate the
commitment to DEI they perceived among their
organization’s leaders on a scale of 1-10. Survey
respondents in Central Texas ranked that commitment
6.7 on average, with white participants giving their leaders
a higher score (7.1) than people of color (6.0) (see

Figure 22 on the following page). Focus group participants
echoed the survey findings, noting that leaders often seem
resistant to meaningfully addressing diversity, equity,

[Training] was kind of opening up
the conversation to make people
a bit more comfortable with being
uncomfortable and talk with each
other. So that was actually nice to see.”
—Person of Color Millennial/Generation Z
Focus Group Participant

and inclusion and fail to recognize that issues exist within
the organization. Leaders of color also faced difficulties
in addressing DEI issues with their own superiors ¬ the

Trainings are not going to eradicate

board of directors. Each of the ED/CEOs of color who

racism. Not in Austin, not anywhere.

participated in the Austin focus groups was a woman of

... I think that a lot of us are very

color, and several described board members who were

frustrated with the fact that we are

resistant to DEI conversations, particularly related to the

spending a lot of money [on

mission of the organization and board composition.

trainings] that can go directly into
the community.”
—Person of Color Generation X/Baby Boomer
Focus Group Participant
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figure 22 | leadership commitment to dei
people of color

geography

white

average responses on a scale of

1–10

Leadership consistently demonstrates
commitment to being equitable,
inclusive, and a diverse workplace

6.4

National

7.0

in their own words
6.0

Central Texas

5

7.1

6

7

8

9

[The organization’s leaders] are
like, ‘We’re fine. We’re good. We’re
fine.’ Well, you’re white and run the

Some focus group participants described DEI efforts as
“lip service” without “tangible material changes.” Another
said the lack of reflection on diversity is emblematic of
the nonprofit sector in Austin at large, “where people give
themselves a pat on the back for being liberal and being
do-gooders and they don’t see their own biases ... at least
now, we’re calling it out, but it’s been like this forever.”

organization, so you get to think it’s
fine, but my team, who is mostly
people of color, does not think it’s
fine. There’s just a lot of resistance to
change, across the board.”
—White Millennial/Generation Z
Focus Group Participant

Overall, focus group participants wanted to see less
deliberation and more action to achieve diversity, equity,
and inclusion for all.
When I tried to bring on more people
of color to the board I heard, ‘Yeah,
we don’t want ‘them.’ And obviously,
I know who ‘them’ is ... It gets pretty
exhausting, and sometimes it’s
demoralizing [but] we just got to
keep going and keep having those
conversations.”
—CEO of Color Focus Group Participant
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Opportunities for Change
The nonprofit sector’s widespread investment in DEI activities provides an opening for change on racial equity.
One overarching recommendation is that nonprofits take on the challenging work described below with peer
organizations with similar goals. For more in-depth descriptions of the change efforts outlined below, see Race

to Lead Revisited: Obstacles and Opportunities in Addressing the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap . 23

opportunity
Focus on Structures and the Experience of Race and Racism
Structural analysis of race and racism, especially for white-dominant groups, is a critical foundation for
race equity work. This must be coupled with efforts to understand and validate the individual and collective
experiences of people of color in nonprofit organizations.

opportunity
Policies Have Meaning ... If Enforced
Groups committed to DEI efforts must examine and change organizational policies to reflect the organizational
commitment to equity. A realignment of policies and practices is only effective if they are acted on consistently
and universally.

opportunity
Put Your Money ...
Organizations led by people of color simply need more funding. To interrupt the cycle of replicating the inequities
the sector is committed to fight, funders need to examine their own practices and ensure people of color-led
groups receive the resources needed to thrive.

opportunity
Reflecting the Community: Racial Diversity in Action
Recruiting and retaining racially diverse staff and board leaders takes a sustained investment in time and
resources. It also requires shifting power by listening to staff and board members of color and changing
organization policies and practices accordingly.

opportunity
Responsibility and Results
Organizations committed to DEI must establish thoughtful and measurable ways to assess progress based
on a widely-shared plan for what should change, who is responsible, and how results will be documented
and reviewed annually.

22

the nonprofit racial leadership gap in central texas: a race to lead brief

Endnotes
1

The subset includes 350 respondents who work in the Austin area. Respondents were included in the sample if they indicated
their nonprofit was located in ZIP Codes in Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis, or Williamson counties.

2

Focus groups took place in December 2019 organized by the following demographic categories: Millennial and Gen Z people
of color; Gen X and Baby Boomer people of color; Millennial and Gen Z white people; and Gen X and Baby Boomer white people.
A subset of participants from the Gen X and Baby Boomer session participated in smaller focus groups for executive directors
and CEOs.
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7

U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey 5-Year Data (2009-2018). Prepared by Social Explorer.

8

Generations are categorized based on by birth year as follows: Generation Z (1998 or later); Millennial (1982-1997); Generation X
(1966-1981); Baby Boomer (1947-1965); and older leaders (1946 or earlier).

9

Differences in this report are statistically significant unless otherwise indicated. Despite large differences in percentages, due to
sample size and statistical power, we did not detect a statistically significant difference in this comparison.

10 See endnote 9.
11

See endnote 9.

12 See endnote 9.
13 See endnote 9.
14 See endnote 9.
15 We did not detect a statistically significant difference between POC and white respondents in Central Texas who often or always

reported these concerns. There were, however, statistically significant differences between POC and white respondents who
said they rarely or never contend with inadequate and inequitable salaries, including never or rarely being paid less than peers for
the same work (39% POC vs. 51% white), and never or rarely being paid a salary that did not meet their needs (18% POC and
30% white).
16 See endnote 9.
17 See endnote 9.
18 The median tenure for paid employment—across all industries in the United States as of 2018—is 4.2 years. Source: U.S. Bureau

of Labor Statistics. (2018, September). Employee Tenure Summary. https://www.bls.gov/news.release/tenure.nr0.htm
19 See endnote 9.
20 See endnote 9. The only statistically significant difference between people of color and white respondents regarding perceived

motivation for DEI was regarding hiring and retention.
21 See endnote 9. The DEI initiatives with statistically significant differences between people of color and white respondents in

Central Texas were responses regarding training, developing new recruitment strategies, and measuring organizational diversity.
22 See endnote 9.
23 Kunreuther, F. and Thomas-Breitfeld, S. (2020, June). Race to Lead Revisited: Obstacles and Opportunities in Addressing the

Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap. Building Movement Project. https://racetolead.org/race-to-lead-revisited/
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