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Obstacles and Opportunities in Addressing
the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap
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most significant social issues of our times.
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Introduction
Inequality in the United States is a familiar issue to those who work in the nation’s nonprofit sector. Many
nonprofit organizations are dedicated to supporting and empowering communities that have limited resources
and influence due to systemic and structural inequalities. As part of this commitment, a growing number of
nonprofit organizations are reflecting on how societal inequities are replicated in their own organizations. This
report, Race to Lead Revisited: Obstacles and Opportunities in Addressing the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap,
presents ongoing research and analysis by the Building Movement Project (BMP) into why the nonprofit sector
has so few leaders of color.
As this report is finalized in the spring of 2020, a worldwide pandemic, renewed grief and outrage over the
continued killings of Black people by police and vigilantes, and a deepening recession have even more sharply
exposed fault lines of who holds power and privilege and who is treated as expendable.1 The nonprofit sector
itself is scrambling as organizations, especially smaller community-based groups, fear for their financial futures at
the very moment when their work is more vital than ever. These challenges offer the opportunity for organizations
and their funders to respond by addressing not only the immediate crisis but also systemic inequities both
within nonprofit organizations and society at large.2 The data and analysis presented here offer insight on how to
support organizations that embrace racial equity internally as they work toward a society in which all people have
equal voice, opportunity, and power.
The Building Movement Project released initial survey findings on race and leadership in the nonprofit sector in
the 2017 report Race to Lead: Confronting the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap. That report challenged longheld assumptions about why so few people of color lead nonprofit organizations, including persistent assertions
that people of color need more leadership training and are less likely than white peers to aspire to top leadership
roles. The data collected from a 2016 national survey of nonprofit employees showed that people of color in
the sector were similarly qualified as white respondents and had more interest than white peers in becoming a
nonprofit leader.3 The lack of diversity in nonprofit sector leadership was not a reflection of the qualifications or
ambition of people of color, but the result of racialized barriers that inhibited their leadership ambitions, from
lack of support by white boards of directors to the biases of executive recruiters. To increase the diversity of
nonprofit leaders, the report recommended that the sector shift its focus away from the individual qualifications
or goals of emerging leaders of color and toward addressing the systemic bias in the sector that prevents their
advancement.4

Race to Lead Revisited: Obstacles and Opportunities in Addressing the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap presents
findings from a 2019 survey of more than 5,000 paid nonprofit staff on their experiences of race and leadership
in nonprofit settings, including many of the same questions asked in the original survey. New data and analysis
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explores how respondents experience diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts in the workplace, personal
and organizational financial circumstances, and views on how to both increase the diversity of nonprofit leaders
and better support people of color already leading in the sector.
The report shows that despite the recent proliferation of articles, analyses, training opportunities, and
organizational reflections about diversity, equity, and inclusion, the entrenched disparity of white privilege
continues to dominate the nonprofit sector.5 This gap is illustrated through the different experiences and
opportunities reported by people of color and white respondents through the survey’s data and write-in
responses, as well as focus groups and interviews BMP conducted in the months following the survey. Extensive
DEI efforts across the sector appear to have increased awareness of race and racism, as shown by shifts in the
survey responses between 2016 and 2019, but have not yet translated into significant change or more equity
in how people of color experience their organizations or the nonprofit sector.
The data demonstrates that nonprofit organizations are defined by a pervasive and systemic white advantage ,
a term used in this report to describe the concrete ways that structure and power in nonprofit organizations
reinforce the benefits of whiteness. This is particularly evident when comparing organizations run by white
people and organizations led by people of color. The data shows notable differences in the experiences of both
people of color and white respondents based on the racial composition of their organization’s leadership.

Race to Lead Revisited focuses on three key findings that illustrate what is required of individual organizations
and the sector at large to move toward greater equity and inclusion:

the findings of the original race to lead report are still relevant
three years later
Race to Lead Revisited confirms findings in the original 2017 report that people of color have
similar leadership qualifications as white respondents. As in the first Race to Lead report, more
people of color aspire to become nonprofit leaders than their white counterparts, and the 2019
results show the gap in ambition between the two groups is widening. In contrast to three years prior,
people of color were substantially more likely to state that race is a barrier to their advancement,
while white respondents were more likely to agree that their race provides a career advantage.
People of all races were more likely to agree with statements describing obstacles people of color face
in obtaining leadership positions. Both these findings point to greater awareness of the problem but
little change in actual conditions. There were incremental improvements among all respondents
about the career support available to them, and respondents overall reported fewer instances
of encountering specific career obstacles. However, white respondents reported more types of
support and fewer challenges than people of color, and the gap between the two groups on
these experiences either remained constant or grew compared to the original Race to Lead report.
For example, more people reported that they had mentors at work during their career, but the
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responses showed significant variance, with women of color and gender non-conforming people
of color 6 the least likely to report they had an internal workplace mentor, and white men and
white women the most likely. 7

there is a white advantage in the nonprofit sector
This report categorizes the nonprofit workplaces of survey respondents into three organizational
types: White-run organizations in which the board and staff leadership is more than 75% white;
POC-led organizations in which more than 50% of the board and staff leadership are people of color;
and All Other organizations with leadership configurations in between the other two categories.
Notably, the All Other category also skews significantly toward leadership demographics that are
predominantly white. Among these three organization types, almost half of survey respondents
worked in White-run organizations, followed closely by All Other organizational configurations,
and a much smaller share of survey respondents worked in POC-led organizations. People of
color in White-run organizations reported the least positive experiences compared to people of
color working in the two other organizational categories. The white advantage is also evident
in the financial status of both organizations and individuals in the nonprofit sector. White-run
organizations are more likely to have larger organizational budgets than those led by people of
color. Also, white people in the sector are more likely than peers of color to have another source
of household income, more likely to receive additional pay from their nonprofit employer like bonuses
or cost of living increases, and less likely to support other family members outside their household.

diversity, equity, and inclusion (dei) efforts are widespread throughout
the sector and people are uncertain about their effectiveness
New survey questions show that close to three quarters of respondents work for organizations
with DEI initiatives, and training was the most frequently reported activity. Despite the prevalence
of these efforts, people of color reported few shifts toward equity in the workplace. Among
respondents working for White-run organizations and All Other organizations with the exception
of groups led by people of color, respondent experiences with DEI efforts were less positive for
people of color than white people; that racial gap shrunk among respondents working for POCled groups. Extensive DEI efforts among nonprofits seem to have resulted in increased awareness
of race and equity issues among both respondents of color and white people compared to the
first survey, but there are substantial differences in how people of color and white people
understand the role of race in the nonprofit world. Overall, the increased awareness of race and
equity has yet to produce measurable change in the racialized experiences of people working
in the sector.
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Hundreds of write-in responses and focus group

in their own words

observations indicate an exhaustion experienced by
people of color in the nonprofit sector.8 People of color
shared reflections about the constant demands of both

It is challenging constantly being the

job responsibilities and navigating issues related to

only Latina in all-white and mostly

race, and particularly the intersection of race and gender.

male circles. It is a constant challenge

Whether their frustrations related to being among the

of knowing when to be strategic to

only people of color in a predominantly white organization,

stand up for my community and when

or considering whether to challenge racially fraught

I need to hold back or else be left out

incidents given the potential for retaliation, or simply being

of decision-making circles and labeled

overlooked and unheard, these reflections exemplify the

as the ‘angry Latina.’”

disparity of nonprofit sector experiences among people
of color compared to white peers.

—Latina Woman

The sector’s growing engagement with DEI efforts often
takes the shape of education and training, usually directed
toward white staff and members of boards of directors. Focus group participants of color expressed
discouragement that their organizations engaged in training but then took prolonged periods of time before
making changes to actually improve the experiences of people of color ¬ if their organizations took action at all.
Based on survey and focus group findings, Race to Lead Revisited offers recommendations for how the nonprofit
sector and individual organizations can think differently and change behavior to make more significant progress
toward racial equity. Although the challenges generated by the COVID-19 pandemic will likely affect the sector
for months and years to come, this should not serve as a justification for nonprofits to set aside issues of race
equity in the workplace. Instead, the disruption and tension of this moment can help accelerate change, as is
visible in the unprecedented protest over the killing of Black people. The nonprofit sector can similarly embrace
the opportunity to begin renewed work to deal with the long-term inequities and social ruptures made even more
visible by the global health and economic crisis.
The data in Race to Lead Revisited indicates that people of color continue to experience racialized barriers and
in fact reported their race was a barrier to advancement at even higher rates than in the 2016 survey. Increased
discussion of race in the nonprofit sector may have offered respondents of color more of an opening to disclose
issues of racial bias and, like white peers, to more readily identify privileges of whiteness in the workplace. To
effectively make changes that mitigate the impact of systemic racial inequalities, nonprofits must extend DEI
activities to include more assertive action that concretely addresses the white advantage that permeates the
sector. Organizations must acknowledge and change the dynamics people of color identify that create or uphold
obstacles to equity in the workplace. An investment in DEI efforts is not an item to complete on a checklist, but
an ongoing process of confronting the links between race and power, understanding that change is disruptive,
and pushing beyond current organizational dynamics to reduce the inequity and racism experienced by people of
color in the nonprofit sector.
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Background
In the three years since the Building Movement Project conducted the first Race to Lead survey, significant
changes occurred in the nonprofit sector and across the United States.9 There has been a surge of interest in
race and race equity, with discussions of diversity, equity, and inclusion a common feature of nonprofit
conferences and trainings. Some foundations have shifted grantmaking to focus on racial inequality and inequity,
and others have started more explicitly addressing the centrality of race in the issues they fund. Changes in
the national political environment have been considerably less positive. The 2016 presidential election several
months after the first Race to Lead survey ushered in new national leadership that openly embraced racist
rhetoric and policies.
The original Race to Lead survey explored why there were so few leaders of color in the nonprofit sector.
Leadership programs for people of color have focused on training participants to be better prepared for top
leadership positions, emblematic of the assumption that people of color do not have the experience or skills
of their white peers. But the survey results demonstrated that people of color were equally qualified as white
respondents, and that the sector’s investment in the personal leadership skills of individual people of color
failed to address the structures that were restricting their advancement opportunities. Three years later, BMP
conducted a follow-up survey, and this report is the first national analysis of the resulting data.

Race to Lead Revisited explores what has changed regarding race and leadership in the nonprofit sector in the
past three years, especially given the dramatically different national landscape and the enormous nonprofit
sector investment in diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. Subsequent publications will explore subsectors
of responses from key demographic groups, as well as several regionally focused reports from areas where the
Building Movement Project partnered with local organizations and generated sufficient response rates for a
meaningful place-based analysis.

Methodology
Race to Lead Revisited builds on questions from the original 2016 survey, asking each respondent about their
personal background, career plans, level of career support, and perceptions on race and leadership in the
nonprofit sector. It also collected data on the organizations that employ survey respondents. New sections in the
2019 survey explored respondent experiences with diversity, equity, and inclusion activities in their organization,
their current workplace experience, and their current and past financial situation.
The 2019 Race to Lead survey was distributed and conducted online. Respondents may include people who
answered the prior survey three years earlier, alongside new respondents. The survey link was promoted in
the summer of 2019 through the Building Movement Project’s online newsletter list of almost 10,000 people,
outreach by partner organizations, and social media outlets including Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Twitter.
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The survey was open for eight weeks. The result is a convenience sample 10 of those who work for pay in the
nonprofit sector in the United States.11 Out of more than 8,000 people who started the survey, 5,261 respondents
were included in the final dataset. The Building Movement Project supplemented the survey data through focus
groups with nonprofit employees in Albuquerque, Austin, Boston, Detroit, Memphis, and Milwaukee during the
fall and winter months of 2019-2020.

Demographics
The composition of the 5,261 survey respondents was remarkably similar to the more than 4,000 participants
in the original Race to Lead data three years prior. Respondents came from all 50 states and the District of
Columbia (Figure 1). The demographics of the 2019 Race to Lead Revisited sample resembled the 2016 sample
in race/ethnicity, immigrant experience, sexuality, and gender.

figure 1 | percentage of survey respondents by state and the district of columbia
percent of total respondents:

0%

10%

total respondents: 5,261
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The race/ethnicity breakdown of respondents (Figure 2) is within one percentage point of the 2016 sample. In
2019, 41% of respondents identified as people of color, including 14% African American/Black; 10% Latinx/
Hispanic; 7% Asian American; 1% Native American/Indigenous; less than 1% Arab American; 12 and 8%
multiracial.13
figure 2 | race/ethnicity
people of color

white

58%

42%

59%

41%

African American/Black 15%

14% African American/Black

Asian American 8%

<1% Arab American
7% Asian American

Latinx/Hispanic 11%

10% Latinx/Hispanic
1% Native American/Indigenous
8% Multiracial
1% Other

Native American/Indigenous 1%
Multiracial 8%

2016

2019

Immigration history (Figure 3) was also within one percentage point of the original survey, with 10% of
respondents reporting they were immigrants and 17% children of immigrants. Figure 4 shows the percentage
of respondents identifying as LBGTQ+ (lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender/queer) was 21%, identical to the 2016
sample.14 In the 2019 dataset, 81% of respondents identified as women compared to 78% in 2016, with three
percentage points fewer men (16%) and the same percentage (3%) identifying as gender non-conforming
(see Figure 5 on the following page).

figure 3 | immigration experience
immigrant

figure 4 | sexual orientation
child of u.s. born parents

child of immigrant

74%

73%

18%
9%

17%

straight

79%

21%

79%

21%

10%

2016
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lgbtq+

2019

2016

2019
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figure 5 | gender identity
women*

men*

gender non-binary/gender non-conforming/genderqueer**

81%

78%

19%

16%
3%

3%

2016

2019

* In 2019, both cisgender and transgender respondents are included in the “women” and “men” categories.
** In 2016, transgender respondents were included in a “trans, gender non-conforming, non-binary, et. al.” category.

In a new survey question, 10% of respondents—both people of color and white people—reported having a
disability. Figure 6 shows that the type of disability most often reported was “mental health” at 38%. Motor
disability made up 12% of total disabilities, followed by sensory disability and learning disability, both at 10%.
Sixteen percent of respondents with a disability selected more than one disability category.

figure 6 | respondents with disabilities by type

Sensory Disability

10%

Learning Disability

10%
38%

Mental Health Disorder
12%

Mobility Disability
Chronic Illness

6%

Other Disability Not Listed Above

7%
16%

Multiple Disabilities Listed Above

0%

25%
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The greatest difference between the 2016 and 2019 samples was age, as seen in Figure 7 . Millennials made up
almost half (47%) of respondents compared to 38% three years earlier.15 There were five percentage points fewer
respondents in Generation X and four percentage points fewer respondents in the Baby Boom generation. This
may reflect shifts in overall workplace age demographics between the two surveys; a 2018 analysis from the Pew
Research Center notes that Millennials have become the largest share of the U.S. workforce.16

figure 7 | age/generation
millennials/generation z (18-37)

generation x (38-53)

baby boomers/older leaders (54-72+)

47%
38% 39%
34%

23%
19%

2016

09

2019
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key finding 1: The Same Story
The first Race to Lead report found that people of
color and white respondents were equally qualified,
and people of color were more likely to aspire to top
leadership positions in nonprofit organizations. The

figure 8 | educational attainment
people of color

white

findings challenged a common narrative that people
11%

of color were not as prepared or interested regarding
nonprofit leadership positions. The 2016 survey also
found that more than a third of people of color reported

Associate Degree
(some college
or less)

7%

2016

that their race/ethnicity negatively impacted their career

9% 7%

2019

advancement and all respondents—especially people
of color—believed that people of color interested in
nonprofit leadership positions faced racialized barriers

39%

42%

39% 41%

to advancement.
Findings in the 2019 data echoed these results, with

Bachelor’s Degree
(or some graduate
courses)

some important changes. A higher percentage of people
of color answered that race/ethnicity was negatively

2016

2019

41% 44%

43% 44%

2016

2019

9% 7%

9% 8%

2016

2019

impacting their career advancement and a higher
percentage of white respondents reported that their
race/ethnicity was a positive factor in their career. There
were small increases in the percentage of respondents
who reported that they experienced various types of
career support in their organization and decreases in the

Master’s Degree

percentage of respondents who reported that they faced
specific challenges. However, the gaps in the responses
between people of color and white people remained
constant or increased, with people of color less likely
to report workplace support and more likely to report
workplace challenges. Overall, 2019 respondents were
more likely than those in 2016 to agree that people of
color face barriers in seeking top leadership jobs, which
seems to reflect an increased awareness of issues

PhD, JD, MD, etc.

related to race and racism in the nonprofit sector.
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Still Eager and Educated
Similar to the first survey, people of color and white respondents in the 2019 sample had comparable education
levels and roles in their organizations. People of color were again more likely than white respondents to express
interest in becoming a nonprofit leader, with an even larger gap in 2019 than in the first survey.
As in the first Race to Lead report, there are similar levels of education among people of color and white
respondents in 2019 (see Figure 8 on the previous page). People of color were similarly distributed across types
of job roles in 2016 and 2019, but in 2019 a smaller percentage of people of color reported being in top leadership
roles of executive director or chief executive officer (ED/CEO). Simultaneously, a larger percentage of white
respondents in 2019 were in ED/CEO roles, and a smaller percentage in roles at the level of program or line staff
compared to 2016 (Figure 9 ). These shifts resulted in increased gaps in role/position between white respondents
and people of color in Race to Lead Revisited.

figure 9 | current role/position
people of color

Executive
Director/CEO

20%

Senior Manager/
Director

26%

23%

white

29%

31%

2019

27%
18% 18%

2016

Program/
Line Staff

Administrative
Support

31% 31%

17%

2016

Middle
Manager

2019

2016

24%

20% 20%

2019

26%
18%

2016

2019

6% 4%

5% 4%

2016

2019

Respondent interest in leading a nonprofit organization 17 is shown in Figure 10 on the following page. In the Race

to Lead Revisited sample, 52% of respondents of color who were not already executive directors indicated that
they were definitely or probably interested in becoming a nonprofit executive director or chief executive officer,
compared to 36% of white respondents. This difference in aspirations—sixteen percentage points—is higher than
the gap of ten percentage points in the 2016 survey. In a follow-up question on what preparations were necessary
for these leadership roles, the most common choice among six options in both 2016 and 2019 was technical
and management skills, and there was more agreement on this point between people of color (34%) and white
respondents (35%) in 2019 than in the first survey (39% people of color and 33% white people).

11

race to lead revisited: obstacles and opportunities in addressing the nonprofit racial leadership gap

figure 10 | level of interest in taking a top leadership role (among non-eds/ceos)
people of color

white

52%

50%
40%

37%
26% 26%

2016

2019

25%

2016

Definitely/Probably Yes

28%

2019
Maybe

35%

34%
24%

24%

2016

2019

Definitely/Probably No

Figure 11 shows how respondents who were definitely not or probably not interested in a top leadership role
described the reason for their response. The most commonly selected reason was lack of interest in the executive
director role (27% people of color and 29% white people), a new response option in 2019. Almost as many
respondents answered that their work/life balance priorities conflicted with the top leadership job (26% for both
people of color and white respondents). Similar to the first survey, the percentage of people of color indicating
that they ultimately saw themselves pursuing opportunities outside of the nonprofit sector was double that of
white respondents (16% and 8% respectively).

figure 11 | why respondents do not aspire to top leadership roles (among non-eds/ceos)
people of color

white

n/a

33%

34%

Work of an Executive Director
does not interest me

27%

29%

Work/Life balance priorities not well
suited for Executive Director

26%

26%

16%

8%

5%

10%

Pursuing opportunities outside
of nonprofit sector

21%
10%

19%

28%

2016

Skills/Interests not well suited to
Executive Director role

2019
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Continued Gaps in Support and Challenges
The data revealed persistent—and in some cases growing—gaps between people of color and white respondents
on the support they receive and challenges they face in their organizations. Comparing the first Race to Lead
survey with Race to Lead Revisited , the 2019 data shows increases in certain types of support that both people
of color and white respondents reported they had received in their nonprofit career, but white people are still
more likely to have various kinds of career support than people of color. A similar pattern exists regarding career
challenges: a smaller percentage of 2019 respondents reported experiencing challenges overall, but people of
color continued to report more obstacles than white respondents.
One important workplace challenge stands out as a persistent problem. Three years after the initial survey, a
markedly larger percentage of people of color reported that they lack role models at their job, especially women
and people who identified as gender non-conforming.

career support
Figure 12 (on the following page) compares how respondents answered whether they had access to six types of
career support in the 2016 and 2019 surveys. In 2019, both people of color and white respondents report more
experiences of receiving support in three of the six areas: workplace mentors, staff management or supervision
training, and peer support or affinity groups. Mentors at work and management training were reported at roughly
five percentage points higher in 2019 than in the original survey. The larger percentage of respondents reporting
they received peer support in 2019—sixteen percentage points more for people of color and fourteen percentage
points more for white respondents—may in part reflect a change to the wording of the survey question to include
peer affinity groups and online discussions as examples of this kind of support.
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figure 12 | training and support received
people of color

white

63%
60%
43%

35%

48%
56%
51%

Peer support group meetings*

38%
38%

52%
43%

Staff management/Supervision training

41%
56%

46%
44%

Family/Community support

56%
31%

42%
31%

Coaching/Executive coaching

24%

50%

55%

Mentors inside my job/organization

50%

100%

58%

Mentors outside of my job/organization

0%

2016

27%

0%

50%

100%

2019

* In 2016, this option read: “Peer support group meetings.” In 2019, this option read: “Peer support/affinity group meetings or online
discussions.”

Having a mentor on the job was also reported more frequently in the 2019 sample. The survey recorded more
people of color (48% 2019 vs. 43% 2016) and white respondents (56% 2019 vs. 50% 2016) reporting they
received mentoring at their job during their career; in both surveys, white people were more likely to report this
support. An intersectional analysis of mentorship experiences based on race and gender offers a more nuanced
picture.18 The groups least likely to have internal workplace mentors were women of color and gender nonconforming people of color (47% and 39% respectively), while white men and white women, men of color, and
white respondents who identified as gender non-conforming reported internal mentorship at higher rates (58%,
56%, 54%, and 51% respectively).
In some categories of career support, the survey recorded negligible changes between 2016 and 2019, and only
slight variances between white respondents and people of color. There was an increase of three percentage
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points in coaching or executive coaching reported by white respondents (27% 2019 vs. 24% 2016), while the
percentage for people of color remained the same (31%). The percentages of respondents receiving support from
family and community were significantly lower (44% for people of color and 42% for white respondents in 2019
compared to 56% for both groups in 2016). There was also a decrease of five percentage points among both
people of color (58% 2019 vs. 63% 2016) and white respondents (55% 2019 vs. 60% 2016) who reported they
had a mentor outside their organization.

challenges
Both the 2016 and 2019 surveys asked respondents how frequently they experienced a selection of seven
common career challenges. Comparing the two samples, the percentage of respondents reporting that they often
or always faced a particular challenge showed incremental decreases in all areas except for the challenge of a
lack of role models.
As shown in Figure 13 on the following page, a lower percentage of respondents reported they often or always
face challenges including a lack of social capital and networks, lack of relationships with funding sources, limited
opportunities for advancement, and inadequate salaries. Figure 13 also includes two challenges added for the
2019 survey: inequitable salaries compared to peers doing the same work, and the stress of advancing diversity,
equity, and inclusion efforts within organizations. In 2019 the same percentage of people of color and white
people reported being challenged by a demanding workload (67%), a rate slightly lower than in 2016. For each of
the other challenges, a slightly higher percentage of people of color than white people reported that experience in
the 2019 survey. The largest increase in the gap between experiences of white people and people of color was the
challenge of having few opportunities for advancement, which grew from a gap of four percentage points in 2016
to a gap of eleven percentage points in 2019.
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figure 13 | challenges and frustrations faced on the job
people of color

responses: often or always

white

70%
71%
51%

45%

39%

38%
42%
31%
42%

Lack of role models

27%
41%

23%
35%

Lack of relationships with funding sources

33%
31%

25%
29%

Lack of social capital/networks

21%
36%
14%

2016

47%

Few opportunities for advancement

41%

50%

67%

Inadequate salaries

46%

100%

67%

Demanding workload

Being called on to represent a community

n/a

Inequitable salaries

n/a

Being called on to push DEI efforts

0%

16%
33%
11%
31%
21%
35%
18%

0%

50%

100%

2019
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Lack of role models was the only challenge that increased

in their own words

for people of color, with 42% of respondents in 2019
(compared to 39% in 2016) reporting they often or always
experienced this career challenge; white respondents

As a working-class Hispanic in a

reporting the same decreased from 27% in 2016 to 23%

majority upper- and middle-class white

in 2019. The result is a wider gap between people of color

work environment … I probably need

and white respondents, up from twelve percentage points

coaching and mentoring, but I feel that

in 2016 to nineteen percentage points in 2019. Gender

being Hispanic has prevented me from

non-conforming people of color were most likely to report

finding mentors or others who want to

often or always lacking a role model at their job (50%),

take me under their wing.”

followed by women of color (44%) and gender non—Mexican American Woman

conforming white people (43%). By contrast, roughly one
third (34%) of men of color reported they often or always
face this challenge, followed by white women (23%) and
white men (19%).

[The] hardest part of being an
outsider is not knowing what you are

Persistent Systemic
Barriers
Although the 2019 data shows more support and fewer

missing out on, whether mentoring
or opportunities you’re never asked
about.”
—South Asian Man

challenges for both people of color and white respondents,
other responses indicate increased inequality in the
sector. In the first Race to Lead report, more than a third
of respondents of color reported that their race/ethnicity
had been a barrier to their career advancement. The new

I had a boss who intentionally sought

sample shows a striking increase both in people of color

to advance people of color within the

who report their race/ethnicity has negatively affected

leadership ranks … Our team was

their career advancement and in white respondents who

diverse and often the only diversity

acknowledge that their race helped their career. A larger

at leadership tables, engaging with

percentage of all respondents, and especially people of

funders, evaluators and senior

color, agreed with statements identifying barriers that

stakeholder. [It is] important to note

face people of color interested in top nonprofit leadership

that my boss was white.”

positions. All these responses suggest an increased overall
awareness of the systemic racial barriers throughout the

—African American Woman

nonprofit sector.
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career advancement
One of the most dramatic differences between the 2016 and 2019 data was regarding the role of race in career
advancement. Almost half (49%) of people of color surveyed in 2019 reported that their race/ethnicity had
a very negative or slightly negative impact on their career, compared to 35% in 2016. Among white survey
respondents in 2019, 67% reported their race/ethnicity had a very positive or slightly positive impact on their
career advancement, compared to 50% in 2016. As seen in Figure 14 , among people of color the biggest change
between 2016 and 2019 data was the response that race had a slightly negative impact on career advancement,
with an increase of ten percentage points; there was an increase of four percentage points in the response that
race had a very negative impact. For white respondents, there was an increase of twelve percentage points of
those reporting their race/ethnicity had a very positive impact on their career advancement, and an increase of
five percentage points in those reporting a slightly positive impact.

figure 14 | impact of race on career advancement
people of color

white

7%

2016

Combined Very/
Slightly Negative
for POC:
35% in 2016 and
49% in 2019

28%

6%

1%

28%
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10%

10%

33%

39%

17%
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2019
0%
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29%

38%

25%

Combined Very/
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50%
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100%

Person of Color:
Very Negative

Slightly Negative

Very Positive

White:
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perceptions of barriers to
leadership
The 2019 survey responses demonstrated a more robust
reaction to statements about reasons for the nonprofit
racial leadership gap. Respondents of all races were
more likely to agree to a range of statements about the
impact of racial bias on people of color in the nonprofit
sector in 2019 compared to 2016 ¬ often affirming these
statements by overwhelming margins. The statement
“People of color must demonstrate they have more

skills and training than white peers to be considered for
nonprofit executive jobs ” was a new prompt on the 2019
survey, clarifying a 2016 statement that had been open

in their own words

I am usually the only or one of a
handful of BIPOCs [Black, indigenous,
and people of color] in the room.
It’s such an isolating, frustrating,
and infuriating dynamic … The
lack of leadership of color at every
organization I’ve worked at has
impacted not only the running of the
organization, but my own professional
and even personal development.”

to various interpretations: “People of color need more

—Black Woman

skill-building and training opportunities to be considered
more often for nonprofit executive jobs.” Almost 90%
of respondents of color agreed with the newly clarified
statement, while only 65% of white people agreed.

Figure 15 (on the following page) shows the gap between

I was hired by a white woman

people of color and white respondents in response to

and became part of a long line of

statements including “It is harder for people of color

to advance because of their smaller networks ” and
“Organizations often rule out candidates of color based

on the perceived ‘fit’ of the organization .” Except for the
statement “Executive recruiters don’t do enough to find a

diverse pool of qualified candidates for top-level nonprofit
positions ” respondents across race were more likely to
agree with the provided statements in 2019 than in 2016.

white women who have led [the
organization] as directors. It doesn’t
feel great to point that out, but I think
our former director could relate to me
and identified me as a leader partly
due to race and culture.”
—White Woman

Importantly, however, larger increases in the level of
agreement among people of color resulted in bigger gaps
between the perceptions of white respondents and people
of color than in 2016.
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figure 15 | perceptions of the leadership gap
people of color

responses: somewhat agree or strongly agree

white

Executive recruiters don’t do enough to
find a diverse pool of qualified candidates
for top level nonprofit positions

80%
67%

48%
56%
30%

It is harder for people of color to advance
because of their smaller networks

29%

People of color must have more skills and
training than white peers to be considered
for top level positions*

29%

People of color are less likely to want to
work in white-dominant organizations

47%

42%

50%

66%

Organizations often rule out candidates
of color based on the perceived “fit”
of the organization

66%

100%

82%

0%

2016

77%
52%
69%
42%
88%
65%
58%
39%

0%

50%

100%

2019

* In 2016, the statement read: “People of color need more skill-building and training opportunities to be considered more often for
nonprofit executive jobs.” In 2019, the statement read: “People of color must demonstrate that they have more skills and training
than white peers to be considered for nonprofit executive jobs.”
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key finding 2:
The White Advantage
Overwhelming scholarship, data, and lived experiences illustrate the systemic privilege afforded to white people
based on race in the United States.19 In both the 2016 and 2019 surveys, responses from people of color and
white people demonstrate persistent disparities based on race throughout the nonprofit sector. This report
uses the term white advantage to describe how structure and power operate specifically in the context of
nonprofit organizations, steadily reproducing concrete and experiential benefits for white people despite a stated
agreement in the sector on the problems of racial inequity and the need to change those conditions.
Three areas of survey data offer insight into the disparities between people of color and white respondents and
illustrate how the white advantage operates as intrinsic to the sector. First, the racial makeup of nonprofit sector
organizations as indicated by their board of directors, staff leadership, staff at large, and community served;
second, the way respondents experience their workplace based on the racial demographics of its leadership; and
finally, income disparities based on race in both nonprofit organizational budgets and the personal finances of
survey respondents.

The Whiteness of Organizations
A new question on the 2019 Race to Lead survey asked respondents to report the racial composition of their
nonprofit organization by indicating the percentage of people of color among the board of directors, staff in top
leadership roles, staff outside of leadership, and the community served by the organization using a scale with four
categories: less than 25%, 25-49%, 50-74%, and 75-100% people of color.
More than half (57%) of survey takers overall reported working for organizations in which less than twentyfive percent of board members are people of color (see Figure 16 on the following page). Similarly, 58% of
respondents reported that their organization’s top leadership was less than twenty-five percent people of
color. Among the two categories that constitute the less diverse half of the four-category scale, 81% of survey
takers reported that their organization’s board is more than half white, and 75% of respondents reported the
same about their nonprofit’s leadership team.20 In contrast, a combined 40% of survey takers reported that
more than half of their organization’s staff who are not in top leadership roles are people of color, and 64% of
respondents indicated that more than half of the community served by their nonprofit are people of color.
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figure 16 | racial composition of organizations by role
less than

25% poc
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Staff Not in Top
Leadership Roles
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categorizing organizational types
To assess the experiences of survey respondents in organizations with different degrees of leadership by people
of color, the survey categorized nonprofits based on the racial composition of leadership. The categories—
White-run, POC-led, and All Other organizations—are defined by the percentage of people of color that survey
respondents reported in their organization’s board of directors and staff leadership.
The White-run category consists of organizations in which both the board and staff leaders are less than 25%
people of color, meaning that white people constitute at least 75% of those in the top levels of leadership.21
The POC-led category includes organizations that have 50% or more people of color on the board of directors
and in staff leadership. The third category includes All Other organizations that do not meet the threshold for
either the White-run or POC-led designations.
The two grids in Figure 17 illustrate the dominance of white leadership in nonprofit organizations. The grid on
the left shows the percentage of survey respondents who reported working for each of the sixteen possible
racial configurations of board and leadership. As shown, the four squares in the upper-left corner represent
organizations in which fewer than 50% of both staff in top leadership roles and the board of directors are people
of color. The single orange square represents those organizations with the lowest possible representation of
people of color in leadership. Despite being only one unit of sixteen possible combinations of board and staff
leadership, 45% of all survey respondents worked for organizations in this category. To facilitate analysis of the
experiences of the almost half of survey respondents who work for organizations with the lowest possible racial
diversity of leadership and board, this report assigns the title White-run to those groups with less than 25%
people of color among both senior staff and board.
At the opposite, lower-right corner of the grid in Figure 17 are four blue squares that represent organizations in
which more than 50% of both the staff leadership and board of directors are people of color. Although these
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nonprofits—designated as POC-led for the purposes of this analysis—constitute one quarter of the potential
board and staff combinations, only 14% of respondents indicated they work for nonprofits where people of
color held a majority of staff and board leadership roles. The All Other category includes the remaining eleven
possible combinations of racial diversity in board and staff leadership, represented in the grid with gray squares;
the remaining 41% of survey respondents reported working for these organizations. Importantly, the majority of
respondents in this final category indicated that less than 50% of their organization’s board and senior staff are
people of color.
The grid on the right in Figure 17 shows the proportional representation of respondents working for organizations
in the three categories. Although the 45% of respondents working for White-run organizations are represented
by the single orange square in the grid on the left, that same 45% covers more than seven squares when
displayed proportionally on the right. Conversely, 14% of respondents working for POC-led nonprofits cover four
squares representing four possible combinations of board and staff leadership diversity in the grid on the left, but
those respondents are represented by only two squares in the proportional grid on the right.

figure 17 | board of directors and staff leadership racial composition
white-run: board/leaders
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all other compositions of board/leaders

poc-led: board/leaders

> 50% poc
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Overall Racial Composition by Organization Type
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Board/Leaders
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Figure 18 shows that more than half (52%) of white respondents and one third (33%) of people of color work
for White-run organizations, while 25% of people of color and 7% of white respondents work for POC-led
organizations. In other words, a majority of white respondents work for White-run organizations while only a
quarter of people of color work for POC-led groups. Similar percentages of people of color (42%) and white
respondents (41%) work for groups in the category that includes All Other organizations. These distributions
generate distinctly different experiences in nonprofit organizations for people of color and white respondents,
as described below.

figure 18 | respondents by racial composition of organizational leadership
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Experiences in Organizations
Data from a new set of questions on the 2019 survey shows distinct differences between how people of color and
white respondents experience their nonprofit workplace. These differences are even more pronounced when the
responses are analyzed by three organizational types above, showing stark contrasts between those who work for
White-run groups compared to those in POC-led or All Other organizations.

organization type and impact on experiences
The survey asked respondents to rate their level of agreement—on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree ) to 10
(strongly agree )—with three positive statements about their happiness, voice, and opportunity within their
organization. As seen in Figure 19 , white respondents generally report better outcomes on the three measures
than people of color. In response to the statement “I would be happy if I worked at this organization three years

from now ,” respondents of color in White-run organizations had an average level of agreement of 5.4, contrasted
with 7.1 for white respondents. Both people of color and white respondents working in POC-led organizations
had a 7.5 average level of agreement to this statement. In other words, people of color and white respondents

race to lead revisited: obstacles and opportunities in addressing the nonprofit racial leadership gap

24

in White-run groups have very different levels of agreement regarding whether they would be happy to work for
their organization in three years, while all respondents in POC-led organizations are more positive about this
prospect, with no difference between people of color and white respondents.

figure 19 | workplace experiences by racial composition of organizational leadership
people of color

organization type
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The same pattern holds true for agreement with the
statement “I feel I have a voice in my organization. ” The
average response of people of color was 5.8 in White-

in their own words

run groups compared to 8.5 in POC-led groups; white
respondents averaged 7.6 in White-run groups and 8.3 in
POC-led organizations. The pattern continues again for
the statement “My organization offers fair and equitable

opportunities for advancement and promotion. ” The level
of agreement for people of color in White-run groups
averaged 4.5; the average jumped to 7.0 in POC-led
organizations. White respondents had an even higher
average response (7.5) than people of color in POC-led
groups; white respondent agreement level in White-run
organizations (6.2) was substantially higher than people

I don’t believe I’m taken as seriously in
the workplace because I am a young
woman of color. I often question
things, which doesn’t always go over
well in majority-white organizations.
I’ve been used as a ‘token’ brown
person.”
—Pakistani Woman

of color in the same organizational category.
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The findings illustrate the presence of the white

in their own words

advantage in the nonprofit sector in three ways. In
White-run organizations, people of color have less
positive experiences than white respondents, who

I always present my accomplishments

consistently average higher levels of agreement to positive

and achievements … but sometimes

statements about their experience at their organization.

that is not enough. If your leadership is

White respondents rank their experience of the work

all white, how can they ever relate or

environment higher than people of color and at similar

understand how much effort you make

levels in both White-run and POC-led organizations,

for people to look past your race?”

and this applies to white respondents across all levels of
—Latinx Woman

organizational roles and positions. While all respondents
reported more positive experiences in POC-led groups,
respondents of color are most positive when they work
in a POC-led organization and least positive, by a
considerable margin, in White-run groups.

[I worked for] white-led organizations
refusing to grapple with institutional
racism ¬ blaming non-whites for
bringing up issues. I tried my best to
push internally. Ultimately I had to
leave for my own sanity.”
—Iranian Woman

I have experienced being one of the
only people of color who was part
of the leadership team. I witnessed
microaggressions toward staff of
color and tokenism. ... I attempted to
seek out those who I thought would
be more open to conversations about
these topics … [and] relied on other
people of color to check in with about
my experiences.”
—Filipino American Woman
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experience by race and gender
For the three statements listed on page 25, the differences in experience based on the race of respondents and
organizational type are even more striking through an intersectional lens that considers both the impact of race
and gender on how respondents experience their organization. Overall, white men reported the highest level of
agreement with all three statements, and women and gender non-conforming people of color the lowest level
of agreement. For level of agreement with the statement “I would be happy if I worked at this organization three

years from now,” gender non-conforming people of color averaged 6.1, gender non-conforming white people
6.2, and women of color 6.3, in contrast with 7.7 for white men and 7.4 for both white women and men of color.
Similar trends appear in response to “I feel I have a voice in my organization ” 22 and “My organization offers fair

and equitable opportunities for advancement and promotion.” 23

Money Matters
The impact of the white advantage throughout the nonprofit sector is also evident in survey responses on
financial issues. The overall financial advantage of white people in the United States is well documented.24
Increasing evidence also illustrates the financial advantage of nonprofit organizations with white leaders.25 BMP’s
analysis of survey responses on organizational budget size through the lens of organization racial composition
of leadership and board further illuminates this advantage. Based on the organizational budgets reported by
survey respondents, 40% of White-run groups and 37% of All Other groups (neither White-run nor POC-led)
had annual budgets of more than $5 million, compared to only 22% of POC-led organizations (see Figure 20 ).
Conversely, POC-led groups are the most likely (39%) to have budgets of less than $1 million compared to
White-run organizations (25%) and All Other groups (23%).

figure 20 | organization budget by racial composition of organizational leadership
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While organizations with white leadership accrue greater financial support, white survey respondents also
reported financial advantages at the individual level. Although salary data provided by respondents did not reveal
obvious racial disparities in compensation (Figure 21 ), as seen in Figure 13 on page 16, people of color were
more likely than white respondents to indicate that they often or always faced frustration over both inadequate
and inequitable salaries (47% and 31%) compared to white respondents (38% for inadequate salary and 21%
for inequitable salary).26 New survey questions related to financial well-being—on class background, financial
support, and salary increases through promotions or other forms of income—shed additional light on the
financial advantages that benefit white people in the nonprofit sector.

figure 21 | respondent compensation
people of color

white

$50,000 or Less
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44% 44%

41% 41%
28%

$95,000 or Higher

49% 51%

27%
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2016
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2016

2019

Survey takers were asked to identify their socio-economic class both during childhood and at present. As seen
in Figure 22 on the next page, 62% of people of color and 38% of white respondents reported growing up in a
working or lower class household, a difference of twenty-four percentage points. Those percentages were much
smaller in regard to current income status, with 29% of people of color and 15% of white people identifying as
working or lower class. Mobility was evident for many respondents, with 59% of people of color and 43% of
white respondents indicating upward class movement between their childhood and present. A small but notable
group of respondents (13% POC and 19% white) reported downward class mobility.
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figure 22 | socioeconomic status
people of color
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The upward and downward mobility of respondents does not solely reflect their nonprofit salary. Two new
questions on overall economic status were added to the 2019 survey. The first asked if respondents relied on
another source of income to cover household expenses. Fifty-four percent of respondents reported they did rely
on another income, including 51% of people of color and 56% of white respondents. A larger gap between people
of color and white respondents was present regarding the second new question: whether respondents provide
regular support to other family members outside their household. Among people of color, 31% reported providing
regular support to family outside their household, compared to 16% of white respondents. The percentage of
people who provide regular financial assistance to other family members increases based on generational age
(Figure 23 ) among both people of color and white respondents. The burden, however, is not equally distributed;
more than a quarter (27%) of Millennials of color reported currently supporting other family members, compared
to 10% of white Millennials.
figure 23 | do you provide regular financial support to your family?
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The final data point on financial well-being asked if respondents had received promotions, cost of living
adjustments to salary, or other financial incentives or support from their organization. As seen in Figure 24 , white
respondents were more likely than people of color to have received pay increases in all categories, including
promotions (37% POC vs. 42% white), bonuses (19% POC vs. 24% white), and cost of living adjustments
(41% POC vs. 53% white). White respondents were also more likely to report being asked to take on additional
responsibility without increased compensation (51% POC vs. 55% white).
Combined, these findings indicate that white people working in the nonprofit sector have a financial advantage
even when they are paid similar salaries to their peers of color. Compared to people of color, white respondents
are more likely to have another source of income, less likely to support other family members outside their
household, and more likely to report a variety of additional financial compensation received from their
organization.

figure 24 | promotions, raises, and other income from employer
people of color
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Addressing the White Advantage
The white advantage that permeates the nonprofit sector is clear throughout these findings. Survey data shows
that the majority of people in the nonprofit sector work for organizations that are mostly white in their board and
leadership, and this finding is supported by numerous other studies of the sector.27 White people may thrive in
these environments, but the data shows that people of color do not. In fact, the survey results suggest that whitedominant groups could learn from POC-led organizations, in which both people of color and white respondents
reported more satisfaction with their work environment. To start, nonprofits need to significantly increase people
of color in board and staff leadership positions and give serious consideration to the organizational changes that
will make that transition successful. As that takes place, the current leadership of white-dominant organizations
will need to institute new practices, policies, and procedures to advance the well-being of people of color within
the organizations. That includes acknowledging and identifying ways that nonprofit organizations reproduce
financial inequities that advantage white people. Despite increasing emphasis on racial equity throughout the
sector, the impact of these efforts does not appear to have changed the work environment for people of color.
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key finding 3:
DEI Initiatives and Obstacles
The 2019 Race to Lead survey asked respondents new questions about diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
initiatives in their organizations. The findings confirm that DEI efforts are increasingly prevalent throughout the
sector. Organizations are employing a variety of DEI activities, with training on diversity issues among the most
common. But respondents reported varied perceptions of their organization’s commitment to DEI. Although
the survey was not intended to measure the impact of nonprofit DEI initiatives, the data shows respondents
in White-run organizations, especially people of color, provided lower ratings on how they perceived their
organization’s commitment to DEI compared to respondents in POC-led or All Other organizations. A series of
questions on how to increase and support the leadership of people of color in the nonprofit sector illustrates
differences between how people of color and white respondents view these efforts and their likelihood of success.

Motivations and Strategies
An overwhelming 74% of respondents in the 2019 survey reported that their organization is engaged in
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives or activities. The survey asked those respondents to consider
a list of potential reasons for DEI initiatives and rank on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree ) to 10 (strongly

agree ) the extent that those motivations applied to their organization. Respondents agreed most strongly that
the motivation for their organization’s DEI efforts was to improve the organization’s performance and impact
(average level of agreement 8.0 out of 10). The next strongest perceived motivations were to improve hiring
or retention of a more diverse staff (average response 7.5) and to be more responsive to people of color in
the organization (average response 7.3). The least strongly perceived motivation was that organizations were
responding to a crisis (average response 5.0). Respondents had a similarly low perception (average response 5.4)
that their organization was undertaking DEI work to be more responsive to its funders and donors.

Figure 25 on page 33 illustrates differences between how people of color and white respondents assessed
their organization’s motivations for engaging in DEI initiatives on the scale from 1 to 10. Across most measures,
people of color indicated less agreement than white respondents about what factors contributed to these efforts.
Notably, people of color were more likely than white people to attribute DEI initiatives to their organization
responding to a crisis (5.5 compared to 4.7 for white respondents), suggesting that people of color more readily
identify organizational crises that are not apparent to white respondents.
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figure 25 | perceptions of organization’s reasons for engaging in dei initiatives
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To dismantle white-dominant culture

1–10

7.5

6.1

6

7

8

9

Survey respondents whose workplace had active DEI initiatives indicated their organization’s activities by
selecting from a list of potential strategies. Across all respondents, training was the most frequently reported
activity at 65%, closely followed by efforts to clarify that diversity, equity, and inclusion are central to the
organization’s mission (64%) and to address ways systemic bias impacts issues addressed by the organization
(63%).
As shown in Figure 26 , people of color were less likely to report their organization engaged in training (58%)
than white respondents (69%). Other notable gaps between people of color and white respondents were
evident in responses about whether DEI activities intended to diversify the board of directors (49% POC vs. 64%
white), recruit for staff diversity (40% POC vs. 54% white), and measure or track organizational diversity (41%
POC and 51% white). These gaps may reflect that people of color and white respondents work in organizations
with different DEI strategies, or could indicate that people of color and white people have significantly different
interpretations of the intention of DEI efforts.
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figure 26 | organization’s current dei strategies
people of color

white

58%

Provide training for staff, leadership, and board

69%

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

63%

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

62%

65%

63%
49%

Increase representation on board/advisory
committees

64%
49%

Work with community on race equity/inclusion

51%
40%

Develop new recruitment strategies to
increase diversity

54%
41%

Measure and track organizational diversity

51%
26%

Create affinity groups/employee resource groups

22%

0%

50%

100%

Respondents who reported their organization had conducted DEI training were asked to identify the training
topics provided by their organization. Most of the reported topics focused on learning about systemic or
structural issues such as understanding terms (68%), implicit bias (63%), understanding structural racism
(58%), and white privilege (52%). Far fewer respondents were part of trainings on topics such as recruiting

diverse staff (31%) or racial trauma/healing (18%).
Overall, respondents were positive about training they received, with 86% of respondents overall ranking the
experience either slightly positive or very positive . Survey respondents who reported receiving training on
four or more DEI topics were more likely to report a positive experience with training (93%) than those who
indicated three or fewer training topics (80%), as shown in Figure 27 on the following page. Forty-three percent
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of respondents who reported their organization had trained on four or more topics gave the impact of training the
highest rating of very positive , compared to 19% of respondents who reported three or fewer training topics, a
gap of twenty-four percentage points.

figure 27 | positive impact of trainings
total positive impact*

very positive impact

93%

* Total positive impact includes respondents who
indicated that training had a very positive or slightly

80%

positive impact on the organization.
43%

19%

three or fewer
training topics

four or more
training topics

Respondents offered different assessments of the impact

in their own words

of training. White respondents were twelve percentage
points more likely to report a very positive or slightly

positive training impact than people of color (79% POC

Diversity, equity, and inclusion work in

vs. 91% white), and people of color were ten percentage

all-white spaces feels exhausting and

points more likely to say the training had no impact (17%

traumatic.”

POC vs. 7% white). These differences may reflect a
skepticism about DEI training that was expressed by some

—Asian and Latinx Multiracial Woman

people of color in focus groups conducted by the Building
Movement Project. In several focus groups, people of
color expressed frustration about the content of trainings,
which frequently present information that is new for many
white people but not for people of color, resulting in a DEI
experience that focuses on white staff and board members
rather than how to improve the workplace experience
for people of color. In addition, people of color expressed
concern that training was too often the full extent of an
organization’s DEI investment: a means to check DEI
efforts off an organizational to-do list, rather than an entry

[Colleagues] insisted I’ve called them
racists when I, in fact, said ‘All white
people hold implicit bias, and it’s
incumbent on each of us to do our own
unpacking with regard to racial equity,’
which has led to me being labeled as
a ‘troublemaker.’”
—White Man

point for a longer process to actually address internal
inequities.
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Write-in survey responses from people of color described
how much effort they invested in advocating for their
organization to address internal inequities. Many

in their own words

respondents of color described an expectation from
majority-white organizations that people of color should
lead DEI efforts and educate white leadership and staff

I have been fortunate that my

about race and racial equity. As Figure 13 (page 16)

organization was provided funding for

illustrates, more than a third of people of color (35%) said

equity training. The trainers helped the

they often or always experienced “stress of being called

group identify … many of the structural

upon to push diversity, equity, and inclusion ” in their

and systemic inequities in our

organization, compared to 18% of white respondents.

organization’s structure and culture. To

Despite these challenges and frustrations, several survey

have been part of this transformation,

respondents shared positive reflections about DEI efforts

it takes love, patience, diplomacy,

leading to changes within their nonprofit organizations.

anger, and dogged persistence.”

More experimentation and learning is needed to

—Asian Woman

determine what interventions and change strategies yield
the most positive results for organizations as they engage
in efforts to become more equitable workplaces.

Commitment and Policies
The 2019 survey asked respondents to indicate their
level of agreement with three statements related to their
organization’s engagement with diversity, equity, and
inclusion: “My organization has policies and procedures

in place to ensure a diverse, equitable, and inclusive
workplace ;” “My organization’s leadership consistently
demonstrates a commitment to being an equitable,

[Our organization] finally has taken
the steps of creating a diversity and
inclusion committee this year and I am
able to express myself in a safe space
through my participation … I am also
going to have an impact by shaping
programs on racial equity.”
—Black, Native American, and
White Multiracial Woman

inclusive, and diverse workplace ;” and “My organization
takes a public stand on the root causes of issues facing
the community we serve .”
On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree ) to 10 (strongly agree ), people of color ranked their organizations lower on
average than white respondents on having policies and procedures to ensure an equitable workplace (6.2 average
for POC respondents vs. 7.0 average for white respondents), leadership commitment to DEI (6.4 POC vs. 7.0
white), and the organization’s public stand on root causes of issues facing the community served (6.7 POC vs.
6.9 white). Figure 28 offers more insight into how the racial composition of organizational leadership and board
affects how respondents rated their organization.
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figure 28 | dei policies and commitment
people of color

white

My organization has
policies/procedures in place
to ensure DEI

organization type

White-Run: Board and
Leaders > 75% White

average responses on a scale of

5.0

6.4

All Other Compositions
of Board/Leaders

6.4

POC-Led: Board and
Leaders > 50% POC

4.7

6

7

5.3

6.8

8.0

9

4

5

6

6.2

7.6

7.8

8

My organization takes a public
stand on the root causes

6.4

7.5

7.4

5

Leadership consistently
demonstrates a
commitment to DEI

7

6.9

7.5

8.1

8

1–10

8.2

5

6

7

8.2

8

9

Respondents in White-run organizations expressed less agreement with all three statements than those in
POC-led groups and those with other leadership combinations. Among respondents working for White-run
organizations, people of color reported a lower average level of agreement than white respondents. For example,
for respondents in White-run groups, the average agreement that their organization has policies and procedures
to ensure an equitable workplace was 5.0 for people of color compared to 6.4 for white respondents. People
of color in White-run organizations had an average agreement level of 4.7 regarding a consistent leadership
commitment to DEI efforts compared to 6.4 for white respondents. For respondents working in POC-led
groups, the level of agreement with all three statements was substantially higher, from the lowest average level
of agreement of 7.4 among people of color rating that the organization has policies and procedures to ensure
an equitable workplace to the highest 8.2 average for both people of color and white respondents that the
organization takes a stand on root causes of issues affecting the community served. The largest difference in
average responses to the three questions between people of color and white respondents working for POC-led
organizations was 0.4 points; among respondents working for White-run groups, the largest difference was 1.7,
more than four times greater.
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Building the Will and the Way
Although organizations throughout the sector are engaging in DEI activities, such as training and defining the role
of equity in organizational mission, these efforts have not translated to changes in the systemic white advantage
that defines the nonprofit sector. Survey data indicates skepticism about the sector’s willingness to embrace
change and discouragement about why there has been so little progress in diversifying the racial composition of
nonprofit leadership. The survey explored respondent opinions on how to address race in the nonprofit sector
and increase the number of leaders of color. Respondents ranked their level of agreement to four statements on
nonprofits and race on a five-point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree . Two statements that were also
in the 2016 survey generated similar levels of agreement overall in 2019 (Figure 29 ). A relatively small portion
of the survey respondents (31% of people of color and 27% of white respondents) indicated agreement with the
statement that issues of race are “so complicated that it’s not clear how to resolve them and move forward .” In
contrast, the statement with the highest levels of agreement (89% POC and 80% white) affirmed that lack of
leadership diversity is “one of the big problems in the nonprofit sector .”

figure 29 | race and leadership in the nonprofit sector
people of color

responses: somewhat agree or strongly agree

white

We know how to improve diversity,
equity, and inclusion in the nonprofit
sector but decision makers don’t
have the will to make changes

72%

49%

76%

One of the big problems in the
nonprofit sector is that leadership
doesn’t represent the racial/ethnic
diversity of the U.S.

89%

80%

39%

Nonprofits trying to address race/
race equity in their organizations
often create tensions that they’re
not equipped to resolve

65%

50%

31%

27%

n/a

84%

48%

29%

26%

2016

Issues of race and diversity in the
nonprofit sector are so complicated
that it’s not clear how to resolve
them and move forward

2019
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The statement “Nonprofits trying to address race and race

in their own words

equity create tensions they are not equipped to resolve ”
had the largest change in responses between 2016 and
2019. Just under half (48%) of people of color agreed with

We know the way forward, we can

the statement in 2016, compared to roughly two-thirds

readily identify the barriers ¬ but

(65%) in 2019, a shift of seventeen percentage points.

too often we focus on changing

Among white respondents there was a change of eleven

people’s minds about racial inequity,

percentage points from 39% in 2016 to 50% in 2019. The

which I sense is beyond anyone’s

resulting gaps in agreement between respondents of color

control. I think we must shift the

and white people were nine percentage points in 2016 and

focus to changing people’s behaviors

fifteen percentage points in 2019. A new statement in the

… Our country’s history shows

2019 survey—“We know how to improve diversity, equity,

[shifting mindsets] is slow and too

and inclusion in the nonprofit sector but decisions-makers

unpredictable.”

don’t have the will to make changes ”—generated a gap
of twenty-three percentage points between agreement by

—Black Woman

people of color (72%) and white respondents (49%).
The 2019 survey asked respondents to rate five strategies for increasing the diversity of top-level nonprofit
leaders on a scale of potential effectiveness from 1 (not effective at all ) to 10 (extremely effective ). As shown in

Figure 30 , people of color and white respondents indicated similar average ratings regarding most of the potential
strategies with the exception of increasing philanthropic support for organizations led by people of color. People
of color indicated strong agreement (average level of agreement of 8.6) that increasing philanthropic funding
to POC-led organizations would be effective for increasing the diversity of the nonprofit sector’s leadership. In
contrast, white respondents indicated significantly less agreement (average of 7.7). The racial gap on this issue
was wider among executive directors and CEOs. Among these respondents, EDs/CEOs of color indicated a
higher level of agreement than respondents of color overall (average agreement of 8.9), while white EDs/CEOs
indicated average agreement even lower than white respondents overall (average of 7.2). This racial gap in the
perception that increased philanthropic funding for POC-led organizations would effectively contribute to more
diverse nonprofit sector leadership is particularly notable given the previously noted data (see Figure 20 on page
27), illustrating that respondents working for POC-led nonprofits report substantially smaller organizational
budgets compared to White-run and All Other organizations.
These differences are telling indicators of the continued racial disparity of experiences with the institutional
philanthropy that wields significant influence on nonprofits. The sector is dedicating increased—and long
overdue—attention to systemic racial disparities and bias in philanthropic funding, including under-investment
in organizations led by people of color at stark rates that some advocates call “philanthropic redlining.” 28
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figure 30 | nonprofit sector strategies to increase leadership diversity
people of color ceo

white ceo

average responses on a scale of

All Respondents

7.9

White leaders advocate for race equity/against bias

Stronger anti-discrimination laws at local/state/federal level

6.5

6

7

8.9

8.5

6.1

8

9

8.1

7.2

8.6

6.9

8.0

8.1

8.6

8.5

Diversifying composition of Board

7.8

8.3

7.7

Philanthropy increasing funding to POC-led organizations

EDs/CEOs

7.9

8.0

Leadership development programs for people of color

1–10

8.6

6.4

6

7

8

9
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Adding Up the Results
Lessons Learned
The new data from Race to Lead Revisited illustrates that addressing racial disparity in the nonprofit sector
requires changes at individual, organizational, and sectoral levels. To make the nonprofit sector more equitable,
organizations must take internal and external action that results in concrete changes for people of color. Many
nonprofits are engaged in activities that constitute important first steps in this process, such as modifying
mission statements to reflect a commitment to race equity and implementing training programs. While the sector
has recently endeavored to educate white people about race and racism through diversity, equity, and inclusion
initiatives, training does not in and of itself lead to race equity. The survey results suggest that even as DEI efforts
are becoming widespread, too many organizations are not progressing from reflection and discussion to actually
taking action.
The Race to Lead Revisited data illustrates that in the three years since the first report, the factors that contribute
to the nonprofit racial leadership gap are still present and potent. There are, however, some changes that indicate
the potential for progress:
• A significant conversation on racial inequity has begun. With 74% of respondents reporting that their
		 organization has undertaken work on diversity, equity, and inclusion, there is an effort throughout the
		 sector to better understand and reflect on race and racism.
• Awareness of racial inequities is higher. Respondents to the 2019 survey appear to have an increased
		 consciousness of racial inequities compared to the 2016 sample: a larger percentage of all respondents
		 agreed with statements about the barriers that face people of color in nonprofits and how race operates
		 to advance or negatively impact career advancement.
• Improved career support was reported, though it does not reflect more equity in the workplace
		 experience. Respondents of all races reported more career support of various types and fewer workplace
		 challenges. The differences in responses between the 2016 and 2019 surveys are modest, but the change
		 reflects positive movement to build on in the future. Continued progress will require addressing the
		 persistent racial gap in these experiences, as illustrated by white people reporting more support and
		 fewer challenges than people of color.
If the 2019 survey results show some overall forward motion for the nonprofit sector on issues of equity, one of
the most striking findings is that in most areas the discrepancy of experience between people of color and white
respondents has grown or remained the same compared to 2016. On questions including barriers to leadership
for people of color, individual nonprofit workplace experiences, and personal support and challenges that affected

41

race to lead revisited: obstacles and opportunities in addressing the nonprofit racial leadership gap

career trajectory, the responses of white people and
people of color revealed distinctly different experiences.

in their own words

White people were more likely to rate their organization
positively and were less likely to acknowledge obstacles
to the leadership of people of color. The disparity

I’m always the youngest director and

of experiences between people of color and white

the only African American female in

respondents was most clearly visible considered

the room. This has been increasingly

alongside the racial demographics of the board and

frustrating because I find that I’m

staff leadership of the organizations that employ survey

challenged more, that I’m also

respondents. This report categorized organizations into

expected to represent my entire race.

three broad categories: White-run, POC-led, and All Other

I’ve had to really develop a tough

organizations. Both people of color and white people

exterior; most importantly, to pick

reported the least positive experiences working for White-

my battles.”

run groups, although white people fare far better. Both
people of color and white respondents report a far better

—African American Woman

experience in POC-led groups, and their experiences are
much more similar than in the two other organizational
categories.
The persistent gaps between the experiences of people of color and white respondents highlight the need for
nonprofit leaders, funders, and supporters to understand and acknowledge the systemic white advantage that
permeates the sector. To take effective action to meaningfully address racial inequities, existing DEI efforts
on race and racism must move beyond awareness and discussion to enact tangible changes in organizational
policies and practices. Organizational leadership must examine the formal and informal rules that guide their
workplaces that maintain white dominance. Change in the sector can only happen when nonprofit groups
identify the concrete, structural factors that reproduce racial leadership disparities, and undertake new and
transformative steps to fundamentally expand whose voices and experiences inform how the sector operates.
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Opportunities for Change
The nonprofit sector’s widespread investment in DEI activities provides an opening for change on racial equity
through an intersectional understanding of the experiences of people in the sector. There is no time to lose.
The global coronavirus pandemic, the growing movement for justice for Black people, and the predictions of an
extended recession will constitute either an opportunity to institute a new normal across the nonprofit sector
or a consolidation of existing power.
The opportunities below can help guide change efforts throughout the nonprofit sector and its individual
organizations. These efforts focus on race and race equity because racism is intimately tied to many other
forms of inequity such as sexism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, religious discrimination, and more. The
intersections between racism and other forms of marginalization are critical to understand and address in
order to successfully dismantle all such discriminatory practices.
Organizations often try to enact racial equity initiatives on their own, which can be a challenging and isolating
process. One overarching recommendation is that nonprofits take on the work described below in partnership
with peer organizations with similar goals. A cohort of groups working together on race and race equity can
offer each other feedback, collaborate to solve problems and address difficult situations, provide support and
accountability for the DEI process, and share reflections on challenges and accomplishments.

opportunity
Focus on Structures and the Experience of
Race and Racism

in their own words

Do not discount the experiences of people of color in the
workplace. Structural analysis of race and racism, especially
for white-dominant groups, is a critical foundation for race

Inequity is less about title and

equity work. When successful, these efforts place racial

responsibility and more about pay. As

issues in historical context and illustrate how the systems

our organization has become more

that underpin everyday life are inherently biased. However,

transparent on pay … [it] allows for

focusing on structural racial issues will only be meaningful

honest conversations on pay without

if coupled with efforts to understand and validate the

compromising my relational and

individual and collective experiences of people of color in

less-competitive, community-oriented

nonprofit organizations and institutions. This survey

value system.”

demonstrates that people of color, especially in White-run
groups, consistently have more negative workplace

—Chamorro and White Multiracial Woman

experiences. Those experiences result from not only
historical structural biases but also specific organizational
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practices that can be identified and improved, from hiring procedures to raises and promotions to how
organizations acknowledge and incorporate employee voices.

opportunity
Policies Have Meaning ... If Enforced
Groups committed to DEI efforts often take on work to examine and change organizational policies to reflect
the organizational commitment to equity. This might include policies on equitable salary or improving antidiscrimination procedures. It is essential to consistently model and reinforce the organization’s commitment
to racial equality. For example, if a staff member makes comments that are discriminatory or derogatory, even
inadvertently, an organization that is committed to its racial equity process must have a clear set of procedures
in place to address the person making the comments, followed up by actionable consequences. 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 to understand and change why
groups led by people of color are so rarely provided the resources they need to grow and thrive. With so many
nonprofit sector organizations that are majority-white in their leadership and board composition, it is easy to
focus on the importance of diversifying these groups. That is a necessary activity. However, as money flows to
white-dominant organizations, including funds specifically to support race equity work, groups led by people of
color remain under-resourced, as noted both in 2019 survey findings and in external analyses of sector funding.
This is even more critical as organizations led by people of color, which have smaller budgets on average
than organizations led by white people, manage financial losses due to the COVID-19 pandemic that also
disproportionately affects communities of color.

opportunity
Reflecting the Community: Racial Diversity in Action
Although survey responses indicate that many organizations want to diversify staff and board of directors,
respondents overwhelming worked for groups led by white leadership and boards. Recruiting and retaining
racially diverse staff and board leaders requires setting and meeting targets for bringing on candidates, instituting
effective onboarding and support for new staff and board members, and being willing to shift power ¬ that is,
to listen to the observations and recommendations of staff and board members of color, and to change the
organization’s policies and practices accordingly. Race to Lead Revisited data illustrates that both people of color
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and white respondents have a more positive experience in their organization when more people of color are in
leadership positions. All nonprofits should set a racial equity goal that their organization’s leadership reflect the
racial demographics of the population they serve.

opportunity
Responsibility and Results
Diversity, equity, and inclusion requires an ongoing commitment and investment in tangible change. If an
organization is committed to a DEI process, it 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,
such as setting benchmarks and surveying staff and board members about their experiences. Transparency
of results and organization-wide annual reviews can help guide course corrections and the establishment of
ongoing goals.

The Risk of Inaction
The nonprofit sector can and should take a lead on equity, especially during a time of rising economic anxiety, a
renewed reckoning with racism and violence against Black people, and widespread suffering due to the COVID-19
pandemic that is disproportionately impacting communities of color. At present, however, the sector reflects the
entrenched structures of power in the United States, as illustrated in the persistent white advantage observed
throughout nonprofit organizations. The best way to accelerate equity is to take action that challenges the
current systems and structures that keep inequality in place. While looking inward at leadership and policies,
organizations and funders must also reckon with the too-common aversion to investing in advocacy, voter
engagement, organizing, and other strategies that could more aggressively challenge the underlying systems that
reproduce inequality and continue to harm the communities served by the sector. Organizational and sectorial
change is difficult; it takes strength and risk. But boldness is the only way forward to effectively address racial
inequity. Nonprofits must choose between supporting the status quo or embracing the action required to achieve
diversity, equity, and inclusion for all.
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