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How to Think Differently about

Diversity in Nonprofit Leadership:
Get Comfortable with Discomfort

We have long known
that the sector must
diversify its staff and
leadership to better
reach, reflect, and
advocate for its
constituents, yet too
many of us continue to
edge around the issues
and avoid plunging
into the deeper work
required for fundamental
transformation.

But creative conflict is
exactly what is needed
here. As the author
writes, “Making progress
on any tough issue at
the intersection of social
biases, policies, and
structures and our

by Sean Thomas-Breitfeld

Editors’ note: This article is part of our ongoing Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) Project.

Visit www.nonprofitquarterly.org to access additional articles from this series.

T WOULD BE AN UNDERSTATEMENT TO SAY THAT THE

past few months have been uncomfortable.

The national election was downright ugly, and

it exposed just how naive those pundits were
who “dared ask whether the United States had
finally begun to heal its divisions over race” after
President Obama was elected.! The resistance
that has sprung up in response to the new admin-
istration has also been fraught—apparent, most
notably, in the tensions over race and feminism
that were sparked in the lead-up to the Women’s
March on Washington, in January.? The critiques
and dissent may have hurt some feelings but the
march was an undeniable success, drawing his-
toric crowds to the nation’s capital and highlight-
ing the leadership of the four cochairwomen—one
Black, one Latina, one Muslim and Arab Ameri-
can, and one white. Nonprofit leaders should get

nation’s legacy of
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ready for additional uncomfortable conversations
over the next years and accept that conflict will
be necessary for progress.

The diverse leadership of the Women’s March
was so notable because studies and surveys
repeatedly show that people of color are under-
represented in CEO? and board* roles in the non-
profit sector. In preparation to launch our own
national survey on nonprofits, leadership, and
race last year, my codirector, Frances Kunreuther,
and I conducted more than thirty interviews with
other experts in the nonprofit sector about what
we're calling the “nonprofit racial leadership gap.”
The basic question we asked is, “Why haven’t we
moved the dial on diversity?” The answers to that
question varied widely and are far from conclusive,
but without fail the most interesting conversations
were with people who had personal experiences
to get off their chests. Similarly, among the more
than four thousand survey responses from non-
profit staff across the country, some of the richest
data came from the hundreds of individuals who
answered an open-ended question about how their
race/ethnicity had negatively impacted their career
advancement.? Knowing that discrimination still
exists is one thing, but listening to and reading
personal stories reveals that racial dynamics are
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The stories of racism
that our interviewees
and survey respondents
described having
confronted in nonprofit
workplaces are not
isolated incidents.

In fact, they reflect

clear trends.

as tense in our organizations as they are in our
national politics.

The stories of racism that our interviewees and
survey respondents described having confronted
in nonprofit workplaces are not isolated incidents.
In fact, they reflect clear trends documented by
other surveys, focus groups, and high-profile cases
over the last few years. In a 2010 survey by Com-
mongood Careers of employees of nonprofits,
more than a quarter of the respondents of color
reported having left a job “due to lack of diversity
and inclusiveness.”® Similarly, a 2014 report from
A Philanthropic Partnership for Black Communi-
ties (ABFE), based on focus groups and interviews
with Black professionals in philanthropy, found
that when asked why Black practitioners leave
the field of grantmaking, roughly one-fifth gave
“being pushed out” of philanthropy as the reason
for leaving, and two in five indicated that isola-
tion was a cause for leaving foundation jobs.” In
2015, an internal memo on diversity issues in one
of the country’s biggest and most powerful LGBTQ
organizations was leaked to the press, shedding
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light on what “minority” staff (people of color,
women, and transgender staff) had characterized
as a “White Men's Club” environment inside of the
organization.® All across the sector, working day
to day in racially hostile, isolating, and oblivious
environments is taking a toll on nonprofit staff of
color and causing staff turnover and recruitment
problems. This is a crisis for the sector, especially
knowing that it needs to be diversifying its staff
and leadership to better reach, reflect, and advo-
cate for constituents who often are people of color.

But despite the evidence that systems and
structures are leading to the isolation of people
of color in nonprofit organizations, there still
seems to be a hesitance to talk explicitly about
racism in the sector. I bring up racism specifically,
because talking about race in the abstract has
proved insufficient. Appreciating racial, ethnic,
and cultural differences is great, but too often
that is the extent of multicultural work done in
the nonprofit sector.

A 2012 study looking at how rationales for
organizational change shape multicultural
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development in nonprofits found that when orga-
nizations undertake multicultural initiatives to be
responsive to their client base (the top rationale
given), the interventions they tend to choose focus
on cultural competency, awareness, and sensi-
tivity.’ This responsiveness rationale probably
reflects “cultural competency” finally catching on
after two decades of practitioners, consultants,
and academics trying to make it a best practice in
the sector. By contrast, one of the rarer reasons
that organizations took on multicultural programs
was to “dismantle white/dominant culture.”® But
this was the only rationale (out of eleven) that led
to organizations developing career ladder pro-
grams and mentoring programs to create oppor-
tunities for staff of color. Doing this much deeper
multicultural work requires a commitment to
“fundamental organizational transformation”!!'—
a commitment that seems too rare in the sector.

If nonprofits are finally going to tackle how
racial oppression shows up inside of organiza-
tions, they must be willing to be explicit about
tackling the dominant white culture that compels
people of color to “cover” or downplay their
authentic identities at work. A decade ago, Kenji
Yoshino’s book on “covering” explained how
coerced conformity and assimilation constituted
the new assault on our civil rights, especially in
an era when overt racism had been forced to
simmer below the surface.’? Yoshino’s own per-
sonal reflections—as a gay Asian-American man
who identified with certain aspects of dominant
culture—also showed how complicated and
nuanced the experience of racial oppression has
become in multicultural America.

One of the profiles in the Commongood
Careers report parallels Yoshino’s notion of
“reverse-covering”—that is, demands on people
to act in stereotyped ways. The report profiles an
African-American woman who recounted being
asked questions about her background—such as
growing up in the inner city and being a single
mother—that didn’t seem relevant to the job she
was applying for.'® Those questions only made
sense once the interviewer told her that she would
“be able to relate to students in the program.”
To be sure, being able to relate to program par-
ticipants should be seen as an asset, not as an
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unfair or negative assumption; but regardless of
the interviewer’s positive—though apparently
clumsy—intention to affirm the relevance of
lived experience in the context of the job, being
stereotyped still doesn’t feel good. The tendency
of nonprofits to tokenize people of color may get
new staff in the door, but it doesn’t lead to staff
retention. And when this kind of racially charged
environment becomes too uncomfortable, people
would rather not rock the boat, and they wind up
jumping ship and leaving their job or the sector
entirely.

As anation, our racial waters seem to be getting
rougher. Polls show that people are alarmed that
race relations are worse than in years before.!*
But history and recent movements show that
the discord is probably necessary. Creating real
opportunities to address America’s continuing
racial inequality and oppression is going to require
conflict. Half a century ago, Martin Luther King
Jr. explained the concept of “creative tension”
to defend against criticisms of the protests and
demonstrations of the day."® It is worth remember-
ing that King’s critics were friends and supporters
of civil rights; they just wanted activists to wait
rather than push so aggressively for change. And
if the nonprofit sector is going to grow and evolve
to fully embrace the leadership of diverse staff,
change agents inside of organizations will need to
follow their lead, despite appeals from colleagues
to be patient and polite.

Under President Obama, activists constantly
had to grapple with the urgency to push for change
while facing appeals from supposed/professed
“allies” to be quiet. From the grassroots activists
who heckled the president at media events to the
nonprofit leaders who got arrested in front of the
White House, both the LGBTQ and the immigrant
rights movements used the same tactics the presi-
dent had learned from his own years as a com-
munity organizer.'® With the emergence of the
Black Lives Matter movement during President
Obama’s second term, there was renewed debate
about activists’ disruptive tactics targeting allies.
Also, with their hoodies, T-shirts, and encour-
agement to supporters to be “unapologetically
Black,” the young activists refuse to “cover” and
play into respectability politics. This revived spirit

If nonprofits are
finally going to tackle
how racial oppression
shows up inside of
organizations, they
must be willing to be
explicit about tackling
the dominant white
culture that compels
people of color to
“cover” or downplay
their authentic

identities at work.
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When our own
organizations fall

short of our professed
values of diversity and
inclusion, we should
expect staff to fight
for progress internally
with the same zeal that
we call attention to
injustice and inequity

in the wider world.

of activism is now in full swing in response to the
current administration in Washington, so we can
all expect the political debates to continue to get
more heated and contentious.

Just as nonprofits should embrace a more
confrontational and overt style of advocacy and
activism in their public fights over our nation’s
policy and politics, they must also prepare for
a similar style of conflict and “creative tension”
inside of the workplace. Any organization that is
mission driven is going to have highly principled
staff working to achieve social change in the
world. So, when our own organizations fall short
of our professed values of diversity and inclu-
sion, we should expect staff to fight for progress
internally with the same zeal that we call atten-
tion to injustice and inequity in the wider world.
But, too often, leaders seem to regard critiques
related to the lack of internal staff diversity as
signs of disloyalty.

When staff take the personal risk to speak up
about barriers to advancement, implicit biases
playing out in hiring decisions, and experiences

of tokenism, they are only bringing the discom-
fort and tension that exists within organizations
to the surface. The ability of decision makers
to hear that their organizations are not living
up to their ideals is a crucial leadership capac-
ity, and internal assessments of organizational
climate are a powerful tool for starting the kind
of honest discussions that are needed to make
change. My organization developed a question
on the racial match or mismatch between orga-
nizational leaders and clients/constituents for
initial assessments we recently did with a cohort
of organizations in Albuquerque.!” When directors
saw the data on how their staff perceived their
leadership—particularly boards—to be mostly
different from their constituents, it was met with
some discomfort but also sparked necessary con-
versations. Now those organizations are learning
together about strategies to diversify their boards
and prepare both clients and board members to
communicate directly with each other.

Facing the reality of race and racism inside
nonprofit organizations is a necessary first step to

Together, we'll write the next chapter.
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making progress and making change. If we truly
are going to diversify the leadership of organiza-
tions, people in positions of power will not be able
to avoid feeling uncomfortable. Making progress
on any tough issue at the intersection of social
biases, policies, and structures and our nation’s
legacy of racism requires some discomfort; it’s
how we know things are changing.
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