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Equity in the Center works to shift mindsets, practices, and systems within the social sector to 
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tive counteraction of social inequities
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• Personal beliefs and behaviors

• Policies and processes

• Data

 

 

DATA 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
Investment in staff capacity

Metrics to drive improvements and focus

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
Shared values, assumptions, and beliefs

Individuals in a formal leadership role

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

COMMUNITY 

MANAGERS 
Individuals who oversee operations of teams

Governing body of an organization

Populations served by the organization

THE ROLE OF LEVERS IN BUILDING
A RACE EQUITY CULTURE
How do organizations move through the Race Equity 
Cycle to build a Race Equity Culture? Our research 

organization that, when leveraged, build momentum 
towards a Race Equity Culture within each stage and 
throughout the Race Equity Cycle. The seven levers 

an organization as well as the systems, structures, and 

help organizations operate: Senior Leaders, Managers,  
Board of Directors, Community, Learning Environment, 
Data, and Organizational Culture.

SENIOR LEADERS  

On the following pages, we outline the characteristics 
-

eration, we organized them within three categories:

We also provide brief examples of how social sector 
organizations have put these levers into practice to 
achieve success in building a Race Equity Culture.

It bears repeating that there is no singular or ‘right’ 
way to engage in race equity work. Each organization 
needs to determine the levers to pull, and the actions 
to take, in order to progress in building its own
Race Equity Culture.
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What Does it Cost to Build a Race Equity Culture? 

Building a Race Equity Culture is an ongoing process that requires a significant investment of time and 
financial resources. Most organizations we interviewed were three to five years into their journey of building 
a Race Equity Culture. These organizations attributed their progress to a combination of training, coaching, 
listening to communities and stakeholders, and planning. In the beginning stages of their race equity work, 
most organizations invested primarily in consultants to help them articulate their goals and priorities for this 
work and to support them through coaching and mentoring. Building on the momentum from early wins, 
the organizations then invested in longer-term strategies to infuse DEI and race equity more deeply into 
how the organization operates.

 Sample investments to build a Race Equity Culture:

ORGANIZATION A ORGANIZATION B ORGANIZATION C

Duration of 
active 
commitment to 
the work 

8 years 5 years 4 years

Staff size when 
work was initiated

200 10 4

Current staff size 750 150 12

Initial annual 
investment in 
race equity 
capacity building

$20,000 - $40,000 $700,000 $15,000

Current annual 
investment in 
race equity 
capacity building

$10,000 - $20,000 Unavailable $30,000



Awake to Woke to Work • 22

• Programs are culturally responsive and explicit about
race, racism, and race equity.

• External communications reflect the culture of the
communities served.

• Communities are treated not merely as recipients of
the organization’s services, but rather as
stakeholders, leaders, and assets to the work.

• Expenditures on services, vendors, and consultants
reflect organizational values and a commitment to
race equity.

• Continuous improvement in race equity work is
prioritized by requesting feedback from staff and the
community.

• Evaluation efforts incorporate the disaggregation of
data in order to surface and understand how every
program, service, or benefit impacts every
beneficiary.

We have bold goals for this work. If enough race equity champions are willing and ready to engage their 
organizations in the transformational work of building a Race Equity Culture, we will reach the tipping point where 
this work shifts from an optional exercise or a short-term experiment without results, to a core, critical function of the 
social sector. By building a Race Equity Culture within organizations and across the social sector, we can begin to 
dismantle structural racism. Only then will we truly live up to our missions to serve the common good. We’re ready 
for this work; are you?

• Leadership ranks hold a critical mass of people of
color, whose perspectives are shifting how the
organization fulfills its mission and reinforcing the
organization’s commitment to race equity.

• Internal change around race equity is embraced.
Staff members are supported in managing and
integrating the changes, and the organization
demonstrates courage to advance external
outcomes.

• Staff, stakeholders, and leaders are confident and
skilled at talking about race and racism and its
implications for the organization and for society.

• Cultural norms and practices exist that promote
positive and culturally responsible interpersonal
relationships among staff. Individuals are
encouraged to share their perspectives and
experiences.

Envisioning a Race Equity Culture
Building a Race Equity Culture requires intention and effort, and sometimes stirs doubt and discomfort. Holding a 
vision of the future can sustain you in the challenging times. What does a true Race Equity Culture look like, and what 
benefits will accrue to your staff, systems, stakeholders, and community served? 

When your organization has fully committed itself to a Race Equity Culture, the associated values become part of the 
organization’s DNA. It moves beyond special initiatives, task force groups, and check-the-box approaches into full 
integration of race equity in every aspect of its operations and programs. Organizations that demonstrate this 
commitment exhibit the following characteristics:
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Appendix A: Call to Action 

INSTITUTIONAL

• Commit to understanding and speaking publicly on
principles of race equity, and how they apply in the
institutional context.

• Disaggregate staff engagement, performance,
compensation, and promotion/retention data by race
at all staff levels. Hold yourself and leadership
accountable for
this work.

• Engage staff and communities of color to inform
governance, decision making, and execution across
organizational processes.

STRUCTURAL

• Be accountable, at the individual and organizational
level, for dismantling personal, interpersonal,
institutional, and structural instruments of white
supremacy.

• Publicly advocate for race equity and challenge white
dominant cultural norms, including naming
microaggressions in interpersonal and institutional
contexts.

• Cede power to people of color within and across
teams, organizations, and systems.

The work of building a Race Equity Culture demands an intentional approach. People of color and whites alike must 
interrogate assumptions about how the work of nonprofits, grant makers, and other social sector organizations is and 
can be done — and by whom. There are specific practices to be followed, at all four levels on which racism operates: 

PERSONAL

• Decolonize your mind. Accept that white supremacy
and institutional racism are real and practiced by all
races.

• Interrogate the dominant narrative. Understand
implicit bias and your identity and role in enabling and
propagating structural racism.

• Complete your own internal work. Don’t put the
burden exclusively on people of color or people who
you perceive to be more “woke” to explain the system
to you. Hold yourself accountable for the work at all
four levels on which racism operates.

INTERPERSONAL

• Respect the lived experience of people of color
operating within white dominant culture, including your
own if you’re a person of color.

• Commit to building, being vulnerable to, and learning
through, relationships with people of a different race,
especially people of color whose voices are often
marginalized.

• Acknowledge the impact of race-based power
differentials within organizations.
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Appendix B: Glossary
DIVERSITY Psychological, physical, and social differences 
that occur among any and all individuals; including but not 
limited to race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, 
socioeconomic status, education, marital status, language, 
age, gender, sexual orientation, mental or physical ability, 
and learning styles.34

EMPLOYEE RESOURCE GROUP Voluntary, employee-led 
groups that foster a diverse, inclusive workplace aligned 
with organizational mission, values, goals, business 
practices, and objectives. Often, these groups provide 
support to staff who formally or informally lead race equity 
work in some capacity within an organization. 

EQUITY The guarantee of fair treatment, access, 
opportunity, and advancement while at the same time 
striving to identify and eliminate barriers that have 
prevented the full participation of some groups. The 
principle of equity acknowledges that there are historically 
underserved and underrepresented populations, and that 
fairness regarding these unbalanced conditions is needed  
to assist equality in the provision of effective opportunities 
to all groups.35  

INCLUSION The act of creating environments in which any 
individual or group can be and feel welcomed, respected, 
supported, and valued to fully participate and bring their 
full, authentic selves to work. An inclusive and welcoming 
climate embraces differences and offers respect in the 
words/actions/thoughts of all people.36

LEADERSHIP Individuals who influence a group of people to 
act towards a goal. Individuals may or may not be in 
positions of authority.  37

ANTI-OPPRESSION ORGANIZATION An organization that 
actively recognizes and mitigates the oppressive effects of 
white dominant culture and power dynamics, striving to 
equalize that power imbalance internally and for the 
communities with which they work. 

CRITICAL MASS In reference to representation of people of 
color within an organization or at a certain level of 
leadership. This figure is dependent on, and reflective of, 

 the specific demographics of the communities in which an 
organization serves or operates. 

CRITICAL RACE THEORY A theory that explicitly states and 
recognizes that racism is ingrained in the fabric and system 

 of American society. Even without overt racists present, 
institutional racism is pervasive in dominant culture. Critical 
Race Theory examines existing power structures, and 
identifies these structures as based on white privilege and 
white supremacy, which perpetuate the marginalization of 
people of color. Overall, Critical Race Theory examines what 
the legal and social landscape would look like today if 
people of color were the decision-makers.

DECOLONIZE (MIND) We exist within societal structures 
rooted in historical facts, one of which is colonialism: the 
policy and practice of acquiring control of land (frequently 
occupied by people of color), occupying it, and codifying 
power structures to elevate one race and culture above all 
others. The international practice of colonization informs 
the dominant culture that characterizes American society 
today, driving ideologies and subconscious biases rooted in 
centuries of racism, classism, and white privilege. In order 
to dismantle white supremacy and the white dominant 
culture norms it influences, one must actively “decolonize” 
the mind, recognizing and counteracting the thoughts, 
preferences, practices, and behaviors that are deeply 
rooted vestiges of colonization.

ASSIMILATE The phenomenon that occurs when people 
belonging to the nondominant group understand dominant 
culture norms and take on their characteristics either by choice 
or by force. Many people of color are asked to “check their 
identities at the door” in professional settings to make their 
white peers comfortable. By doing so, many people of color 

as well as to gain access to informal networks typically 
accessible only to whites.

DOMINANT CULTURE Dominant culture in a society refers to
the established language, religion, values, rituals, and social
customs on which the society was built. It has the most 
power, is widespread, and influential within a social entity, 
such as an organization, in which multiple cultures are 
present. An organization’s dominant culture is heavily 
influenced by the leadership and management standards 
and preferences of those at the top of the hierarchy. In this 
paper, dominant culture refers specifically to the American 
context in which organizational culture is predominantly 
defined by white men and white women in positional 
power. See also “White Dominant Culture.”
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WHITE DOMINANT CULTURE Culture defined by white men 
and white women with social and positional power, 
enacted both broadly in society and within the context of 
social entities such as organizations. See also “Dominant 
Culture” and “White Supremacy Culture.”43 

WHITE PRIVILEGE The power and advantages benefiting 
perceived white people, derived from the historical 
oppression and exploitation of other non-white groups.

WHITE SUPREMACY The existence of racial power that 
denotes a system of structural or societal racism which 
privileges white people over others, regardless of the 
presence or the absence of racial hatred. White racial 
advantages occur at both a collective and an individual 
level, and both people of color and white people can 
perpetuate white dominant culture, resulting in the overall 
disenfranchisement of people of color in many aspects of 
society.44 

WHITE SUPREMACY CULTURE Characteristics of white 
supremacy that manifest in organizational culture, and 
are used as norms and standards without being 
proactively named or chosen by the full group. The 
characteristics are damaging to both people of color and 
white people in that they elevate the values, preferences, 
and experiences of one racial group above all others. 
Organizations that are led by people of color or have a 
majority of people of color can also demonstrate 
characteristics of white supremacy culture. Kenneth Jones 
and Tema Okun identified twelve characteristics of white 
supremacy culture in organizations: Perfectionism, Sense 
of Urgency, Defensiveness, Quantity of Quality, Worship of 
the Written Word, Paternalism, Power Hoarding, Fear of 
Open Conflict, Individualism, Progress is Bigger/More, 
Objectivity, and Right to Comfort.45

MICROAGGRESSION The everyday verbal, nonverbal, and 
environmental slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional 
or unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory, 
or negative messages to target persons based solely upon 
their marginalized group membership.38

RACE EQUITY CULTURE A culture focused on proactive 
counteraction of social and race inequities inside and 
outside of an organization. 

RACE EQUITY LENS The process of paying disciplined atten-
tion to race and ethnicity while analyzing problems, looking for 

“color blind” approach, arguing that color blindness perpetu-
ates systems of disadvantage in that it prevents structural 

lens helps to illuminate disparate outcomes, patterns of 
40

RACE EQUITY The condition where one’s race identity has no

of race justice and must be addressed at the root causes and

policies, practices, attitudes, and cultural messages that 
39

RACISM A system of advantage and oppression based on 
race. A way of organizing society based on dominance and 
subordination based on race. Racism penetrates every 
aspect of personal, cultural, and institutional life. It includes 
prejudice against people of color, as well as exclusion, 
discrimination against, suspicion of, and fear and hate of 
people of color.41

SOCIAL JUSTICE A concept of fair and just relations 
between the individual and society. This is measured by the 
explicit and tacit terms for the distribution of power, 
wealth, education, healthcare, and other opportunities for 
personal activity and social privileges.42 

SOCIAL SECTOR The group of organizations that consist of 
both nonprofit and philanthropic organizations. 

STRUCTURAL RACISM The arrangement of institutional, 
interpersonal, historical, and cultural dynamics in a way 
that consistently produces advantage for whites and 
chronic adverse outcomes for people of color. It illuminates 
that racism 

The definitions above are from a number of different sources which are included in the 
bibliography, as well as from Equity in the Center’s research, thinking, and nomenclature.

exists without the presence of individual actors because it is
-

Today, structural racism is composed of intersecting, overlap-
ping, and codependent racist institutions, policies, practices, 
ideas, and behaviors that give an unjust amount of resources, 
rights, and power to white people while denying them to 
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