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Nonprofit organizations play a vital role in the social, and economic well-

being of individuals and communities. Nonprofits  provide hope to so many by

creating more equitable and thriving communities, through providing

services, goods, and resources to meet the increasingly diverse community

needs.

However, in a recent report, 52% of nonprofits report having a diversity

statement.  At the same time,  only 69% report not having a diversity plan. 

 This incongruence in diversity planning, along with the current national

dialogue is prompting many nonprofits organizations to take action into

developing diversity plans. 

For the majority of nonprofits regardless of their size, there are benefits from

the awareness of common pitfalls experienced by organizations when

developing diversity plans. This guide is far from an exhaustive list of

common pitfalls but is purposed to be used as a guide to assist nonprofits in

generating additional thought and discussion around  their diversity strategy. 

Wishing you success in your diversity journey! 

Diversity is inevitable.
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Pitfall 1:
Defining Diversity

What does diversity look like in your organization?

A common pitfall is a lack of defining vocabulary specific to your organization. Terms like diversity, equity,

equality, and inclusion, connotes different meanings for people. When organizations do not define what it

means to them, it means that people often interpret the words on their own. This can lead to confusion,

communication errors, and frustration. It is natural, in this part of the DEI process, for members of an organization

to feel as if they are spinning their wheels. However, what is happening is an evolution of a mutual understanding

and definition of terms and concepts.
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Defining Diversity
Recommendation:

Awareness 

Defining

Community - Get people engaged

Spend time a considerate amount of time as an organization

understanding and defining vocabulary through self-

assessments such as the IAT, training on fundamental

diversity topics such as unconscious/implicit bias,

microaggressions, and intersectionality of identities, and

group discussions through the use of focus groups

sessions.

Clearly define what you mean by “Diversity” as an

organization. It is okay to prioritize the most

underrepresented and marginalized identities. Clearly

define what you mean by “inclusion” or “belonging” and of

whom.

Training and awareness alone will not change behaviors.

Diversity in organizations can be thought like a safety

program. If you had a series of accidents in the organization

(resulting in lawsuits and fatalities), you would create a

systemic program of work redesign, communications,

training, metrics, and rewards. Diversity should be treated

the same way. 
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Pitfall 2:
Diversity as a HR function

How is your diversity strategy positioned?

Commonly, many organizations position diversity initiatives as an exclusive function of the

Human Resource department. It seems to just be the logical thing to do. However, the ideal

state is for diversity initiatives is to sit outside of HR and layer over everything the

organization does.
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Diversity as a 
HR Function
Recommendation:

Separation of Duties

Commit Resources

Teams are Neccessary

Human resources is often a source of bias in organizations.

Preferably enlist an individual to lead the diversity initiative

that is separate from the HR department. Preferably this

individual will report directly to the CEO or Executive

Director. 

In addition to naming a  specific person to lead the diversity

initiative in the organization, commit a budget to use in

performing strategic and operational diversity work.     

Form a team of diverse employees representing a cross-

section of  the organization to champion diversity. Often

these teams are called diversity committees, or diversity

councils. Ensure  that expectations of time commitments,

behaviors, compensations, and goals are explicitly clear for

all committee members.  Consider developing position

descriptions. 

For organizations limited in size or headcount, find external

help until you can build internal capacity. 

NONPROFIT

DIVERSITY

STRATEGY

2020

07



Pitfall 3:
Underrepresented Groups

Are you okay with silence?

Underrepresent groups can be your biggest champions and drivers of diversity initiatives, but a

common mistake is assuming they want to be the spokesperson for all minorities in the

organization. It is quite possible that they, like any other employee, have had prior experiences

leading them to be sensitized.
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Underrepresented 
Groups
Recommendation:

Choice as an Option

Social versus Personal

Effective Messaging 

Make it very clear that marginalized groups can choose to

be completely unattached to diversity initiatives, and that is

completely okay.

Understand the difference between social identities and

personal identities and prioritize your diversity initiative

around creating fair and inclusive experiences for

historically marginalized social identity groups.

An organization's diversity strategy often treats these two

underrepresented groups—women and minorities—in the

same ways. However, messaging that motivates one group

may de-motivate another, leading to the failure of diversity

programs. To be most effective, messages must be

adapted to the perspectives, needs, and concerns of target

audiences. Become familiar with what matters most to the

individuals and communities you seek to engage.
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Pitfall 4:
Separation of Current Events

Stay Woke

There are a plethora of social and political issues that may be affecting the people of the

organization. Many organizations are of the school of thought that it is best to remain silent on

politics and social issues that are not directly aligned with its mission. However, emerging research

suggests that politics, social justice issues, and work are inextricably linked. Employees are now

expecting their workplace to take a public stance on issues - to be ‘woke’.

NONPROFIT

DIVERSITY

STRATEGY

2020

10



Need this document in the form of

a virtual presentation for your

diversity team?
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Separation of 
Current Events
Recommendation:

We are all Tired

Choice as an Option

Eyes are on Leaders

Constant exposure to tragedies and injustices everywhere

is leaving even the most optimistic feeling uncertain,

powerless, and overwhelmed. Recognize that compassion

fatigue is real - create space for people to discuss their

feelings of overwhelm, frustration, and fatigue, and remind

people to take care of themselves so they can stay

engaged.

Individuals or particular groups of employees may feel the

brunt of social justice issues. Remind members of these

groups that is okay to choose not to participate in all or

some diversity conversations. 

Current events have employees - as well as clients -

looking to nonprofit leadership and organizational values for

answers, and to demonstrate support for social issues.

Leaders speaking out about a particular issue and/or

sending an internal email statement providing for a

particular cause or issue can build momentum to any

diversity strategy.
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Pitfall 5:
Organizational Buy -In

Are you building community?

To effect change, it is important to get as many people involved in workplace diversity initiatives as

possible. In the best-case scenario, it becomes an organization-wide effort, and in the worst-case

scenario, it is a concentrated blend of employees pushing DEI (which is hardly the worst case).
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Organizational 
Buy-In
Recommendation:

Choice as an Option

Power of Stories

Build Trust

Avoid mandating diversity training. Increasing evidence

demonstrates diversity initiatives are most effective if

employees are allowed to opt-in or to voluntarily

participate. The requiring of participation or attendance may

lead to resentment and  negative outcomes.

Use stories and diversity and inclusion quotes to get people

motivated to act. Book clubs, movies, documentaries, and

small group chats to promote the sharing of experiences

are great starting points in any diversity strategy. 

One of the first tasks for those in charge is to build trust by

creating a workplace where people feel safe expressing

themselves freely. That requires setting a tone of honest

discourse and getting comfortable with vulnerability—one’s

own and others’. 

Be mindful of the fact that there may be times when the

conversation will become uncomfortable...just remember

this is part of the learning process. Employees will

appreciate the authenticity and vulnerability, thus, leading to

increased engagement. 
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Pitfall 6:
Data Data Data

Are you using your currency?

Data is a valuable currency. Similar to any other data-driven decision in the workplace, diversity is

no different. To develop a diversity strategy, organizations often start with people analytics to

pinpoint where to intervene. As organizations take a data-driven approach to identify areas of

change, many encounter an issue: they have a great deal of data about the experiences of certain

groups, but far less on others. 
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Data Data Data
Recommendation:

Talk the Talk, Walk the Walk

Don't Let Numbers Fool You

Start Small, Start Anywhere

Engage middle managers or supervisors as allies to create

environments where crucial and often difficult

conversations can take place, and data can be collected.

Avoid cookie-cutter diversity strategies for your

organization. Use data from employee surveys, exit

interviews, formal, informal discussions, and other

stakeholder surveys to shape your diversity strategy.

However, look closely at the numbers. Many organizations

have a great deal of data about the experiences of certain

groups, but far less on others. 

Data can be extremely helpful but be careful not to get

stuck in inaction mode while trying to figure out the best

way to collect data or overanalyzing existing data. There

are things you can do with or without data — every

organization can benefit from having more awareness,

inclusive benefits, and more equitable processes. 
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https://educationalandcommunitystrategies.com/2020/06/02/4-steps-to-ally/


Partner with Educational and Community

Strategies to develop the most effective

plan to execute your diversity strategy.

Phone 

Email

Website

256-394-8547

tamisha@educationalandcommunitystrategies.com

www.educationalandcommunitystrategies.com
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People. Plan. Processes.

Book a 30 Mini-Consult

ECS | Nonprofit Diversity Strategy

http://www.educationalandcommunitystrategies.com/
https://calendly.com/ecstrategies/30-minute-complimentary-consultation



