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A Letter from ABFE's CEO
Susan Taylor Batten

This deeply urgent report lifts the veil on a harsh and growing backlash against diversity, equity,
and inclusion and race-explicit grantmaking that threatens the very heart of Black communities
and the philanthropic commitments made to them. The data and insights gathered through
this project reveal how political and legal attacks are unraveling years of hard-fought progress.
This moment demands bold, unwavering investment in Black-led funds and organizations—
not just as a strategy but as a moral imperative.

We undertook this report because we needed to deeply understand how the language of
race-explicitness, especially naming Blackness, impacts the lived experiences of Black-led
nonprofits. In a climate where naming race can trigger political backlash or funding risks, we
wanted to hear directly from Black leaders about the pressures, choices, and resilience behind
their decisions to embrace or soften this language.

This research is not just about organizations “out there”’; we, too, are facing these
challenges. At ABFE—the nation’s oldest and largest philanthropic membership
organization devoted to Black communities—we remain steadfast in our mission to
strengthen and mobilize philanthropy in support of Black communities. Yet, the reality we
face in today's philanthropic climate is sobering. Across multiple interactions, our team has
been asked to revise or even erase language that reflects who we are and the communities
we serve. Time and again, we are required to spend double and triple the hours rewriting
proposals—removing terms such as “racial equity” or references to "Black-led” work to
secure funding that is smaller, delayed, or uncertain. For a small but dedicated staff, the

toll is profound: mounting frustration, risk of burnout, and increased difficulty meeting
financial goals.

This is not an isolated occurrence. It is a repeated pattern that drains limited capacity
and forces us to work harder for less, undermining the integrity of philanthropy's stated
commitments. Again and again, we are forced to spend precious time rewriting ourselves
out of our own story—an unsustainable demand that weakens philanthropy's promise to
Black communities.

Following the powerful racial justice uprisings of 2020, philanthropy responded with historic
promises to support Black-led organizations and race-explicit equity work. Today, only five
years later, that promise is at risk of crumbling. The U.S. Supreme Court's 2023 decision against
affirmative action, the presidential election in 2024, and the wave of executive orders in 2025
dismantling DEI programs have created a hostile and dangerous climate. To openly name
“racial equity” or "“Black-led” work is now fraught with political and financial peril. Funders and
nonprofits alike face the painful choice of either diluting their commitment or putting their
survival at risk.
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We know that being Black isn't illegal; neither is talking about our lived experience. [ encourage
all foundations and donors to consider the harm being done to a community when we are
asked to not speak our truth. We must be careful that philanthropy is not complicit in efforts to
erase our history.

About the study

Through a rigorous mixed-methods approach—combining data from a national survey of 246
Black-led nonprofits, 715 white-led organizations, and 152 led by other people of color, along
with in-depth interviews with 24 Black nonprofit leaders—this study lifts up the courageous
strategies Black-led nonprofits are using to stay true to their mission amid these storms. The
voices and data gathered reveal resilience, complexity, and fierce determination to serve Black
communities authentically.

Key findings
Race is the soul of Black-led nonprofits

For about 75% of these organizations, naming race in their work is not a choice but a sacred
act of identity and accountability to their communities.

Pressure to hide their truth

While many Black-led nonprofits have not been explicitly directed by funders to erase race-
explicit language, over half have felt pressure to tone down or ‘code-switch” their racial
language to fit funders’ comfort zones—even when those words do not best reflect their
lived realities.

A crucible of hard choices

If funders were to explicitly demand silence on race, half of these Black nonprofit leaders
say no—they would not accept funding that asks them to compromise their truth. A quarter
would reluctantly comply to keep their doors open. The rest reported they would weigh
each offer carefully—but no one is willing to abandon their mission.

Deep awareness of a political assault
Black-led nonprofits do not live in denial. They see the backlash as part of a brutal historical
cycle—yet still fight to protect their communities and the progress made.

Strategic defiance and unbreakable resilience

Many navigate these challenges by carefully adapting language for external audiences
while fiercely guarding their race-explicit mission internally. Some boldly refuse to bend,
even when that means risking vital resources.

Holding the Line: Black-Led Nonprofits and Race-Explicit Work Amid Backlash




6 6 [Serving Black communities is] absolutely central. The bullseye is so big,
there’s nothing else on the dartboard but the bullseye of Blackness.

— NONPROFIT LEADER

6 6 It is essential. It is core because otherwise I'm just like any other white
theater company around, and I'm not. That's not what I want.

— NONPROFIT LEADER

6 6 [Organization] was founded by Black folk in philanthropy who felt
invisible in the room they were in... To then abandon that when times get
tough would be counterintuitive, I expect.

— NONPROFIT LEADER

Conclusion

Black-led nonprofits stand in the eye of an unprecedented storm—where political hostility
meets unyielding community need. While some choose tactical language shifts to survive,
the majority hold fast to explicitly naming race as the foundation of their work. This
retrenchment is not just a sector challenge; it is a profound moral crisis. Funders must step
up with sustained, values-driven support that respects these organizations’ identities instead
of forcing them to hide or water down who they are. The future of racial equity depends

on it. Without this commitment, the burden of justice will fall yet again on under-resourced
Black-led nonprofits—the true backbone of this movement. «

s dofie Bt

SUSAN TAYLOR BATTEN
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Background: A changing landscape

Across the United States, Black-led nonprofits are positive change agents that deliver essential
services and fill critical gaps (Giving Gap, 2024). Black-led organizations address persistent racial
disparities across issue areas (like health, education, and housing) and center Black communities
to reverse those disparities. They do this with fewer resources, as Black-led nonprofits are known
to be smaller, newer, and less well funded than other U.S. nonprofits (Candid and ABFE, 2024a;
Candid and ABFE, 2024b).

In mid-2020, widespread public outcry following the murder of George Floyd and other Black
people led to a flood of philanthropic commitments to support Black leaders and racial equity.
The media began reporting stories of historic windfalls among Black-led organizations. Yet, even
at the height of public attention, skeptics wondered if this shift signaled a long-term change

in practice or was merely a short-term reaction. (ABFE and Candid are analyzing philanthropic
giving trends since 2020 and plan to release our findings in a forthcoming report.)

Now, five years later, the backlash against racial equity and race-based support is on the rise.

A critical tipping point came in 2023 with the U.S. Supreme Court's decision in Students for
Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, which effectively ended

the use of race as a factor in college admissions, except in very limited circumstances. The
backlash intensified in early 2025, as the newly elected president signed a series of executive
orders dismantling federal diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) programs and ending the use of
identity-based criteria in federal hiring and contracting.

This cultural whiplash for and against race-based equity work has left much of the social sector
in a state of uncertainty. On the one hand, many funders and nonprofits remain committed to
supporting a future in which people of all races are treated fairly and justly. On the other hand,
many are concerned about the risk of using terms like “racial equity” or “Black-led” or doing
work that was deemed admirable only a few years ago.

This whiplash has not impacted all social sector organizations equally. Somewhat ironically,
those that joined the “racial equity bandwagon” in 2020 are largely the very organizations that
can walk away from racial equity work in 2025. By contrast, those that have always focused

on race—whose missions were written and organizations were formed in the name of racial
equity—are the ones left to face the fallout in 2025. This fallout may take many forms, from loss
of funding to censorship to the emotional toll of being told to sacrifice their identity to elevate
the comfort of others.
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About the research

It is against this tense backdrop that we conducted a research initiative aimed at
understanding how nonprofit organizations led by and serving Black communities (referred
to here as "Black-led nonprofits” or “Black-led organizations”) navigate race-explicit
language in the post-2020 philanthropic landscape. Specifically, we were interested in better
understanding the extent to which racial identity is central to their mission, how (and if) they
have conversations about race with funders, and the pros and cons of adjusting race-explicit
language when describing their work.

Defining “Black-led nonprofits” and “race-explicit” work

Black-led nonprofits are defined, in this study, as organizations with majority Black
leadership (i.e., executive director(s)/CEO(s) and at least 51% of board members are Black)
that also serve predominately Black communities (i.e., at least 51% of communities or
customers served are Black).

We focused on this group of nonprofits because, despite their substantial impact, Black-led
organizations are often underfunded and understaffed compared to their white-led peers.
For example, previous research has shown that 61% of majority Black-led nonprofits have
budgets below $100,000, while only 21% of majority white-led nonprofits
have budgets that small. Moreover, majority white-led nonprofits receive
roughly 300% as much revenue as majority Black-led nonprofits (Candid
o & ABFE, 2024Db). Yet, Black-led nonprofits continue to lead vital work
6 1 /0 addressing systemic inequities across all subsectors.

of majority Black-

Being race-explicit is about naming the role of race when it comes to

led nonprofits have societal inequities and using direct language to describe whether activities,
budgets below programs, or policies are aimed at supporting specific racial groups.
$100,000 It intentionally acknowledges race in understanding and addressing
historical and contemporary disparities. It is rooted in data, equity, and
justice, prioritizing the needs of racialized communities without excluding
others. For example, the U.S. Census states that race data is a way to ensure equal opportunity,
establish and evaluate guidelines, and understand change, especially for programs aimed at
supporting specific groups (U.S. Census Bureau). In the context of philanthropy, race-explicit
grantmaking centers race in the design and distribution of grants, with the goal of addressing
racial disparities.
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Study design

This report takes a mixed-methods approach, incorporating survey and interview data to
uncover consistent patterns and nuances. Moreover, our data was collected across several
critical points in time (Figure 1) and offers time-specific insights into how Black-led nonprofits
are navigating an evolving and racially charged landscape.

Data collection timeline

Between August and September 2024, we conducted a survey about how nonprofit
leaders approach funding and race-explicit conversations with foundations. In this analysis,
we examine three different groups of respondents: representatives of Black-led nonprofits,
white-led nonprofits, and nonprofits led by other people of color.

Between November 2024 and January 2025, we interviewed 24 Black leaders from among
the Black-led organizations who completed the survey. These interviews focused on a
deeper understanding about the role of race in Black leaders’ work.

Figure 1: Timeline of data & events

AUG-SEP 2024 NOV 2024-JAN 2025
Survey is conducted Interviews are
with 3,888 nonprofit conducted with 24
representatives. Black-led nonprofit
leaders.
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 >
MAY 2020 JUNE 2023 NOV 2024 JAN 2025+
George Floyd Supreme Court ~ US. President signs
is murdered. strikes down presidential executive orders
race-based election. targeting identity-
affirmative based work.
action in college
admissions.

By triangulating results across different sources, we aim to offer insights into how to best
support organizations led by and serving Black communities. Overall, we find that despite
increasing external pressures, many Black-led nonprofits studied remain resolute in explicitly
naming race in their missions, programs, and communications. They do so as a matter of
integrity because race is central to their organizational purpose and the problems they aim to
address. Simultaneously, we also find that there is not a one-size-fits-all strategy for survival.
Black-led nonprofits are not a monolith, and some nonprofits prefer to avoid race-focused
debates. But regardless of where Black leaders stand on the topic of race, many look to
foundations to partner with them to support their communities.
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Numbers about navigating race
In the nonprofit sector

Candid and ABFE conducted a survey to examine whether nonprofits: 1) explicitly mentioned
race to describe their work; 2) received advice not to mention race; and 3) discussed the
Supreme Court’s ruling on affirmative action. To better understand whether different types of
organizations had different experiences, we compared responses across three groups:

246 Black-led nonprofits—that are majority Black-led and Black-serving
715 white-led nonprofits—that are majority white-led and white-serving

152 other people of color-led nonprofits—that are majority other people of color-led and
other people of color-serving.

The survey results suggest three main findings relevant to this report. Namely, in late 2024,
Black-led nonprofits were likely to be explicit about race, more likely to be told not to talk about
race than other nonprofits, and were paying attention to the Supreme Court ruling regarding
affirmative action.

Finding 1: Black-led and other people of color-led nonprofits are usually explicit about race

Overall, three-quarters (76.4%) of Black-led nonprofits mention race in at least one aspect of
their external-facing messaging, with 11.8% reporting they mention it in all their external-facing
messaging (i.e., organization name, mission statement, program descriptions, website, and
when presenting their work to funders). Other people of color-led nonprofits reported similar
patterns: 67.1% mention race in at least one aspect of external messaging, and 15.1% mention it
in all their materials. However, among white-led nonprofits, these numbers drop significantly, to
43.8% mentioning race in at least one aspect of messaging and a mere 0.1% mentioning race in
all messaging.

Black-led and other people of color-led nonprofits were also more likely to explicitly talk about
race across the board compared with white-led nonprofits (Figure 2). The gap was especially
notable in terms of organization mission, with Black-led and other people of color-led nonprofits
being over 10 times as likely to mention race as white-led nonprofits (40.7% and 32.9% vs. 3.1%).

Figure 2: Most Black-led nonprofits mentioned race when presenting their work
externally, especially to funders

Under what circumstances does your organization explicitly mention race?

70%

47.6%

63%

60% 57.9% -

0 49.2% 52%

) 421% 407%
40% 32.9% 32.9%
30%
_— 22% 183% 204%

20% - 173% T

10% 4'
31% s
— O£/°

% OF NONPROFITS

Presenting our work to Program Website Mission statement Organization name
potential funders descriptions
M Black-led nonprofits Other people of color-led nonprofits M White-led nonprofits
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Among Black-led nonprofits, race was most likely to be mentioned in their conversations with
funders (63.0%), followed by program descriptions (49.2%), website (47.6%), mission statement
(40.7%), and their organization's name (18.3%).

Have Black-led nonprofits always talked about race
in mission statements?

Many nonprofits share their mission statements directly in their organizational profiles on
Candid’s platform. We conducted a historical analysis of these mission statements to assess
whether the nonprofits studied consistently mentioned race over time. Specifically, we
examined changes that nonprofits made to their mission statements on Candid’s platform
between 2009 and 2025 across four categories of race-explicit language: 1) terms centering
Blackness (e.g., "African,” “Black”); 2) broad race terms (e.g., "BIPOC,” “minority”); 3) broad terms
about diversity, equity, and inclusion (e.g., “racial equity,” “DEI"); and 4) racialized euphemisms
(e.g., "urban youth,” “underprivileged,” “underserved,” “disenfranchised”).

This historical analysis revealed that 43.1% of the Black-led nonprofits in the sample
consistently used terms centering Blackness in their mission statements. That is, their mission
statements contained language that explicitly named Blackness not just in some years but
consistently across more than 15 years.

Additionally, the analysis highlighted that Black-led nonprofits were much more likely to use
terms centering Blackness rather than other, broader racialized terms (Figure 3). Coupled with
the survey results, this suggests that Black-led nonprofits have a strong tradition of being
explicit about the role that Blackness plays in their organizational purpose.

Figure 3: Black-led nonprofits used terms centering Blackness more than broad racial
terms or euphemisms

% Black-led nonprofits using keyword terms in updated mission statements, 2009-2025
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Finding 2: Black-led nonprofits were most likely to be told not to talk about race

Despite the clear connection between race and nonprofit mission, as of the early fall of 2024,
15.4% of Black-led nonprofits had received advice to avoid mentioning race when describing
their organization’s work (Figure 4). This is a significantly greater proportion than other
nonprofits (9.9% of other people of color-led nonprofits and 3.8% of white-led nonprofits).
Among those Black-led nonprofits that received advice not to mention race, nearly one-third
(31.6%) were extremely small (annual expenses of $50,000 or less) and more than half (55.3%)
were women-led. Moreover, compared with Black-led nonprofits, representatives from white-
led nonprofits were more likely to say they were not sure whether they had been given advice
about mentioning race or not.

Figure 4: More Black-led nonprofits were advised to avoid mentioning race

Has your organization ever been advised to avoid mentioning race when describing your work?

25%

15%

% OF NONPROFITS

5%

Black-led nonprofits Other people of color-led White-led nonprofits
nonprofits

W Yes B Unsure

We also asked nonprofits about the context in which race-explicit advice was given (Figure

5). We found that 8.5% of Black-led nonprofits were explicitly advised not to mention race
when presenting their work to potential funders, a percentage similar to other people of
color-led nonprofits (7.2%) but higher than white-led nonprofits (1.7%). Black-led nonprofits
were significantly more likely than other nonprofits to receive advice not to mention race in
program descriptions, in their mission statement, and in their organization name. In fact, Black-
led nonprofits were the only group to receive advice about not mentioning race in their name.
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Figure 5: Black-led nonprofits received race-related advice most often for program
descriptions and presenting their work to funders
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Nonprofits received advice not to mention race from various sources, including funders, legal
counsel, colleagues, consultants, and organizational leadership. Black-led nonprofits were
significantly more likely than other nonprofits to receive this guidance from external sources,
specifically external colleagues and consultants (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Black-led nonprofits received advice not to mention race most often from
external sources

Who gave your organization the advice to avoid mentioning race?
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Finding 3: Many Black-led nonprofits are paying attention to the political context

At the time of data collection, the backlash against racial equity was under way, and
many Black-led organizations were paying attention to signals that the tide might
be turming. One of the most notable turning points was the aforementioned 2023
Supreme Court ruling against race-based affirmative action in college admissions.
Although this court case did not legally impact philanthropic giving in the nonprofit
sector, there was concern that the ruling could have a chilling effect—making
people less willing to talk about race or to engage in race-explicit grantmaking. The
survey results suggest that Black-led nonprofits were much more likely to be paying
attention to this shift.

Approximately one-third (31.1%) of Black-led nonprofits had discussed the
Supreme Court ruling within their organization. This percentage is higher

than among white-led nonprofits, less than 5% of which had discussed it.
Additionally, a smaller but noteworthy percentage (8.6%) of respondents at Black-
led nonprofits believed the decision influenced changes at their organization,
significantly more than at other nonprofits.

Figure 7: Black-led nonprofits discussed and were impacted by the affirmative action
ruling more than other nonprofits

Has your organization had an internal

discussion about the Supreme Court ruling that Do you believe the Supreme Court
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Taken together, the survey results suggest that race is often more central to Black-led and
other people of color-led nonprofits’ missions, programs, and identity than for white-led
nonprofits; yet, at the same time, Black-led nonprofits are specifically most likely to be told

to tone down their mention of race. Black-led nonprofits were also more likely to receive
advice to avoid mentioning race overall, especially from external sources such as external
colleagues and consultants, compared with other nonprofits and were the only group advised
not to mention race in their name. This double standard puts Black-led nonprofits in a unique
dilemma: dilute identity for funding or hold the line at the risk of financial insecurity.
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Black leaders’ perspectives
on race, risk, and resilience

The results from the survey demonstrate a clear surface-level picture of the circumstances of
Black-led nonprofits, but they offer little insight into Black leaders’ thoughts and perspectives about
these circumstances. Therefore, between November 2024 and January 2025, we interviewed 24
Black leaders from Black-led nonprofits who completed the survey (see Appendix A for the full
methodology). In the interviews, Black leaders responded to six questions:

How central is serving Black communities to your organization’'s mission?

Have you ever received advice from funders to avoid mentioning race in your grant
applications or other materials?

What is your approach to talking about race when describing your organization?

Do you ever feel like you have to use or avoid specific race-related terms to secure funding?
If a funder told you they were willing to fund you only if you didn't mention race in your
grant application, would you be willing to go along with that?

What is your perspective of funders that decide to remove language related to race or stop
sponsoring identity-based programs?

Our qualitative results suggest five common themes:

Theme 1: Race is foundational to Black-led nonprofits’ identities and missions

“It really is everything. The crux of who we are is serving the Black
community. Every program that is designed is designed with the intention
of serving the Black community... Serving the Black community is the nexus
of everything that we're doing. Every time we look at a study or every time
we look at some data, [we ask], ‘Well, what does that mean for the Black
community?’... And then, 'How are we a part of addressing some of those
disparities or needs or improved outreach?”

For the majority of Black-led nonprofit leaders interviewed, serving Black communities is

not merely a demographic detail but fundamental to their existence. Nearly three-quarters
(70.8%) of organizations indicated that race was central to their missions and programmatic
objectives. Within this majority, several respondents also emphasized that their primary
purpose is providing Black communities with voice and opportunities for self-representation.
As one participant shared, “It's absolutely central. The bullseye is so big, there's nothing else on
the dartboard but the bullseye of Blackness.”
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For this reason, several nonprofits incorporate Blackness into their
organization name, as a central part of their identity. For example:

70 . 8 0/0 “Our name is rooted in this oral history and act of resistance.
of organizations We talk about the ways that our work is the living legacy of
indicated that other people throughout history, specifically Black women
race was central leaders. We talk about the ways that history has created

to their missions an estrangement from the connection with the outdoors,
and programmatic specifically for the Black community. That helps us enter
objectives. into why our organization is needed and what we are doing
right. We're helping to repair. We're helping to foster healing.
Regardless of the ‘funding’ application, that is who we are.

That goes in everything unless they don't ask who we are.”

— NONPROFIT LEADER

For the remaining Black-led nonprofits, race is critical to their work for other reasons, such as
being situated in a primarily Black community or focused on an issue in which Black populations
are disproportionately impacted. For them, “the data tells the story.” There are evident racial
disparities across issue areas (e.g., financial insecurity, domestic violence). Therefore, it

would be “impossible” to address these causes without focusing on Black communities and
understanding these disparities. For this reason, several nonprofits incorporate Blackness into
their organization name, as a central part of their identity. For example:

“Grant proposals will ask, ‘'How did this need come about?’ and | say ‘Black
Americans have one tenth the wealth of white Americans. This is based on X,
Y, and Z factors. That's why we do this work the way we do.” I'm explicit and |
come out and say it.”

— NONPROFIT LEADER

“It is kind of difficult to describe our work without mentioning race,
especially with the fact that the Black community or the Black people

in our area have been harmed. We are going to always uplift and say
specifically our manpower, our efforts, and our work are going to Black
residents of our community. We are not ignoring other ethnic groups, but
this is the ethnic group that has experienced the most harm.”

— NONPROFIT LEADER
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A number of interviewees also emphasized that their organizations and leaders are rooted in
the Black community. For example, one nonprofit “was founded by Black folk in philanthropy
who felt invisible in the room they were in.” As another leader shared:

“We live, work, love, and worship in the communities we seek to make the
greatest impact. As members of the communities we serve, we have seen
and experienced the same traumas, acts of violence, incidents of abuse,
concern, and hope as the people we support and serve. Because of this
unique, empathetic, and critical insight to stated and unstated community
needs, we are a trusted and rich asset to the project of community healing.
That's who we are.”

Notably, no Black-led nonprofits, when asked, suggested that race was peripheral
to their work.

Theme 2: Funders' messages about race encourage Black-led nonprofits to code-switch

“I think what | have had over the last three decades-plus has been subtle
comments about appearing to be more inclusive. The irony is they don't
say that to a Shakespeare theater, but | may be encouraged to be more
inclusive in my work.”

When interacting with funders, the leaders of Black-led nonprofits experienced varying
degrees of pressure regarding the use of race-explicit language. Nearly half of the leaders

we interviewed did not receive advice to avoid mentioning race, noting that race either

never came up in conversations or funding was directly tied to serving Black communities.
Participants hypothesized various reasons why funders had not asked them outright to avoid
mentioning race—for example, the term “Black” is in the nonprofit's name and it is, therefore,
obvious that they focus on Black communities, or that the funders they approach are in states
that commonly support DEI and racial equity work.

The remainder (more than half) of Black nonprofit leaders, however, received either direct
requests or subtle messages from funders to modify their race-explicit language. Guidance
was often framed as a way to be more inclusive, and the recommendation was typically to
substitute race-explicit terms with buzzwords or euphemisms. For example, organizations
were directed to exchange the term “Black” for “BIPOC,” “underrepresented,” “underprivileged,”
or “underserved” which interviewees suggested seemed "more palatable” to certain funders.
In some cases, this advice was inconsistent with the organization's actual mission. As one
interviewee shared, "We've been told to say ‘Black and other’ or ‘underserved businesses.’ But
our mission is unapologetically about Black people.”
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According to some Black leaders, funders have at times acknowledged that their request for
modification was purely about optics. For example, when asked to change the name of their
initiative from "Black” to "BIPOC,” one nonprofit noted that the funder "really did not mind who
we targeted, but they just needed us not to say Black people.”

Pressure to modify language can operate through subtle, systemic dynamics, not just from
explicit directives. This is consistent with other research about how Black employees feel
pressure to ‘code-switch” in workplace settings. Black-led nonprofits, while perhaps not

What 1s ‘code-
switching”?

Previous research defines workplace
code-switching as the practice

of adjusting speech, appearance,
behaviors, or expressions in ways
that will optimize the comfort of
others in exchange for fair treatment
and opportunities (McCluney et

al., 2019). Established examples

of code-switching include Black
professionals downplaying their
racial group membership or
emphasizing shared interests with
members of dominant groups.

explicitly asked to avoid discussions of race, may still
feel pressured to de-emphasize their identity and ties
to the Black community to make funders feel more
comfortable. This is especially the case when funders
are not from the Black community. For example, one
interviewee noted, ‘I've had board members say we
should chill out on the Black because they were afraid
that white funders wouldn't fund us. But I've never had
a funder say, Don't mention that.” Other interviewees
agreed that funder comfort can seem more important
than the work itself:

“You get a funder who says, ‘Now, can we
switch that to low-income communities?’
You [the funder] want to fulfill your need

to not be race-explicit and that trumps our
understanding of the work that we do and
the mission that we have. That is not helpful
for foundations to put their comfort level
above what we know to be true and try to
impose that on Black-led organizations.”

Another interviewee shared that lack of racially diverse
representation within funding circles can translate into
implicit pressure to downplay race:

“I have seen myself not mention that this is my focus when I’'m in a space or

room that is predominantly white. | know that the funders in that room are

probably represented by predominantly white individuals. In my mind, | feel
like | have to pull that back a bit.”
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Pressure to modify language carries significant costs beyond the potential loss of funding.
There are practical implications for staff time and resources (e.g., creating multiple versions

of materials tailored to different audiences). But, more importantly, Black leaders describe the
emotional and psychological toll of constantly negotiating their identity and the fundamental
tension between mission authenticity and financial sustainability. Several participants noted
that code-switching can feel like a dilution of their purpose and a betrayal of their communities.

“The impact of needing to change racial language runs the risk of muddying
the waters for our staff and our community because we have been and are
so intentional about who we serve and how we serve them. Having to have
these sidebars about language takes away from the core of our work.”

“You're trying to erase our experience and the critical need for our organization’s
work. Anybody can connect all BIPOC youth to the outdoors. Anyone can
connect all kids to the outdoors, but our work specifically is connecting Black
youth to the outdoors and that is key. It feels dismissive. It feels almost like
you're trying to say that our work doesn’t matter, that it isn’t needed.”

Several participants noted that race-related advice had intensified in recent months (interviews
took place between November 2024 and January 2025). In the wake of the presidential
election, funders and others seemed increasingly hesitant to explicitly name race. Among
Black leaders who had received direct advice to modify their language, the guidance came
from various sources—not solely from funders but also from consultants, board members, and
partnering organizations.

“I just was advised about that recently by someone working with funders,
a consultant who was working with funders. It was mentioned because
of the climate, what just recently happened with the election. Those talks,
that conversation, is going to be hard to articulate, and even stay away
from adjectives in a way. All of our language is definitely Black-owned,
Black homes, Black dollars, and part of our work. | just heard and told my
communications person that | got that advice.”

These early signals, followed by escalating racial equity retrenchment, suggest that implicit
pressure to de-emphasize race may increasingly become explicit.
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Theme 3: Some Black-led nonprofits are adapting conversations around race to
meet the moment

“I'm not looking to push people out or push people away. I'm looking to bring
them in. Even as I'm speaking to you or anyone else, how | speak is that | try
to tailor and match the style of the person that I'm talking to. | ask questions
and try to give information in a way that they can receive it.”

The majority of interviewees have maintained a consistent, explicit race-centered focus when
describing their organization and work. However, when asked about their approach to talking
about race, just under half of organizations have strategically tailored their messaging for
different audiences. For example, some described using stories, data, or historical contexts to
frame their mission in a way that would resonate with funders. This could include downplaying
race while shifting focus to other parts of their mission that better align with funders’ interests:

“We deal with a lot of different groups and so we know that going in and
saying, ‘Hey, we're going to just serve minority populations over here’is not
going to be the selling point for them. But we could say if it is a veterans’
organization.... ‘Hey, we're serving veterans.” Guess what, that is going to be
a lot of Black and Brown veterans.”

In turm, some nonprofit staff shared that they are strategic in their choice of words, wanting to
balance transparency about whom they serve with inclusivity. According to one leader:

“We don't have to avoid the fact that we're working for the Black
community. We just have to, depending on who we're applying to,
be outwardly more inclusive.”

These interviewees noted that terms like “Black” or "African American,” when used solely and
explicitly, are sometimes misperceived as excluding other groups of people from accessing
services. Therefore, using words such as “Black and other underserved communities” can
signify that prioritizing the Black community does not mean excluding other groups. As one
leader shared:

“One [thing] that we do to tailor our messaging is sometimes we'll just put, even
though this is who we center, we don't turn anyone away, which is true. But often
in our advertising and everything people know who it is for.”
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A handful of nonprofit leaders took a different approach, actively pushing back against funder
requests that were out of line with their values. A leader shared:

“l have never been shy to speak truth to power. It has actually gotten us
extremely far. | have had conversations, very bold conversations, with
funders on other things that | felt were not appropriate. I'm more of a
pushbacker if | feel backed up against the wall or if | feel something is not
aligning with who we are, which is probably why we are not getting funded
as much anymore.”

Theme 4: Many Black-led nonprofits are committed to talking about race—even if it costs them

“How | described the work hasn't changed. No, I've not had to change it at all.
| feel like if | have to change the focus of how | talk about it, they're not the
funders that we want. They're not folks that we want to be funded by because
we want people to be comfortable and understand our work.”

Given the recent backsliding on racial equity and race-explicit grantmaking, and in anticipation
of a potential increase in explicit censorship around race, we presented interviewees with a
hypothetical question: If a funder told you they were willing to fund you only if you didn't
mention race in your grant application, would you be willing to go along with that?

Overall, about half of interviewees indicated they would refuse the hypothetical funding
outright on principle, viewing it as fundamentally incompatible with their mission and values.
These participants noted that their history, mission, and organizational values are rooted in
supporting Black communities. As one participant summarized, “Blackness, that's who we are.”

“You can’t be Black ‘here’ and talk about your history or your family’s history, and
folks do not know that you are Black. There is no way to extract Black from our
identities. | think it is ever-present, and it looms large. It is not something that
you can make small. The stories are complicated, and often they're beautiful and
tragic simultaneously. The power for me, and | think that for our organization,
hinges on the power of story.”

If a funder was not aligned with their values or did not understand the need to include “Black”
in grant materials, nonprofits indicated that they would not apply for that grant. Several other
nonprofit leaders noted the importance of finding funders whose mission and vision were
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aligned with their own. As one leader stated, "I would probably thank them for their feedback
and say, This is probably not a place where our values align," and maybe this is not a place
where my organization should receive funding.”

The remaining interviewees were split between two approaches. On the one hand, around
one-quarter of nonprofits stated that they would ultimately comply to ensure the preservation
of their communities and continuation of services. In their view, changing language in a grant
application did not affect their mission or how they could support their communities.

“That is complex because we're a small nonprofit... Historically, we have
struggled with getting foundation funding, and so it is tough because
payroll has to get met. | think it would be really tough to talk about our
work without talking about race, where we come from, and who we serve.
Writing the application would be a real Jimmy-rigging situation but, at the
same time, | think that if someone was to tell me that, | would absolutely
still apply. Yeah, | would still honestly because once we get the money, it is
going to serve the community anyway. It is tough to be put in that position
and, also, we make it work over here. If it was just that they're giving us the
money and nothing else, then yeah, for sure.”

On the other hand, the remaining quarter of nonprofits took a pragmatic approach and said
whether or not they accepted the grant would depend on the circumstances, such as the size
of the grant, the relationship they had with the funder, and the purpose of the grant. As one
interviewee stated, “If they're going to give us a million dollars. Yeah, ok, we won't say we're
Black.” With both of these approaches, it is important to note that interviewees were willing to
negotiate language but not their mission.

“If they're telling us to not do the work that we do or to change who we are, then
that is a different conversation than just don't say this on this application. That is
not changing anything on the ground. It just changes the way that you're able to
advocate and present that work.”

Notably, approximately one-third of interviewees indicated that they suspected negative
funding outcomes if they decided to continue using race-explicit language in their funding
materials. One participant already experienced this feared drop in funding after making
their messaging more race-centric, despite being advised not to do so. The nonprofit
“made $300,000 in 2023 versus this year we may end with $150,000."
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The varied responses from Black-led nonprofits to this hypothetical question highlights the
impossible position they find themselves in: choosing between mission authenticity and
financial sustainability. Many organizations emphasized that their boards were aligned with
their approach, providing crucial backing for these difficult decisions. Overall, organizations
consistently expressed that their primary accountability is to the communities they serve, not
funder preferences.

Theme 5: Black-led nonprofits are concerned about—but not surprised by—equity retrenchment

“People are concerned with the new administration, the attacks on DEI, and
this overturning of affirmative action by SCOTUS. | think people are rightly
concerned and trying to figure out how they fund this work without being sued
or whatnot. ... Funding and supporting organizations that are specifically doing
Black work should not feel like a radical idea. That's certainly the [feeling] that |
getall the time. ... It is not so much that it is an explicit statement. ... But | do feel
like there’s got to be this normalization of Black advocacy.”

Most Black nonprofit leaders expressed concern, but not surprise, about the current
backlash against racial equity. When asked, nearly half of nonprofits interpreted funder
actions around 2020 to support Black communities as performative gestures rather than
genuine commitments. To these nonprofits, pledges to support racial equity felt more like
a short-term trend than a long-term strategy. As one nonprofit leader put it: “We're seeing
that talking about racial equity is no longer the wave.”

A third of interviewees had anticipated this current backlash, pointing to a long history of
resistance to Black advancement. The fight for equity for Black communities has followed
a cyclical pattern rather than steady progress. From this perspective, the retrenchment that
followed the racial equity push after George Floyd's murder felt utterly predictable:

“Folks were offended and wanted to do all kinds of good, but then a year or
two after his murder, it began to change. Then the current political trend has
Just helped it to pick up speed. | think that there is a boomerang effect to all
of that. | think all of this has to do with what one of my favorite authors of The
Isis Papers described and then other authors have added, you know, ‘The Fear
of a Black Planet.”™
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“The country is afraid of the Browning and Blackening of America. They are
going to do everything in their power to try to stop it. It has nothing to do
with economics. ... | think it is going to boomerang. ... Historically, that is what
happens. Slavery, reconstruction, Jim Crow, civil rights. You can go back 150
years and see it.”

Another nonprofit leader found hope in the knowledge that this movement is cyclical:

“We have seen this pushback in Black communities generation after generation,
so it is nothing new. It doesn't feel out of the ordinary. It feels cyclical and in that
understanding, then it tells us that there’ll be another cycle as well.”

Since the interviews were conducted, evidence suggests that Black leaders had
correctly anticipated equity retrenchment. Following the president’s anti-DEI executive
orders, 2025 has been marked by a plethora of conversations and webinars discussing
the impact of these orders and the perceived risks of continuing various kinds of equity
work. The chilling effect of these orders is rippling across the social sector and has
impacted philanthropy. For example, a study by the National Committee for Responsive
Philanthropy has documented how funders have removed race-related language from
their materials or shifted programs that previously explicitly addressed structural barriers
to equity (National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, 2025).

Yet, even in the face of the current racial equity retrenchment, Black-led nonprofits
remain committed to supporting their communities. As one interviewee stated.:

“We will continue to do the work. We may not be able to do it from our
offices...We still have internet. We still have phones. We still have the ability
to do the work. Maybe we won't be a two-, or three-, or four-million-dollar
agency or a 20-million-dollar agency, but we will still be effective.”
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Key takeaways

Examining the survey and interview analyses together, there are several key takeaways for the
philanthropic sector to consider.

1. For many Black-led nonprofits, removing Blackness from the conversation is not
deleting language, it's deleting their mission. Black-led nonprofits are committed to their
causes and their communities, which are often centered around Black people. However, the
survey results reveal a catch-22: Race is central to Black-led nonprofits’ missions, and yet,
they are more likely to be told not to discuss race. This paradox creates an unfair burden on
Black-led nonprofits, which may be tasked with articulating their impact but implored not
to use the language that would make it most straightforward to do so. As one participant
noted, the removal of racial language represents an “erasure” that goes beyond mere
words to challenge the very visibility and legitimacy of their work. Because of this, funders,
consultants, and advisors need to be aware that generic advice to remove race from the
conversation is not simple for many Black-led nonprofits.

2. Black-led nonprofits receive mixed messages about centering Blackness. Both the survey
and interviews revealed that some—but not all—Black-led nonprofits are receiving messages
to “chill out on the Black” (to use the words of one interviewee). This advice often comes
from outside of their organization, most often from consultants or external colleagues. While
this advice is no doubt well intentioned, it may result in nonprofits being unduly silenced.
Because of this confusion, funders themselves should be transparent regarding whether
they are funding “unapologetically Black” work. Doing so would transfer the burden from the
nonprofits to the funders, allowing Black-led nonprofits to focus on their communities.

3. Black-led nonprofits feel implicit pressure to code-switch. Relatedly, the lack of clarity
about whether it's permissible to talk about race, the lack of racially diverse representation
among funders, and indirect comments asking Black-led nonprofits to be more “inclusive” by
referencing other races result in leaders of Black-led nonprofits feeling the need to code-
switch: downplaying their racial identity to make people in power feel more comfortable.
This is concerning, as previous research on workplace code-switching suggests that it is
linked to decreased authenticity and inclusion, along with increased burnout and cognitive
burden (McCluney et al,, 2019). Funders and other advisors should be aware that research
shows that code-switching can have long-term and widespread impact.

4. Black-led nonprofits are savvy, resilient, and resistant. The interviews offered many
examples of how Black-led nonprofits are navigating an increasingly challenging
philanthropic environment with remarkable resilience and strategic sophistication. Leaders of
these organizations are not surprised by the current retreat from racial equity commitments.
Rather, they are prepared and deploying different strategies to support their communities
during this time.
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Looking forward

This research reveals a sector at a critical juncture. While some Black-led nonprofits report
successfully maintaining their racial focus and securing funding, many face increasingly
difficult choices. The sophistication with which these organizations analyze and respond to
their circumstances—understanding historical patterns, developing strategic approaches, and
maintaining mission and community focus—suggests both their capacity for survival and the
unnecessary burden placed upon them by a philanthropic system that remains ambivalent
about racial equity.
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READI recommendations for philanthropy

The Racial Equity Advancement and Defense Initiative (READI) is an initiative of ABFE-A
Philanthropic Partnership for Black Communities, Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders in
Philanthropy, Native Americans in Philanthropy, and Hispanics in Philanthropy. READI makes
the following recommendations to philanthropy:

Move money faster and more of it. Nonprofits have spent decades doing the hard work:
delivering essential health, education, and community services. Philanthropy’s job is to sustain
them—especially now. That means moving decisively to do what philanthropy does best:
delivering on funding. While grantmaking strategy and disbursal are organizational choices
within each foundation, it's also a field-wide call to move confidently in the same direction.
This is a time for philanthropy to double or triple the amount of money it is moving.

Change the narrative. Opponents of racial equity and race-explicit grantmaking have been
successful at shaping and capitalizing on a narrative designed to drive division and fear.
Successfully protecting race-explicit grantmaking and creating the conditions in which grantees
can operate safely requires changing that narrative. Funding strategic communications and
campaign work can help shape a different story, counter misinformation, and uplift the positive
vision philanthropy has for America—a vision race-explicit grantmaking and racial equity play an
essential role in achieving.

Be explicit about—and visible in—your commitment to racial equity. Grantees are relying

on foundations to use their voice and their power. By vocally moving in the same direction,
foundations can spur the largest groundswell of collective philanthropic action we've ever

seen. That requires edifying the commitment to racial equity in your mission statement, values
statement, and by-laws of the foundation and ensuring that policies and practices advance racial
equity throughout every level of the organization. By visibly enshrining your commitments, you
can demonstrate to others that it's safe to do the same.

Cut the red tape. Some foundations are so large that it feels like a herculean effort to push
forward meaningful action. Meeting this moment requires moving quickly, with agility and
flexibility. Cutting unnecessary red tape and bureaucracy can give people the power and
capacity to do what needs to get done—whether that’s helping get funding to grantees more
quickly at a moment they need it most, getting a statement or POV into the field, or having the
ability to move swiftly through processes and protocols.

See READI's full set of recommendations at: Transformative Actions to Protect and Advance
Race-Explicit Grantmaking.
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Appendix A:

Research methodology

Nonprofit survey methodology

Survey procedure. Between August and September
2024, Candid and ABFE conducted a survey, sponsored
by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, to learn
more about how nonprofits were navigating the
current funding landscape. Participants were asked

to share their experiences with funders, strategies
employed to obtain funding, and organizational
messaging around race. The survey was distributed
through SurveyMonkey and took approximately 10
minutes to complete. Participants were informed that
their responses were confidential, that they may skip
questions or stop the survey at any point, and that any
information obtained would be shared in aggregate or
anonymously. All survey data was stored on a secure
drive, and only key Candid and ABFE staff accessed the
raw survey data.

Respondents for this survey were selected from among
63,765 U.S. 501(c)(3) public charities for which Candid
had demographic data and contact information. In
total, 3,888 nonprofits responded to the survey (a 6.1%
response rate). The data in this report has not been
weighted to reflect the demographic composition of all
U.S. nonprofits. Because the sample is based on those
who initially self-selected for participation rather than a
probability sample, no estimates of sampling error can
be calculated. As with all sample surveys, this survey
may be subject to multiple sources of error, including
but not limited to sampling error, coverage error, and
measurement error.

Black-led nonprofits descriptive statistics. Reflective
of the broader group of Black-led nonprofits in the
United States, Black-led organizations in this sample
tended to be smaller than other nonprofits. More than
three-quarters (76%) had annual expenses below $1
million, compared with 63% of the other organizations.
Additionally, Black-led nonprofits tended to be
younger: 70% of Black-led nonprofits received their
tax-exempt status in 2010 or later, compared with 43%

for other nonprofits. In terms of geographic location,
nearly half of Black-led nonprofits in the sample were
located in the South (48%), though organizations were
also represented in the Midwest (17%), Northeast (16%),
and West (19%). Other nonprofits in the sample also
had the greatest proportion of organizations in the
South (36%) and West (27%), with smaller proportions
in the Midwest (19%) and Northeast (19%).

Analytic approach. Analyses focused on nonprofits
that were Black-led, led by other people of color (other
people of color-led), or white-led. Other people of
color-led nonprofits consisted of nonprofits that were
led by and primarily served Asian/Asian American/
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino/
Latina/Latinx, Middle Eastern/North African, and

Native American/American Indian/Alaskan Native/
Indigenous populations. For communities served and
majority board race, responses of “majority people

of color (but not a single race majority)” were also
included. Organizations were categorized based on
their responses to survey questions regarding the racial
identity of their CEO, majority of their board members,
and the communities they predominately support. To
be included in this study, organizations had to have a
CEO, 51% or more of their board members, and 51%

or more of their community served identifying with a
respective racial identity.

To determine whether there were significant
differences in responses among different groups in

our survey sample (Black-led, other people of color-
led, and white-led), we conducted chi-square tests of
independence. Chi-square analyses compare observed
frequencies across different groups and indicate
whether any patterns are significantly different from
what would be expected if the groups were the same—
in other words, whether Black-led, other people of
color-led, and white-led nonprofits showed different
patterns across variables of interest (e.g., number of
nonprofits who received advice to not mention race).
Adjusted standardized residuals +/- 2.0 were used to
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identify significant differences—in this case, places
where observed counts were substantially higher or
lower than expected. Given the number of analyses
conducted, we used a Bonferroni correction to lower
the significance value for chi-square analyses; this
ensured a more conservative approach to determining
which tests indicated significant differences between
the three groups.

Interview methodology

Interview procedure. From November 2024 to
January 2025, Marga Inc.'s founder and president,
David Maurrasse, and Marga Inc. staff conducted one-
on-one interviews with leaders from Black-led, Black-
serving nonprofit organizations that had participated in
the survey and volunteered to be contacted for further
conversations. We selected leaders from organizations
representing diverse regions and subsectors and
deliberately oversampled small organizations. This
sample allowed us to focus on the experiences of
smaller Black-led nonprofits—which represent the
majority of Black-led nonprofits in the U.S—while

also representing the diversity of experiences these
nonprofits face. We reached out via email to 36
volunteers; 24 participants were interviewed (67%
participation rate). Participation was completely
optional, and ABFE and Candid did not have any
additional interactions with interviewees once they
were recruited to participate; all communications were
initiated by Marga Inc. staff.

The ABFE, Candid, and Marga Inc. teams collaboratively
created the interview protocol that guided each one-
on-one interview. The interview guide consisted of
four major categories: 1) code-switching; 2) the use of
the word “Black” and other identifiers; 3) experiences
with applying for and/or securing grant funding and
other resources; and 4) advice related to effectively
partnering with Black-led, Black-serving nonprofit
organizations. The Marga Inc. team conducted all
interviews via Zoom. Sessions typically lasted 45-

60 minutes. Participants were made aware that the
interviews were confidential and all quotes used in the
final report would be anonymized. Interviews were
recorded and transcribed.

Interviewee descriptives. Out of the 24 nonprofit
organizations, five are located in the Northeast
(19.2%), 11 are located in the South (42.3%), five are in
the Midwest (19.2%), and five are in the West (19.2%).
Most of the nonprofit representatives were from small
Black-led, Black-serving organizations with nine

out of 24 reporting total annual expenses less than
$100,000, eight between $100,001 and $500,000, and
three between $500,001 and $1,000,000. Only four
representatives worked for nonprofit organizations with
total annual expenses above $1 million.

Analytic approach. Initial coding was conducted

by Marga Inc. and resulted in a report provided to
ABFE and Candid. Supplemental coding of the six
most relevant interview questions was conducted in
multiple phases, combining human expertise with
Al-assisted analysis to ensure both rigor and efficiency
in identifying themes across the dataset. Both human
coders and the Large Language Model (LLM) were
instructed to employ grounded theory methodology,
which allows themes to emerge inductively from the
data rather than imposing predetermined categories.
The coding process involved multiple stages:

1. Initial human coding. The Candid research team
conducted the primary analysis, applying grounded
theory principles. At the completion of their
coding, coders provided a summary of findings,
major themes, and quotes that represented those
themes. For each theme, they provided a count of
the number of respondents who mentioned that
theme. The analysis also captured unique cases and
outliers—responses that diverged from common
patterns—to ensure the full range of nonprofit
leaders’ experiences was represented.

2. Al-assisted validation. To enhance reliability and
identify potential blind spots, researchers utilized
Claude (an Al assistant) to independently code
the same interview questions using an identical
grounded theory framework, after first removing all
identifying information (names, locations, etc.). The
Al analysis was guided by a comprehensive prompt
that specified the persona and expertise, research
context, materials to analyze, participant information,
methodological approach, and output requirements.
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3. Theme development and validation. The original
coders reviewed the Al coding of the question and
resolved the two versions to create a final summary
of interview responses. For each interview question,
researchers identified a final set of major themes,
representative quotes, frequency counts, and overall
summary of interviewees' responses.

4. Overall summary. Finally, the research team
examined themes across all six research questions
to form a comprehensive narrative about Black-led
nonprofit leaders’ experiences and interactions
with funders.

This multi-layered coding approach strengthened
the reliability of findings from the interviews while
ensuring that the nuanced experiences of Black-
led organizations were accurately captured and
respectfully presented.

Mission statement
analysis methodology

Dataframe creation. In July 2025, we conducted
an archival analysis of mission statements of the
respondents of the nonprofit survey plus additional
known Black-led nonprofits (to increase sample
size). Specifically, for each organization we reviewed
available mission statement data between 2009

and 2025, as reported to Candid. For this analysis,
our sample consisted of 627 Black-led nonprofits:
nonprofits that have a Black CEO, a majority Black
board, and serve predominately Black communities.

Sample descriptives. Between 2009 and 2025,

an increasing number of nonprofits have claimed
their Candid profiles and updated their information
including their mission statements. It should be
noted that this increase is due to a combination of
an increase in claimed profiles on Candid's platform
and an increase in new nonprofits (especially among
Black-led nonprofits which tend to be younger). To
be included in our analyses, nonprofits had to have
shared mission data with Candid at least twice (to
allow for analysis of change over time). Overall, 88%
of the Black-led nonprofits in the initial sample shared

mission statement data with Candid at least twice
(n=549). On average within this sample, nonprofit
managers updated their mission statements on their
Candid Profile between one and five times a year (with
a mode of once a year).

Analytic approach. For this analysis, we created four
categories of terms to better understand how nonprofit
managers edit their mission statements:

1. Terms centering Blackness: “African,”
“Black,” “Afro”

2. Broader ethnic/racial terms: "BIPOC,” "people of
color,” “POC," "minority,” “minorities”

3. Broader DEI terms: “racial equity,” "racial justice,”
*JEDL" "justice, equity, diversity, inclusion,” “DEL"
“diversity” + "equity”+ “inclusion” (or any variation
of those three words within a mission statement),
“diversity” + “inclusion” (or any variation of those two
words within a mission statement)

4. Euphemisms: “urban youth,” “underprivileged,”
“underserved,” "disenfranchised.”

We created dummy variables for each category and
computed the percentage of nonprofits that used the
keywords in their mission statements by summing the
dummy variables and dividing the sum by the number
of updates in each year.
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Appendix B:

Summaries and themes

from interview questions

Question 1: Have you ever received advice from
funders to avoid mentioning race in your grant
applications or other materials? If so, tell me more
about that experience. How did they offer this
advice (e.g., direct, implied, suggested, mandated)?
How did you respond? Did you remove race-specific
language or leave it in? What was the outcome?

Summary: Responses reveal a complex landscape
where Black-led nonprofits navigate varying degrees
of pressure regarding racial language. While nearly
half of nonprofits report no direct advice to avoid
mentioning race, the remainder experience subtle
pressures or explicit requests to modify their language.
Organizations demonstrate resilience by maintaining
their missions while adapting language, when
necessary, for funding.

Question 2: Do you ever feel like you have to
use or avoid specific race-related terms to
secure funding?

Summary: More than half of respondents actively
engage in some form of language modification or
code-switching when seeking funding, while one-
quarter explicitly refuse to compromise on racial
language despite potential funding consequences. A
significant portion are aware of or suspect negative
funding outcomes related to their use of explicit racial
language. The responses demonstrate a complex
negotiation between maintaining organizational
authenticity and navigating funder preferences, with
organizations employing various strategies from
adapting language while maintaining their missions
to principled resistance. Several respondents noted
heightened sensitivity around racial language in
funding contexts.

Question 3: If a funder told you they were willing
to fund you only if you didn't mention race in your
grant application, would you be willing to go along
with that? Why, or why not? What would your
board think of this approach? What would your
community think of this approach?

Summary: Responses suggest a divided landscape
where half of respondents would refuse to comply
with requests to remove racial language. The primary
reason cited was that race was fundamental to
their organizational identity, their mission, and the
communities they serve. The remaining nonprofits
would either pragmatically adapt the language
describing their work in order to receive funding

for the work to continue or make conditional
decisions, depending on the amount of funding or
the relationship with the funder. One participant did
not directly answer the question. Many emphasize
that their boards were in agreement regarding their
approach to funders. The responses reflect the
challenges of centering racial identity in the current
funding environment.

Question 4: How central is serving Black
communities to your organization’'s mission?

Summary: The majority of organizations indicated

that race was central to their mission, with many
noting its inextricable tie to their work, values, and
even organization name. The rest of the nonprofits
indicated that they serve Black communities because
Black populations are disproportionately impacted by
the cause they are focused on (e.g., financial insecurity,
domestic violence). Of note, no nonprofit said that race
was not central to their mission or shaped their identity
and work in important ways. Some respondents
acknowledged the precipitating role of George Floyd's
murder in the influx of Black-led nonprofits being
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formed. For those organizations who intentionally
serve Black communities, they often took a very
intentional and visible approach to centering race.

Question 5: What is your approach to talking
about race when describing your organization? Is
this approach the same regardless of who you are
talking to, or do you tailor your messaging? What
factors influence your decisions about when and
how to mention race?

Summary: The majority of respondents maintain
consistent, explicit race-centered messaging, while
nearly half engage in some form of code-switching
(with overlap between these groups). Interviewees
describe their rationale for their choice of language

as simply telling the truth about the organization’s
mission and communities served. Still, they also
demonstrate sophisticated communication strategies,
including tailored approaches for specific contexts,
narrative framing, or using broader terms. About a
third of organizations explicitly frame their work within
broader contexts of equity, justice, or community
needs. The current climate is influencing some
organizations’ approaches, with several organizations
noting recent or anticipated changes in their
messaging strategies. Overall, organizations show
resilience and creativity in maintaining their missions
while navigating complex funding landscapes that may
not always welcome explicit racial focus.

Question 6: The current political climate has
implications for identity-based philanthropy and
the extent to which our sector takes a color-focused
vs. color-blind approach to grantmaking. What is
your perspective of funders that decide to remove
language related to race (i.e., not mentioning
support for Black-led, Black-serving organizations)
or stop sponsoring identity-based programs? What
does it mean to you when language referring to
Black communities is removed?

Summary: Nearly half of respondents view the
removal of racial language as evidence of performative
rather than genuine commitment to racial equity. A
significant portion recognizes these changes as part

of historical cycles of racial progress and backlash.
Despite disappointment and concern, more than
one-third of organizations express determination to
continue their work through pragmatic adaptation.

A similar proportion expresses significant fear about
future implications, while others offer critiques

of philanthropic power structures. The responses
reflect a complex mix of disappointment, resilience,
historical awareness, and strategic thinking as Black-
led organizations navigate an increasingly hostile
funding environment. Many organizations are already
experiencing or anticipating funding declines, with
several noting that this shift began around 2022-2023,
following the post-2020 racial justice movement surge
in support.
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