Anti-Racist OrganizatioNal Development

The process of Dismantling Racism is not just about individuals changing our behavior and ways of thinking.  This important individual work must in turn trigger a commitment to dismantling racism in organizations in order to position us to move effective and accountable racial justice organizing. 

Organizations, like individuals, can evolve to become anti-racist.  The transformation begins with developing a comprehensive understanding of how racism and oppression operate within an organization’s own walls.  From that analysis comes a commitment and concrete plans for dismantling racism within the organization and in the larger society.

There is no cookie cutter approach to anti-racist organizational development.  The road to anti-racist organizational development is necessarily impacted by the size, structure, mission, constituency and geographic location of an organization.  Some organizations may need to commit to transforming their organization in to a multi-cultural anti-racist organization.  Other predominantly white organizations may decide that it is most appropriate to evolve toward being an anti-racist white ally organization that can work in alliance with organizations of color.  People of color organizations may decide to engage in organizational development to address internalized racist oppression within the organization in order to strengthen their ability to build power for communities of color.

This section of the Dismantling Racism Resource Book is designed to provide tools to help organizations begin the discussion of their anti-racist organizational transformation.  If we build a shared and strong analysis of race and racism within our organizations then we will be able to select the tools and processes to achieve anti-racist organizational transformation most appropriate to our organization. 
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The goals of this exercise are to give you time to begin to analyze your organization in terms of the organization’s anti-racist vision.  This is an evaluation tool.

This evaluation is designed for organizations that are either all white or which include both white people and people of color.

Because racism is reflected in every institution and organization in the U.S., it is also present in progressive, social change groups.  The structures and cultures of non-profits and grassroots organizations reproduce white privilege and racial oppression found in the wider society.  But organizations, like individuals evolve, change and grow.  Groups can transform themselves into anti-racist groups.

We are presenting four states of organizational development.  Most organizations have characteristics from each of the states.  No organization fits any stages precisely, although you will find that one stage may be dominant.  Whatever the dominant characteristics of your organization, it is impossible for an organization at the All White Club stage to move directly into becoming an Anti-Racist Organization.  Any transition requires moving through the elements of one stage to the next.

In order to use this assessment, read through the written descriptions and the chart of characteristics and think about how your organization reflects the various states.  Then fill out the worksheet that follows.

The All White Club

All White Clubs are non-profits that, without trying, find themselves with an all white organization.

These are not groups that have intentionally excluded people of color.  In fact, many times they have developed recruitment plans to get more people of color involved in their group.  However, when people of color join the group, they are essentially asked to fit into the existing culture.  Many leave after a frustrating period of trying to be heard.  After years of trying, the Club cannot figure out why they do not have more people of color in their group; they begin to blame people of color for not being interested in the group’s important issue or work, or they just give up.  They do not understand that without analyzing and changing the organizational culture, norms, and power relations, they will always be an all white club.  While they are good people, they have no analysis of racism or of power relations and no accountability to people or communities of color.

The Affirmative Action or ‘Token’ Organization

The Affirmative Action or ‘Token’ Organization is committed to eliminating discrimination in hiring and promotion.

The Affirmative Action or ‘Token’ Organization sets clear affirmative action goals, clear and unambiguous job qualifications and criteria, a percentage of people of color who need to be in a candidate pool for a new job, and a bias-reduced interview process.  Staff and board are encouraged to reduce and/or eliminate their prejudice and the organization may conduct prejudice reduction workshops toward this end.  There may be one or two people of color in leadership positions.  For people of color, coming into the organization feels like little more than tokenism.

The Affirmative Action of ‘Token’ Organization is still basically a white club except it now includes structural and legal means to bring people of color in.

The Multi-Cultural Organization

The Multi-Cultural Organization reflects the contributions and interests of diverse cultural and social groups in its mission, operations, and products or services.

It actively recruits and welcomes people of color and celebrates having a diverse staff and board.  It is committed to reducing prejudice within the group and offers programs that help members learn more about the diverse cultures that make up the organization.  White people in the organization tend to feel good about the commitment to diversity.  Like the previous two, however, people of color are still asked to join the dominant culture and fit in.

An interesting point to consider is that most multi-national corporations are at this stage, while most non-profits, even social change non-profits, are still predominantly in one of the first two stages.  Multi-national corporations recognize that their financial success is tied to their customer base and their customer base is racially diverse.  So, for example, in states where there are active English-only campaigns, the banks are offering ATM machines in English and Spanish.  This is not to say we should model ourselves after multi-national corporations, but it is worth thinking about how they are further ahead than most of us in thinking about the implications of a changing demographics for their organization.

The Anti-Racist Organization

Based on an analysis of the history of racism and power in this country, this organization supports the development of anti-racist white allies and empowered people of color through the organization’s culture, norms, policies and procedures.

The Anti-Racist Organization integrates this commitment into the program, helping white people work together and challenge each other around issues of racism, share power with people of color, take leadership from and be accountable to people of color, feel comfortable with being uncomfortable while understanding that we are all learning all the time.  The Anti-Racist Organization helps people of color become more empowered through taking leadership, sharing in the power, transforming the organizational norms and culture, challenging white allies and other people of color, sharing in decisions about how the organizations resources will be spent, what work gets done as well as how it gets done, the setting of priorities, and allowing people of color to make the same mistakes as white people.  The organization does this by forming white and people of color caucuses, providing training and encouraging discussions about racism, white privilege, power, and accountability, setting clear standards for inclusion at all levels of the organization, reviewing the mission, vision, policies, procedures, board agreements, etc. to insure that the commitment to end racism is a consistent theme, helping people to understand the links between the oppressions, and devoting organizational time and resources to building relationships across race and other barriers.
