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Modern donors have heard the platitudes about “doing 
better” and they have read the diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) pledges on the websites of organizations. 
While that acknowledgment is important, many 
grantmakers recognize that it’s time to move past words 
on a page and put those pledges into action. 

For foundations, incorporating diversity, racial equity, 
and inclusion is urgent work, and it requires a long-
term commitment to regularly reviewing and updating 
organizational values, operational workflows, and 
grantmaking processes. 

Blackbaud’s Manager of Global Social Responsibility 
Melissa Furr hosted a conversation with philanthropy 
experts Tonia Wellons, President and CEO at the 
Greater Washington Community Foundation; Rhett 
Mabry, President at The Duke Endowment; and Michael 
Boulware Moore, VP of Diversity and Inclusion at 
Blackbaud, to explore what actions their organizations 
are taking to put equity into practice. We also posed the 
question to the members of the Blackbaud community 
for their examples as well. 

Organizational Values:  
It Starts at the Top 
Successful racial equity and inclusion efforts start with 
the organization’s leadership and the strategic plan. 
As Michael Moore said, diversity efforts “lift all boats” 
for the organization, especially when you can clearly 
communicate the value equity and inclusion bring. 
“Get past the fact that it’s simply the right thing to 
do,” Michael said. “Your organization has a variety of 
constituents. You need to reflect your stakeholders and 
those you serve. Not to mention the beneficial financial 
impact when you include a variety of life experiences in 
your decision-making.” 

Getting leadership to take action may not always be a 
simple conversation. As Shawn Escoffery from the Roy 
and Patricia Disney Family Foundation shared at the 
2022 Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy 
(AAPIP) and Native Americans in Philanthropy (NAP) joint 

convening, he pushed back on his foundation’s desire 
to do land acknowledgments until the organization 
did more to support Native communities. In an 
article about the session, Supriya Kumar wrote, “Land 
acknowledgments are important, but they need to be 
accompanied by action and commitment.”

That commitment should be documented through the 
organization’s strategic plan and reflected in the goals for 
the foundation’s future. “Our 10-year strategic framework 
centers equity and inclusion in everything we do,” said 
Tonia Wellons of the Greater Washington Community 
Foundation—from creating inclusive racial equity working 
groups to paying stipends for community reviewers. 

At The Duke Endowment, Rhett Mabry found the 
organization needed to do more than check a box when 
it came to racial equity and diversity. The foundation 
was doing episodic training, but there was no follow-
up or tie to a larger goal. “As grantmakers, we try to 
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According to nonprofit leader and consultant Aron 
Goldman, avoid the impulse to throw out applications 
from prospective employees who don’t check a 
diversity box. Instead, invest the resources to build 
long-term relationships with colleges, high schools, and 
professional associations that can sustain an ongoing 
pipeline of applicants from diverse backgrounds.  

This is something The Duke Endowment has done. 
“We require a diverse pool of candidates, so we had 
to develop new connections and relationships in the 
community so we could find candidates we didn’t reach 
in the past,” Rhett said. 

Incorporating diversity and equity into your 
organization’s operations doesn’t stop at employee 
hiring. At the Greater Washington Community 
Foundation, Tonia and her team also extended their 
efforts to contractors and third-party vendors. They 
even shifted their investment management support and 
selected a firm that prioritized women-led and minority 
fund managers. 

strike the right balance between talk and action,” Rhett 
said. Recognizing a need to do more to incorporate the 
mindset throughout the organization, “we signed a multi-
year contract with trainers, and we report to our staff 
twice a year on our progress,” he said. 

Operations: Intentional Action 
Throughout the Organization 
Like DEI pages on websites, the goals outlined in the 
strategic plan need to be lived out in the actions of the 
foundation in order to drive impact. Equity and inclusion 
efforts must be pervasive across the organization, 
including the people you employ and the third parties 
you hire.  

Employees with diverse life experiences bring fresh 
perspectives to your organization. They help you see 
new ways to reach the communities you serve and 
the effect you want to have on society. As Michael 
Moore said on the webinar, “Tap into pools of talented 
employees wherever they are found. See talent in all 
human permutations.” 
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questions to our application in alignment with our goal 
to increase the number of BIPOC-benefiting grants we 
award,” she said. “The added questions are counted in 
our application review scoring, so if the project provides 
a benefit to a BIPOC community, it can receive up to 
10 points that a non-BIPOC project would not be able 
to receive. We also reduced the cash match required 
of BIPOC applicants in an effort to reduce previous 
application barriers that they may have encountered.” 

SUPPORT 

In 2019, Rhett and his team at The Duke Endowment 
realized that, in addition to their funding efforts, they 
needed to do more to support organizations led by 
people of color.  

“In talking with the foundations we work with, it was 
clear that they were thinking about DEI already,” Rhett 
said. “We needed to figure out how we can help support 
them in their endeavors. We worked with our fellow 
foundations in North and South Carolina to help surface 
leaders of color to create a fellowship cohort. This group 
helped design the cohort, which included unrestricted 
operating support.”  

Fellows in the Investing in Leaders of Color program 
also receive technical support, capacity building, and 
networking opportunities. Funders, by working with 
leaders who often know marginalized communities 
best, gain greater proximity to and understanding of 
needs and potential solutions. In addition to the funding, 
this cohort also helped create a network of peers to 
support one another, provide greater access for these 
organizations, and helped build great connections and 
social capital. 

Grantmaking Processes:  
Equity Multiplied 
Just as including a diverse set of life experiences on your 
staff makes your organization stronger, incorporating 
these practices into your grantmaking processes helps 
all your grantees. When you take a close look at your 
application, reporting requirements, and the support you 
provide your grantees, you can amplify your equity work 
by reaching a wider group of deserving organizations. 

APPLICATION 

“Simple applications well-considered can help you make 
rapid decisions,” Tonia Wellons said. Her organization 
spent time looking at the application itself and 
specifically at the information they were collecting. 
What they observed was that sometimes grantmakers 
assign smaller organizations a lower absorptive capacity 
instead of allowing them to prove what they are able 
to actually do, Tonia said. Consequently, many smaller 
organizations are disqualified at the application stage 
due to the lack of resources to fill out lengthy and data-
heavy applications. Short, specific, and clear applications 
can help keep that from happening. 

Melissa Furr mentioned that, as part of Blackbaud’s 
grantmaking process, they’ve been spending time on 
their application as well. “What do we truly need to 
know? We ask questions that speak to the racial equity 
and inclusion efforts of the applicants, how they are 
thinking about it, and where they are on their journey.” 

Breanne Nugent, Contracts Officer with the History 
Colorado State Historical Fund, and a Blackbaud 
community member, also mentioned their efforts to tie 
their equity goals to their application. “We added DEI 

“Simple applications well-considered 
can help you make rapid decisions.”
—Tonia Wellons, President and CEO   

Greater Washington Community Foundation

http://www.blackbaud.com
http://www.blackbaud.com
https://www.dukeendowment.org/news/our-commitment-to-supporting-nonprofit-leaders-of-color
https://www.dukeendowment.org/news/our-commitment-to-supporting-nonprofit-leaders-of-color
https://ilocfellowship.org/
https://www.haasjr.org/resources/absorptive-capacity
https://www.historycolorado.org/state-historical-fund
https://www.historycolorado.org/state-historical-fund


August 2022      5800.443.9441   |   www.blackbaud.com

DEI In Grantmaking: Places to Start 
These are a few examples from the conversation that you can put into practice today, and continue to iterate as you 
get feedback from your community.

1 
Document your commitment to equity in your 
organization’s strategic plan and the long-term 
goals of the organization.

2 
Invest resources into building long-term 
relationships with organizations that can help 
you sustain an ongoing pipeline of applicants 
with diverse backgrounds.

3 
Take a close look at your contractors and third-
party vendors. Are there ways to bring more 
diverse talents to all areas of your organization?

4 
Review your grant applications. Simplify them 
and add specificity and clarity wherever 
possible. Do this at every grant cycle.

5 
Ask questions on your application to make sure 
your grantees align with your overall strategic 
goals around diversity, equity and inclusion.

6 
Find ways to support organizations led by 
people of color in your impact area through 
networking opportunities and making 
resources available for free.

About Blackbaud
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individual change agents—Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact through cloud software, services, data intelligence, 
and expertise. Learn more at www.blackbaud.com.

Start Somewhere and  
Keep Learning 
As Tonia said during the webinar, as grantmakers you 
have to push harder, even as you extend grace to each 
other and to the organizations you support. There will 
be mistakes, and there must be iterations as you learn 
from your communities. Let’s work hard to put our stated 
commitments into practice.  

To learn more about how these grantmakers are being 
intentional about diversity, equity, and inclusion in their 
organizations, watch our on-demand webinar, DEI in 
Practice: How Seasoned Grantmakers Are Adopting 
These Principles. 

Watch the webinar
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