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Racial Diversity

Significant disparities are evident when the racial composition of the boards and staff of conservation and preservation 
organizations are analyzed. Hence, the racial diversity observed in these is much lower than that of gender diversity. 
Racial diversity was lowest on the boards of these organizations and highest amongst interns. As table 3.5 shows, the 
racial characteristics of 1,684 members of the boards of conservation and preservation organizations were obtained. Of 
that number, 95.4% (1,607) of the board members were White while only 77 or 4.6% were minority (figure 3.7).

Table 3.5.  Race/Ethnicity, Board and Staff in Conservation and Preservation Organizations

Whites Blacks Hispanics Asians
Native 

Americans
Arabs/

Muslims Others Whites Minorities
Member of the board 1,684 1,607 32 21 15 0 8 1 95.4% 4.6%
Number of paid staff 3,140 2,763 158 100 95 4 3 17 88.0% 12.0%
Number of staff hired 
in last three years 493 430 27 19 16 0 1 0 87.2% 12.8%
Number of interns 
hosted in last three 
years 559 433 34 39 34 2 1 16 77.5% 22.5%

Number

Organizational Role Total

Percent
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The racial characteristics of 3,140 paid staff were identified. Analysis showed that 88% (2,763) of the staff was White and 
12% or 377 were minority (figure 3.8). To put this in context, Taylor’s (2008) study of mainstream environmental groups 
found that 14.6% of the staff were minorities. Taylor’s 2008 study also found that the more senior the leadership position, 
the lower the percentage of ethnic minorities found occupying them.
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“Diversity is not really an issue that needs additional promotion.  It is 
encouraged.  Women and minorities are the fastest growing groups 

within the sporting community.  There are groups out there that support 
women in the outdoors all other recruitment initiatives are across the 

board in who we try to get involved. All are welcomed and needed.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #442

Even in the economic downturn, conservation and preservation organizations are hiring new staff. Figure 3.9 shows that 
12.8% of the 493 people hired in these organizations were minorities.

Of the 599 people offered internships in conservation and preservation organizations, 126 or 22.5% were minorities (fig-
ure 3.10). This is an important pipeline indicator as some organizations recruit staff from their interns. Later discussion 
will examine the extent to which ethnic minority interns are hired into environmental organizations.

Volunteers and Members

Volunteers

Though conservation and preservation organizations track and report on the number of volunteers they have in their 
organizations, they are less likely to track and report on the gender and racial characteristics of their volunteers.

Respondents were asked to report on the number and demographic characteristics of their regular volunteers over the 
three years. 

• 117 organizations reported a total of 25,561 volunteers.

• 62 organizations reported on the gender of their volunteers; 50.5% of the volunteers are males.



The State of Diversity in Environmental Organizations     3: Diversity in Conservation and Preservation Organizations page 59

o There were 1,348 male volunteers.

o There were 1,327 female volunteers.

• 58 organizations reported that they had a total of 2,524 White volunteers.

• Only 7 organizations reported having minority volunteers—they had a total of 132 such volunteers.

Members

Organizations tend to track how many members they have, but relatively few keep records that contain the gender and 
racial characteristics of the membership. Respondents were asked to say how many members their organization current-
ly had and to describe the gender and racial characteristics of the membership. 

• 103 organizations reported that they had a total of 3,200,636 members.

• 13 organizations reported on the gender of their membership; 59.3% of the members were male.

o There were 3,587 male members.

o There were 2,461 female members.

• Only 7 organizations reported having minority members. They reported 212 minority members.

It will be very challenging to assess diversity of organizations if organizations do not keep demographic data on their 
volunteers and members. 

The National Context

How do these data compare to the national context? It is appropriate to compare the percentage of minorities working 
in conservation and preservation organizations to the percentage of workers in the science and engineering workforce 
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as workers for these organizations are also often drawn from the sciences.

• �Women account for half of the college-educated workforce in 2010 but only 28% of the individuals employed in 
science and engineering occupations.

o �Women employed in science and engineering occupations are concentrated in different sectors than men. 
Women account for: 

— �58% of those employed in the social sciences.

— �48% of those in the life sciences.

— �13% of those in engineering.

— �25% of those in computer and mathematical sciences.

The National Science Foundation study indicates that ethnic minorities are employed in science and engineering fields 
at rates higher than that found in conservation and preservation organizations. The National Science Foundation (2014) 
report found that:

• About 70% of the science and engineering workforce is White.

• Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans comprise 29% of the science and engineering workforce.

 Asians are the ethnic minority group most likely to be employed in science and engineering fields. 

• Asians comprise 5% of the U.S. population age 21 and older, but they hold 19% of the science and engineering jobs.

• In contrast, Asians hold only 3% of the staff positions in conservation/preservation organizations.

Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans are underrepresented in science and engineering occupations.

• �Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans make up 26% of the U.S. population who are 21 years of age or older. 
They occupy only 10% of the jobs in the science and engineering sector.

o �Nonetheless, there is still a higher percentage of Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans employed in sci-
ence and engineering nationwide than in conservation and preservation organizations.

— �Only 8.3% of the staff of conservation and preservation organizations were of these racial or ethnic back-
grounds.

Coalitions, Collaborations, and Networks
Conservation and preservation organizations recognize the value of joining coalitions, collaborating with others, and 
networking. Over half of the organizations participated in these activities. Respondents were asked to report on the 
frequency with which their organizations participated in these activities in the past three years. 
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Frequency of interactions was indicated on a five-point Likert scale with “not at all” being scored as a 1, “seldom” scored 
as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “frequently” scored as a 4, and “very frequently” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for all the activities. This allows for easier comparison between activities. The higher the mean, 
the more likely the organization is to engage in a particular activity.

Table 3.6 and figure 3.11 show that 53.8% of the organizations participated in coalitions either frequently or very fre-
quently. The mean score for this activity was 3.53.

Table 3.6. Interactions Between Conservation/Preservation Organizations and Other Groups

Interaction with  
Other Organizations

Number  
of Orgs. 

Reporting

Not  
at all  

(1)

Seldom 
(2)

Sometimes  
(3)

Frequently  
(4)

Very 
Frequently  

(5)

Mean

Participated in Coalitions 106 14 5 30 25 32 3.53

Collaborated with Others 110 2 4 25 36 43 4.04

Participated in Networks 105 6 8 33 29 29 3.64

Collaborated with  
Low-income Groups

107 43 22 29 10 3 2.14

Collaborated with  
Ethnic Minority Groups

107 39 26 22 16 4 2.25

Collaboration was even more popular—almost 72% of the organizations reported collaborating with other organizations 
frequently or very frequently in the last three years. Less than 2% of the organizations reported not collaborating at all 
in that time period. Collaboration with other organizations had the highest mean score, 4.04 (figure 3.12). 
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Roughly 55% of the organizations said they were frequently or very frequently part of a network in the past three years. 
The mean network participation score was 3.64 (figure 3.13).

However, the coalition-building, collaborating, and networking activities of conservation and preservation organizations 
decline drastically when race and class are taken into consideration. This is important as it could signal the existence 
of cross-race, cross-class barriers that conservation/preservation organizations have difficulty navigating. The inability 
to reduce these could make it more difficult to achieve diversity. Coalition-building, collaborating, and networking are 
activities that can help to lower racial and class barriers and facilitate diversity efforts.

Figure 3.14 shows that 40.2% of the conservation and preservation groups report that they did not collaborate with any 
low-income group in the previous three years and another 20.6% report they seldom collaborated with such groups. 
Less than 3% of the organizations reported collaborating with low-income organizations or groups very frequently. The 
mean collaboration score was 2.14.
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Similarly for race, most of the conservation and preservation organizations reported that they collaborated with ethnic 
minority organizations and groups rarely or not at all in the past three years (figure 3.15). That is, 36.4% of the groups did 
not collaborate with ethnic minority groups at all while another 24.3% of conservation and preservation organizations 
seldom collaborated with such groups. Only 3.7% of the conservation and preservation groups collaborated with ethnic 
minority groups very frequently. The mean score for collaborating with ethnic minority groups or organizations was 2.25.

This indicates that the conservation and preservations organizations find it more difficult to work across class lines 
than racial lines. Figures 3.14 and 3.15 shows that conservation and preservation organizations were more likely to say 
they worked with low-income groups not at all or rarely than they did for ethnic minority groups. Conversely, a higher 
percentage of conservation and preservation organizations indicated that they worked with ethnic minority groups fre-
quently or very frequently than they do with low-income groups.
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Strategies Used to Recruit New Staff
Conservation and preservation organizations use a variety of strategies to recruit new staff (Taylor, 2008; 2011b). Twenty 
recruitment strategies were listed and respondents were asked to say how frequently their organizations used each of 
those strategies to find new staff.  

Frequency with which recruitment strategies were used was indicated on a five-point Likert scale with “not at all” being 
scored as a 1, “rarely” scored as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “frequently” scored as a 4, and “all the time” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for each strategy. This allows for easier comparison between strategies. The higher the mean, 
the more likely it was that the organization used a particular strategy. The strategies are listed from the highest to the 
lowest mean score in the table below.

Table 3.7 shows that the two most commonly used strategies rely on the organization’s internal network to facilitate 
recruiting. Though some conservation and preservation organizations make their job postings public, some don’t. Orga-
nizations can use an Intranet to make information accessible to an internal audience but not the wider public. Reliance on 
word-of-mouth to find new staff is a form of filtering that often results in the information about jobs reaching primarily 
those in a narrowly prescribed network, leading to the replication of already homogenous workforces. This is the case 
because it is unlikely that someone who is not already on the staff or board of such an organization, isn’t a volunteer or 
member, isn’t a collaborator or network ally, or isn’t a friend or family member of someone affiliated with the organiza-
tion will hear about jobs advertised this way.

As table 3.7 shows, the seven search strategies with the lowest means were out-of-network methods that required orga-
nizations to cast a wide net for applicants. That is, these techniques for finding new staff did not rely on informal ties and 
networks. Hence, the least common methods used to search for new staff are conducting national searches, recruiting 
from minority-serving colleges and universities, recruitment at minority environmental professional associations or meet-
ings, hiring those who make cold calls to find out about jobs, use of unemployment or temporary agencies, recruitment 
at job fairs, or hiring those who walk into the office to find out about jobs. Most of the organizations reporting did not 
use any of these methods. Yet these are some of the channels through which an environmental employer is most likely 
to find minority and low-income recruits.

In the case of environmental organizations, filtering and recruitment through informal networks will result in White em-
ployees referring or selecting other Whites for jobs. In this way, race inadvertently plays a role in the selection process 
as the predominantly White workforce replicates itself. 

Broad, multi-faceted recruitment activities help make contact with diverse job seekers and facilitate the building of a 
diverse workforce. But despite professed interest in workforce diversity, many environmental organizations do not cast 
a broad net when recruiting. An indicator of this comes from students in college and university environmental programs 
who report low levels of recruitment from environmental organizations. Taylor (2008) studied 1,224 students in college 
environmental programs and found that only about 32% report being recruited to work in an environmental organization 
in the five years prior to being surveyed. The percentage of students who report being recruited are as follows:

• 53% of Native Americans 
• 35% of Asians 
• 33% of Blacks			    
• 32% of Hispanics, and 
• 31% of Whites.
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Past studies also found that informal networks played an important role in recruiting new workers. Taylor (2008) also 
found that 22.6% of mainstream environmental organizations recruited from within environmental networks, and 20.0% 
used word-of-mouth to find new staff.

Column1 Column2 Column3 Column4 Column5 Column6 Column7 Column8
Techniques Used to Recruit New 
Staff

Number of Orgs. 
Reporting

Not at All      
(1)

Rarely       
(2)

Sometimes    
(3)

Frequently     
(4)

All the Time    
(5) Mean

Post jobs on organization's website 97 32 6 15 11 33 3.07
Rely on word-of-mouth 97 15 15 32 19 16 3.06
Recruit in local community 95 20 12 23 24 16 3.04
Post jobs on other Internet sites 95 31 9 14 14 27 2.97
Recruit from amongst members and 
volunteers 97 23 16 32 13 13 2.76
Recruit from within environmental 
networks 97 27 18 20 16 16 2.75
Recruit from local colleges and 
universities 96 25 14 29 19 9 2.72
Recruit those recommend by current 
staff 93 24 15 32 15 7 2.63
Use Listservs 95 39 12 20 14 10 2.41
Recruit from other environmetal 
organizations or agencies 94 36 13 29 12 4 2.31
Recruit from amongst interns 94 38 10 33 10 3 2.26
Advertise in own newsletters and 
magazines 95 45 16 18 7 9 2.15
Advertise in newspapers 93 50 16 11 10 6 1.99
Conduct national searches 93 54 11 14 9 5 1.92
Recruit from minority-serving 
colleges and universities 93 52 16 16 8 1 1.82
Recruit at minority environmental 
professional associations and 
meetings 93 67 9 11 6 0 1.53
Recruit those making cold calls to ask 
for jobs 93 62 21 8 2 0 1.46
Use unemployment or temporary 
agencies 93 66 16 7 4 0 1.45
Recruit at job fairs 87 63 15 6 1 2 1.44
Recruit those walking in to ask for 
jobs 93 66 20 5 1 1 1.40

Table 3.7.  Strategies Used by Conservation and Preservation Organizations to Recruit New Staff
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The results of this study point to both a strategic and spatial mismatch. That is, conservation and preservation organi-
zations are not seeking out potential minority workers in the places they are most likely to be found. Few organizations 
report recruiting from minority-serving colleges or universities, and they are not routinely recruiting at any of the several 
minority environmental professional associations that hold annual meetings around the country. Low-income and ethnic 
minority job seekers who tend to look for jobs in the newspapers, at unemployment or temporary employment agencies, 
and at job fairs will be unlikely to encounter conservation and preservation organizations at these job-matching venues. 
Low-income and ethnic minority job seekers not privy to the formal and informal environmental networks, therefore, 
are unlikely to find out about jobs this way. Yet, many conservation and preservation organizations search for new staff 
through these channels. These mismatches also hold true for government environmental agencies as well as environ-
mental grantmaking foundations.

 An employer or recruiter cannot always expect the talent to come to them. The recruiter has to go to the talent. Stewart 
Udall understood this in 1961, hence the reason he sent recruiters to find talented ethnic minority students in “places 
where Interior has never gone before.” By doing this, Udall team ended up recruiting a future director of the National 
Park Service (McDonnell, 2006: 5).

Factors Hindering the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities
 Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which a list of 22 factors hindered their organization’s hiring of ethnic 
minorities (table 3.8). A five-point Likert scale was used to measure the extent of the hindrance. “Never” was scored 
as a 1, “rarely” scored as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “most of the time” scored as a 4, and “always” scored as a 5. 

 Means were calculated for each factor. This allows for comparison between the factors. The higher the mean, the more 
likely a particular factor hindered the organization from hiring ethnic minorities. 

 The three factors most likely to inhibit minority hiring were: organizations having very few positions available— about 
69% of the organizations reported that this was hindrance most of the time or always. This factor had a mean of 3.73.

 Another very salient factor was lack of minority applicants (mean of 3.64). A third factor —the lack of a diversity manag-
er—was also mentioned as hindering the hiring of minorities.
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Column1 Column2 Column3 Column4 Column5 Column6 Column7 Colu

Factors Hindering the Hiring of 
Minorities

Number of 
Orgs. 

Reporting Never (1) Rarely (2)
Sometimes 

(3)
Most of the 

Time (4) Always (5) Mean
Very few positions are available 86 12 4 11 27 32 3.73
Lack of minority applicants for jobs 83 13 2 11 33 24 3.64
The organization does not have a 
diversity manager 71 30 1 5 7 28 3.03
There are few minorities in our 
recruiting networks 77 23 5 25 19 5 2.71

Few minorities live in local community 86 33 11 11 18 12 2.60
Rural location 85 41 5 11 12 16 2.49

Minorities are unaware of job 
openings 74 31 8 25 9 1 2.20

Lack of role models in the organization 72 40 8 11 5 8 2.07
Lack of mentors in the organization 72 42 6 11 7 6 2.01
The organization has not made any 
effort to hire or recruit minorities 81 45 11 13 7 5 1.96
We do not know how to recruit 
minorities 74 46 6 13 8 1 1.81
The organization does not have a 
diversity policy 71 54 6 2 4 5 1.59
The organization lacks the funds to 
hire minorities 74 58 3 6 2 5 1.55
Minorities lack the necessary 
educational qualifications 79 56 12 9 2 0 1.46
Minorities desire higher wages than 
we can pay 81 59 10 11 1 0 1.44
Minorities do not want to work for 
organizations like ours 73 56 6 7 4 0 1.44
Minorities do not stay long if they are 
hired 71 64 5 1 2 1 1.23
Minorities want to focus on racial and 
other social issues; this is not the focus 
of our organization 73 56 8 5 4 0 1.23
The organization prefers to hire from 
certain universities 77 66 6 4 1 0 1.22
Minorities do not have the skills we are 
looking for 74 65 4 4 1 0 1.20
Minorities may not be well received in 
the organization 81 76 4 1 0 0 1.07
The organization does not hire 
minorities 75 75 0 0 0 0 1.00

Table 3.8.  The Extent to which Factors Hinder the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities in Conservation and Preservation Organizations
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The factors that were least likely to be mentioned as interfering with the hiring of minorities were: the perception that 
minorities do not have the skills being sought, minorities would not be well received in the organization, and the organi-
zation did not hire minorities.  Few organizations indicated these factors were barriers to hiring ethnic minorities. There 
seems to be a reduction in the salience of these perceptions of ethnic minorities.

“Diversity in environmental organizations is incredibly important. As we 
do not have a lot of staff positions, the tool we feel best equipped to 

use is to try to have diversity represented in the leaders of our 
educational programming. We are very interested in developing an 

internship program and training a diverse next generation of 
environmental leaders. Looking forward to your next steps!”

Quote from Survey Respondent #505

Diversity Initiatives Currently Being Undertaken
Respondents were also asked to indicate which diversity initiatives, if any, their organization had undertaken in the past 
five years. Respondents were provided with 22 diversity options; they reported whether or not their organizations had 
participated in these initiatives. The initiatives included options that were no-cost, low-cost, and ones requiring signifi-
cant investment of funds.

Table 3.9 shows that cost isn’t always an overriding factor when it comes to which diversity initiatives organizations em-
brace. As the table shows the diversity initiative that was undertaken by the highest percentage of organizations was 
a high-cost one that fostered gender diversity. That is, 69.9% of the reporting organizations indicated that they had 
promoted women already working in the organization to top leadership positions. In contrast, only 29% of organizations 
promoted minorities already working in those institutions to top leadership positions. In other words, conservation and 
preservation organizations were more than twice as likely to use this high-cost option to promote women to leadership 
positions as they were to use it to promote ethnic minorities.
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Number Percentage

Promote women already working in the organization to top 
leadership positions 73 51 69.9 Signficant cost
Take steps to broaden applicant pool for jobs 72 44 61.1 No or low cost
Organize outreach activities to diverse constituents 74 43 58.1 Low cost
Develop partnerships with minority institutions 74 31 41.9 Low cost
Consult with minority environmental professionals 73 28 38.4 Low to moderate cost

Advertise in media (magazines, newspapers, television, 
websites) serving minority audiences 73 26 35.6 No or low cost
Have targeted searches to meet diversity goals 74 26 35.1 Low cost

Develop internship program to provide work experience for 
minorities 73 25 34.2 Signficant cost
Hire ethnic minority employees 77 25 32.5 Signficant cost
Recruit from minority institutions 72 22 30.6 No or low cost

Promote minorities already working in the organization to 
top leadership positions 69 20 29.0 Signficant cost
Hold diversity training and staff meetings to discuss 
diversity 73 20 27.4 No or low cost
Develop training/leadership programs for women 73 20 27.4 No to moderate cost

Hire interns participating in diversity programs 71 19 26.8 Signficant cost
Develop mentoring programs 72 19 26.4 No or low cost
Develop training/leadership programs for minorities 72 13 18.1 No to moderate cost
Develop training/leadership programs for low income 
residents 72 11 15.3 No to moderate cost

Hire consultants or use job-placement companies to find 
minority workers 73 11 15.1 Low to moderate cost
Provide funds to facilitate diversity efforts 74 11 14.9 Low to significant cost
Create a diversity committee 74 7 9.5 No or low cost

Promote diversity manager to any other positions of 
leadership in the organization 65 3 4.6

Moderate to significant 
cost

Have a diversity manager 71 2 2.8 Signficant cost

Table 3.9.  Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in Conservation and Preservation Organizations in the Past Five Years

Yes
Number of 

Orgs. 
ReportingDiversity Initiatives Undertaken in the Past Five Years

Potential Cost of 
Initiative
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Social class continues to be more challenging for conservation and preservation organizations to navigate than gender 
or race. This is evident in their programming. The table shows that while 27.4% of the reporting organizations developed 
training or leadership programs targeted towards women, 18.1% developed similar programs targeted towards ethnic 
minorities, and only 15.3% developed such programs for low-income residents.

One of the no-cost/low-cost options was embraced by a majority of the reporting organizations. Most of them, 61.1%, 
reported taking steps to broaden the applicant pools for jobs. More than half of the organizations (58.1%) also reported 
organizing outreach activities to diverse constituents.

 However, less than half of the organizations undertook other no-cost or low-cost initiatives.

• 41.9% advertised in media serving minority audiences.

• 35.6% developed partnerships with minority institutions.

• 35.1% had targeted searches to meet diversity goals.

• 30.6% recruited from minority institutions.

• 27.4% held diversity training or staff meetings where diversity issues are discussed.

• 26.4% developed a mentoring program.

• 9.5% created a diversity committee.

The initiatives that are least likely to be undertaken by the reporting organization are related to the diversity manager’s 
position. Only 2.8% of the organizations had a diversity manager in the past five years. Only 4.8% reported promoting 
the diversity manager to other positions of leadership in the organization. These options could involve significant outlays 
of funds.

“It’s not about diversity, it is about willingness to help.” 

Quote from Survey Respondent #321:
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Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in the Future
Respondents were provided with a list of 13 diversity initiatives and were asked to indicate which ones they thought 
should be undertaken in their region in the future. They were also asked to indicate how likely their organization was 
to participate in the initiatives. Table 3.10 lists percentage of organizations that would like to see particular diversity 
initiatives developed in their region. The table also lists the percentage of organizations that were likely or very likely to 
support in the initiatives if they were developed.

The table indicates that 50% or more of the reporting organizations would like to see all but two of the initiatives devel-
oped in their region. Enthusiasm was greatest for the idea of developing a pipeline for greater inclusion of minority and 
low-income residents in the activities, workforce, or boards of organizations. 

• 73.6% of the organizations said such an initiative should be developed.

• 50% of the organizations indicated they would be likely or very likely to participate in such an initiative.

 Almost 70% of the organizations would like to see a training program for low-income and minority residents interested 
in working in or participating in organizational activities. This initiative would be supported by just over a third of the 
organizations—36.7% indicated they would be likely or very likely to support such an initiative.

There was also strong support for the idea of creating a web portal to identify ethnic minorities for jobs, consultancies, 
speakers, expert testimonies, board positions, etc. Roughly two-thirds of the organizations would like to see an initiative 
like this developed and more than half (54.2%) indicated they would be likely or very likely to support the initiative.

Twenty organizations held diversity training for their staff in the last five years, however, 44.6% of the organizations 
indicated that such a diversity initiative should be undertaken in the future. A smaller percentage of the organizations 
(42.3%) indicated that a diversity conference should be held in their region. If such a conference were organized, only 
34% of the organizations indicated they would be likely or very likely to support it. 
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Number Percentage Number Percentage
Develop a pipeline for greater inclusion of minority and 
low-income residents in the activities, workforce, or 
boards of organizations like yours

53 39 73.6 50 25 50.0

Develop training program for low-income and ethnic 
minority residents interested in working in or participating 
in activities in organizations like yours

53 36 67.9 49 18 36.7

Create a web portal for identifying ethnic minority 
environmental professionals for jobs, consultancies, 
speakers, expert testimonies, board positions, etc.

49 33 67.3 48 26 54.2

Create a regional diversity working group to help 
facilitate diversity initiatives

50 32 64.0 47 17 36.2

Use social media to keep track of diversity activities in 
the region and elsewhere

48 29 60.4 45 21 46.7

Include more issues of interest to low-income 
communities and ethnic minorities on the agenda of 
organizations like yours

48 29 60.4 44 18 40.9

Use social media to participate remotely in diversity 
activities in the region and elsewhere

47 27 57.4 44 18 40.9

Organize job fairs in ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

49 28 57.1 45 11 24.4

Expand the agenda of organizations like yours to include 
more issues affecting ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

51 28 54.9 45 17 37.8

Organize workshops on diversity 53 28 52.8 49 21 42.8
Create Listservs and email groups for the purpose of 
focusing on diversity issues and activities

48 24 50.0 44 12 27.3

Hold diversity training for staff in organizations like yours 56 25 44.6 47 17 36.2
Organize a diversity conference 52 22 42.3 47 16 34.0

Table 3.10.  Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in the Future in the Region

Yes
Likely/Very Likely to 

Support it
Number of 

Orgs. 
Reporting

Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in 
the Future

Number of 
Orgs. 

Reporting
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Conservation and preservation organizations indicate that they would like to see a pipeline of minority talent in the fu-
ture. However, data presented earlier in this chapter indicates that these organizations are not using current pipelines 
effectively. 

The next chapter examines diversity in government environmental entities. It highlights similarities and differences be-
tween diversity in the nonprofit and government sectors.

“The land trust movement…has pushed hard over the past few years to 
increase urban initiatives. This has helped connect low-income/minority groups 

to the outdoors and land conservation (which increases public support for 
land conservation and increases fundraising ability), but in a direct sense, it is  

also taking away landscape conservation efforts in favor of small ‘pocket’ 
conservation in urban settings.  

 
The urban work is important, but it may be sacrificing the mission of some 

organizations of protecting natural resources and ecosystems, in favor of small 
‘feel-good’ projects that have high visibility and impact to a local community, but 

lack meaningful natural resource protection for the larger region.  
 

The question is, when should an organization’s mission be changed to increase 
diversity, and is that the best way to do so, or should we look at why 

minorities are not landowners/farmers and look to change that through 
some larger societal change.  

 
We would love more diversity in our organization’s board and membership,  
but the potential just doesn’t exist with our mission and our service area.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #379



The State of Diversity in Environmental Organizations     4: Diversity in Government Environmental Agencies page 74

Chapter 4.  
Diversity in  
Government  
Environmental  
Agencies
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Leadership Positions in  
Government Environmental Agencies
The study examined institutional diversity in 74 federal, state, and local government environmental agencies. The most 
common leadership positions were that of the executive director, public relations manager, associate director, human re-
sources director, and information technology manager. The diversity manager’s position is more common in government 
environmental agencies than in conservation and preservation organizations. Fifteen agencies reported having diversity 
managers, constituting 20.3% of the sample (table 4.1 and figure 4.1).

Gender Diversity and Leadership

Males dominated several leadership positions. Seventy percent or more of the investment managers, chairs of the board, 
executive directors, information technology managers, program directors, associate directors, and presidents were 
male. Four of these seven positions (chair of the board, executive director, associate director, and president) are among 
the most visible and powerful decision-making positions in the organizations.  

Percentage male in leadership positions:

• 100% of the investment managers 

• 86.7% chairs of the board

• 76.1% executive directors

• 74.3% information technology managers

• 71.9% program directors

• 71.1% associate directors

• 70% of the presidents

A higher percentage of females than males were found in some positions. More than 70% of community organizers, 
secretaries, human resources directors, fundraisers, and accountants were female. None of these are face-of-the-orga-
nization positions.

Percentage female in leadership positions:

• 81.3% community organizers

• 84.6% secretaries

• 77.8% human resources directors

• 75% fundraisers

• 72.2% accountants
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The executive director’s position is the most common in these government entities. Males in government agencies oc-
cupy a much higher percentage of this position than they do in conservation/preservation organizations (76.1% versus 
57.4%). When there is a president, the position is most likely to be occupied by a male in both types of institutions, but 
the percentage of males occupying this position is higher in conservation/preservation organizations than in government 
agencies (76.9% versus 70.0%).

Table 4.1.  Gender and Leadership in Government Agencies

Leadership Positions 

Number of 
Organizations with 

Specified 
Leadership Position 

(n=74 )

Number 
With Males 
in Specified 
Leadership 

Position Percent

Number 
With 

Females in 
Specified 

Leadership Percent
Executive Director 46 35 76.1% 11 23.9%
Public Relations Manager 41 18 43.9% 23 56.1%
Assistant/Associate Director 38 27 71.1% 11 28.9%
Human Resources Director 36 8 22.2% 28 77.8%
Information Technology Manager 35 26 74.3% 9 25.7%
Program Director 32 23 71.9% 9 28.1%
Web Designer/Manager 28 14 50.0% 14 50.0%
Secretary 26 4 15.4% 22 84.6%
Business Manager 26 12 46.2% 14 53.8%
Legal Counsel 24 11 45.8% 13 54.2%
President 20 14 70.0% 6 30.0%
Project Coordinator 19 7 36.8% 12 63.2%
Accountant 18 5 27.8% 13 72.2%
Spokesperson 18 8 44.4% 10 55.6%
Vice Chair of the Board 16 11 68.8% 5 31.3%
Grants Manager 16 6 37.5% 10 62.5%
Community Organizer 16 3 18.8% 13 81.3%
Chair of the Board 15 13 86.7% 2 13.3%
Diversity Manager 15 5 33.3% 10 66.7%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 15 6 40.0% 9 60.0%
Vice President 13 8 61.5% 5 38.5%
Treasurer 10 5 50.0% 5 50.0%
Lobbyist 5 3 60.0% 2 40.0%
Fundraiser 4 1 25.0% 3 75.0%
Investment Manager 2 2 100.0% 0 0.0%
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Though more government agencies have diversity managers than conservation/ preservation organizations, the per-
centage of males occupying the diversity manager’s post is 33.3% in both types of institutions.

Racial Diversity and Leadership

As was the case with the conservation and preservation organizations, environmental agencies had greater gender 
diversity than racial diversity. All of the vice chairs of the board, lobbyists, and investment managers in government 
environmental agencies were White. So were more than 90% of the program directors, web designers/managers, legal 
counsels, business managers, and vice presidents (table 4.2 and figure 4.2).
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Table 4.2.  Race and Leadership in Government Agencies

Leadership Positions 

Number of 
Organizations with 

Specified Leadership 
Position (n=74)

Number With 
Whites in 
Specified 

Leadership 
Position Percent

Number With 
Minorities in 

Specified 
Leadership 

Position Percent
Executive Director 47 41 87.2% 6 12.8%
Public Relations Manager 40 34 85.0% 6 15.0%
Assistant/Associate Director 37 31 83.8% 6 16.2%
Human Resources Director 35 24 68.6% 11 31.4%
Information Technology Manager 34 25 73.5% 9 26.5%
Program Director 29 28 96.6% 1 3.4%
Secretary 26 22 84.6% 4 15.4%
Business Manager 26 24 92.3% 2 7.7%
Web Designer/Manager 25 24 96.0% 1 4.0%
Legal Counsel 22 21 95.5% 1 4.5%
President 21 17 81.0% 4 19.0%
Project Coordinator 18 15 83.3% 3 16.7%
Accountant 17 13 76.5% 4 23.5%
Spokesperson 16 14 87.5% 2 12.5%
Chair of the Board 15 12 80.0% 3 20.0%
Vice Chair of the Board 15 15 100.0% 0 0.0%
Grants Manager 15 13 86.7% 2 13.3%
Diversity Manager 15 5 33.3% 10 66.7%
Community Organizer 14 10 71.4% 4 28.6%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 13 11 84.6% 2 15.4%
Vice President 12 11 91.7% 1 8.3%
Treasurer 9 8 88.9% 1 11.1%
Lobbyist 5 5 100.0% 0 0.0%
Fundraiser 4 2 50.0% 2 50.0%
Investment Manager 2 2 100.0% 0 0.0%

However, ethnic minorities occupied more than a quarter of the following positions:

• 66.7% of the diversity managers

• 50% of the fundraisers

• 31.4% of the human resources directors

• 28.6% of the community organizers

• 26.5% of the information technology managers

Ethnic minorities are rarely the face of the agency: they comprised only 20% of the chairs of the board, 19% of the pres-
idents, 12.8% of the executive directors, 8.3% of the vice presidents, and none of the vice chairs of the board.
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‘“There are minorities working on environmental issues and concerns. 
They may not be proportionally represented in “traditional” environmental 

organizations. Rather than trying to get minorities into existing 
environmental organizations, I think it would be more effective for majorities 

to join the existing environmental organizations that already have large 
percentages of minorities.  In other words rather than having the “them”  

join “us” we should be joining “them.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #536

Board Members, Staff, and Interns

Gender Diversity

Males dominated the board positions of government environmental agencies even to a greater extent than they did on 
the boards of conservation and preservation organizations (table 4.3). That is, 67% of the 94 board positions in govern-
ment environmental agencies were held by males (figure 4.3). Males also held 60.2% of the 15,483 paid staff positions 
in government environmental agencies (figure 4.4). In conservation/preservation organizations, they held only 44.5% of 
the staff positions. Males accounted for 63.5% of the 731 staff hired in the government environmental agencies over 
the last three years (figure 4.5). In contrast, they accounted for only 40.6% of such positions in conservation and preser-
vation organizations. Regarding internships held in the past three years, males were slightly less likely than females to 
have interned in government environmental agencies (48.5% versus 51.5%) (Figure 4.6). The vast majority of the people 
interning in conservation and preservation organizations were females.
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Table 4.3.  Male and Female Board and Staff Members

Number Percent Number Percent
Member of the board 94 63 67.0 31 33.0
Number of paid staff 15,483 9,319 60.2 6,164 39.8
Staff hired in the last three years 731 464 63.5 267 36.5
Interns hosted in the last three years 200 97 48.5 103 51.5

Organizational Role Total
Males Females
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“The _______ has a diversity program and mandatory training. We work to seek 
more minorities hired in our organization. Irrespective of diversity, there 

seems to be a declining interest in doing outdoor fieldwork. Permanent jobs 
are by default advertised nationally through USAJobs website. Local and 

national Listservs are best for hiring seasonal and contractual employees.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #196
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Racial Diversity

As was the case with conservation and preservation organizations, racial diversity lagged far behind gender diversity 
in government environmental agencies. The six ethnic minorities on the boards of government environmental agencies 
occupied only 6.9% of the board positions (table 4.4 and figure 4.7).

• �Nonetheless, that percentage was somewhat higher than in conservation and preservation organizations where 
ethnic minorities comprised a mere 4.6% of the board positions.

The percentage of ethnic minorities on the paid staff of government environmental agencies was 12.4% or 1,467 employ-
ees. This was only slightly higher than the 12% on the staff of conservation and preservation organizations (figure 4.8). 

Table 4.4.  White and Ethnic Minority Board and Staff Members

Number Percent Number Percent
Member of the board 87 81 93.1 6 6.9
Number of paid staff 11,790 10,323 87.6 1,467 12.4
Staff hired in the last three years 683 603 88.3 80 11.7
Interns hosted in the last three years 120 102 85.0 18 15.0
 

Organizational Role Total
Whites Minorities
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Only 80 or 11.7% of the 683 employees hired in the last three years in government environmental agencies were ethnic 
minorities (figure 4.9). This percentage is lower than the 12.8% of ethnic minorities found among hires made in the last 
three years in conservation and preservation organizations. 

Over the past three years, government environmental agencies were much less likely to host ethnic minority interns 
than conservation/preservation organizations. Of the 120 interns hosted in government environmental agencies, 18 or 
15% were ethnic minorities (figure 4.10). In comparison, conservation and preservation organizations hosted 126 ethnic 
minority interns; this amounted to 22.5% of the total interns hosted by these organizations.

“I’m sure my agency is recruiting from minority school[s] and is trying to be inclusive.  
[T]hey are light years behind the NPS in several ways: staff rarely if ever get in-person 

diversity experience/exposure/lessons, etc. Management is directed to have us take 
web-based classes on diversity/discrimination/etc. Nationally, they try to be inclusive, 
but no one here has heard of the Mosaic Conf, EEO emphasis months, etc. Have you? … 

seems to want to stay away f[rom] embracing diversity. My being American Indian 
doesn’t inspire them to ask for more enlightenment during American Indian Special 

Emphasis Month. Until we get more like the NPS, we’ll never get much more diversity.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #8
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Coalitions, Collaborations, and Networks
Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which government environmental agencies interacted with other or-
ganizations or groups. They also indicated whether their agency was involved in any coalitions, collaborations, and net-
works. Frequency of interaction was indicated on a five-point Likert scale with “not at all” being scored as a 1, “seldom” 
scored as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “frequently” scored as a 4, and “very frequently” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for all the activities. This allows for easier comparison between activities as well as between other 
types of institutions. The higher the mean, the more likely the agency is to engage in a particular activity.

The pattern of collaboration between government environmental agencies mirrors that observed in conservation and 
preservation organizations. Table 4.5 shows that government environmental agencies were most likely to collaborate 
with other organizations (mean 4.03). See figures 4.11 and 4.12 also.

Table 4.5.  Interactions Between Government Environmental Agencies and Other Groups

Interaction with Other 
Organizations Number of 

Not at 
all Seldom Sometimes Frequently

Very 
Frequently Mean

Participated in Coalitions 30 9 0 6 10 5 3.07
Collaborated with Others 34 2 1 6 10 15 4.03
Participated in Networks 31 4 2 6 9 10 3.61
Collaborated with Low-
income Groups

31 13 5 8 3 2 2.23

Collaborated with Ethnic 
Minority Groups

31 10 3 9 7 2 2.61

Government environmental agencies also participated in networks at a high rate (figure 4.13). The government agency 
rate of participation was very similar to that of conservation and preservation organizations (mean of 3.61 versus 3.64).

Government environmental agencies were much less likely to collaborate with ethnic minority groups (mean of 2.61) and 
low-income groups (mean of 2.23) than in other kinds of collaborations. See figures 4.14 and 4.15).

• �Despite these low means, the government environmental agencies collaborated with these two groups at higher 
rates than the conservation/preservation organizations.

• Social class seems to be the most challenging divide to bridge for government environmental agencies. 

o �These agencies had the lowest rate of interactions with low-income groups. In all, 41.9% of government 
agencies indicated that they did not work with any low-income groups..
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Strategies Used to Recruit New Staff
Government environmental agencies use several techniques to recruit new staff. Twenty recruitment strategies were 
listed and respondents were asked to say how frequently their organizations used each of those strategies to find new 
employees.  

Frequency was indicated on a five-point Likert scale with “not at all” being scored as a 1, “rarely” scored as a 2, “some-
times” scored as a 3, “frequently” scored as a 4, and “all the time” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for each strategy. This makes it easier to compare strategies across institutional types. The higher 
the mean, the more likely the agency used a particular strategy. 

As table 4.6 shows, posting job listings on the agency’s website is the most commonly used recruitment strategy. This strat-
egy is relied on more heavily in government environmental agencies than in conservation and preservation organizations 
(mean of 4.0 vs. 3.07). Moreover, the government-wide database (https://www.usajobs.gov) makes it easy to post and view 
federal employment opportunities, creating greater access to information about jobs as the public can view postings. 
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Techniques Used to Recruit New Number of Orgs. Not at all   Rarely   Sometimes Frequently  All the Time  Mean
Techniques Used to Recruit New 
Staff

Number of Orgs. 
Reporting

Not at all   
(1) Rarely   (2)

Sometimes 
(3)

Frequently  
(4)

All the Time  
(5) Mean

Post jobs on organization's website 33 4 1 3 8 17 4.00
Post jobs on other Internet sites 31 4 4 10 5 8 3.29
Recruit in local community 31 6 3 8 8 6 3.16
Recruit from local colleges and 
universities 31 5 3 10 9 4 3.13
Recruit from within environmental 
networks 29 6 3 12 3 5 2.93
Recruit those recommend by current 
staff 31 6 6 12 5 2 2.71
Rely on word-of-mouth 30 10 1 12 3 4 2.67
Recruit from amongst interns 29 7 7 9 4 2 2.55
Recruit from amongst members and 
volunteers 30 12 1 11 6 0 2.37
Advertise in newspapers 30 14 3 5 4 4 2.37
Conduct national searches 31 12 7 4 5 3 2.35
Recruit from other environmental 
organizations or agencies 31 10 6 11 3 1 2.32
Use Listservs 28 12 6 4 2 4 2.29
Recruit from minority-serving 
colleges and universities 30 12 7 8 3 0 2.07
Recruit at job fairs 31 13 6 11 1 0 2.00
Advertise in own newsletters or 
magazines 28 16 2 7 2 1 1.93
Use unemployment or temporary 
agencies 30 14 9 5 2 0 1.83
Recruit those walking in to ask for 
jobs 32 19 7 4 1 1 1.69
Recruit at minority environmental 
professional associations and 
meetings 29 19 5 3 2 0 1.59
Recruit those making cold calls to ask 
for jobs 30 21 7 1 1 0 1.40

Table 4.6.  Strategies Used by Government Environmental Agencies to Recruit New Staff

There were some other important differences between the recruitment strategies of government environmental agen-
cies and conservation/preservation organizations. Government environmental agencies relied on recruitment in local 
communities (mean of 3.16) and from local colleges and universities (mean of 3.13) more heavily than do conservation/
preservation organizations. 
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On the other hand, conservation/preservation organizations still rely much more heavily on advertising job opening 
through word-of-mouth channels. While this strategy had a mean of 3.06 in conservation/preservation organizations and 
was the second most frequently used strategy, it was the eighth most commonly used strategy in government environ-
mental agencies (mean of 2.67).

Though government environmental agencies were more likely than conservation and preservation organizations to re-
cruit from minority-serving colleges or from minority environmental professional association gatherings, these two re-
cruitment strategies were amongst the least utilized strategies for agencies. 

Factors Hindering the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities
Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which a list of 22 factors hindered their agency’s hiring of ethnic 
minorities. A five-point Likert scale was used to measure the extent of hindrance. “Never” was scored as a 1, “rarely” 
scored as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “most of the time” scored as a 4, and “always” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for each factor. This facilitates comparisons between the factors and between different types of 
institutions. The higher the mean, the more likely a particular factor impeded the agency’s efforts to hire ethnic minorities. 

The two factors most frequently cited as encumbrances to the hiring of ethnic minorities was the lack of minority appli-
cants for jobs and very few positions available (table 4.7). These factors had means of 3.59 and 3.17 respectively. These 
were the same two factors—in reverse order—that conservation and preservation organizations indicated stymied the 
hiring of ethnic minorities in their institutions.

Lack of diversity managers was seen as a bigger impediment in conservation and preservation organizations than in 
government environmental agencies. Conservation and preservation organizations ranked this factor third with a mean 
of 3.03 while government environmental agencies ranked it seventh with a mean of 2.15. The diversity manager might 
be seen of less of an impediment in government environmental agencies because a higher percentage of these entities 
already have a diversity manager on staff.
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Column1 Column2 Column3 Column4 Column5 Column6 Column7 Column8

Factors Hindering the Hiring of 
Minorities

Number of 
Orgs. 

Reporting Never (1) Rarely (2)
Sometimes 

(3)
Most of the 

Time (4) Always (5) Mean
Lack of minority applicants for jobs 29 3 2 5 13 6 3.59
Very few positions are available 30 6 3 9 4 8 3.17
There are few minorities in our 
recruiting networks 29 8 3 8 7 3 2.79
Minorities are unaware of job 
openings 26 9 2 10 4 1 2.46

Few minorities live in local community 30 13 6 3 6 2 2.27
Rural location 30 14 6 4 3 3 2.17
The organization does not have a 
diversity manager 27 18 1 0 2 6 2.15
Minorities lack the necessary 
educational qualifications 27 13 5 5 3 1 2.04
We do not know how to recruit 
minorities 26 14 3 5 3 1 2.00
Lack of mentors in the organization 27 14 3 8 1 1 1.96
Lack of role models in the organization 27 15 3 6 2 1 1.93
The organization has not made any 
effort to hire or recruit minorities 27 18 2 4 2 1 1.74
Minorities do not want to work for 
organizations like ours 26 18 1 5 1 1 1.69
Minorities do not have the skills we are 
looking for 28 18 5 3 2 0 1.61
The organization does not have a 
diversity policy 28 22 1 1 3 1 1.57
The organization prefers to hire from 
certain universities 29 21 4 3 1 0 1.45
Minorities want to focus on racial and 
other social issues; this is not the focus 
of our organization 26 21 3 0 2 0 1.35
Minorities may not be well received in 29 22 5 1 1 0 1.34
The organization lacks the funds to 
hire minorities 27 23 1 2 0 1 1.33
Minorities do not stay long if they are 
hired 26 22 2 1 1 0 1.27
Minorities desire higher wages than 
we can pay 27 21 5 1 0 0 1.26
The organization does not hire 
minorities 29 26 2 0 0 1 1.21

Table 4.7.  The Extent to which Factors Hinder the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities in Government Environmental Agencies
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As was the case with the conservation/preservation organizations, factors (such as minorities will not stay long if they 
are hired, minorities desire wages that are too high for organizations to pay, and that minorities are not qualified) that 
have been cited in the past as issues impeding minority hiring do not have much salience in either type of institution (see 
for example ECO, 1992; Taylor 2008; 2011b). Relatively few organizations reported that these factors obstructed their 
efforts to hire minorities, indicating that the climate for hiring ethnic minorities could be improving.

Diversity Initiatives Currently Being Undertaken
Respondents were asked to indicate what kinds of diversity initiatives their agencies had undertaken in the last five years. 
Generally speaking, government environmental agencies were more likely to undertake diversity initiatives than conser-
vation and preservation organizations. The initiative undertaken most frequently by the agencies was a low-cost activi-
ty—holding diversity training and staff meetings to discuss diversity issues. While 80.8% of government environmental 
agencies undertook this initiative, only 27.5% of conservation and preservation organizations did the same (table 4.8).

The second most popular diversity initiative in government environmental agencies was promoting women already 
working in the organization to top leadership positions. Even though this was the most commonly undertaken initiative 
in conservation and preservation organizations, a much higher percentage of government environmental agencies un-
dertook this initiative. That is, 80% of government environmental agencies opted to use this strategy. In comparison, 
69.9% of conservation and preservation organizations undertook this initiative.

 Hiring ethnic minorities was the third most popular initiative undertaken by government environmental agencies—74.1% 
of them indicated they used this strategy. This is in stark contrast to conservation and preservation organizations where 
only 32.5% of those institutions undertook this initiative.

Government environmental agencies were also much more likely to say they took steps to broaden the applicant pool 
than conservation and preservation organizations; 73.1% of the agencies indicated they did this. In comparison, 61.1% of 
conservation and preservation organizations utilized this strategy.

Similarly, government environmental agencies were much more likely to promote ethnic minorities already working in the 
organization to top leadership positions than conservation and preservation organizations. While 60.9% of the agencies 
employed this strategy, only 29% of conservation and preservation organizations did likewise.

It is interesting to note that despite being public entities, government environmental agencies were more likely to 
promote women than minorities. That is, 80% of the agencies promoted women already working in the organization to 
top leadership positions while only 60.9% promoted ethnic minorities to top leadership positions. The gap in this type 
of promotion was larger in conservation/preservation organizations than it was in government agencies. While 69.9% 
of conservation/preservation organizations promoted women to top leadership positions, only 29% promoted ethnic 
minorities to similar positions.
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Number Percentage
Hold diversity training and staff meetings to discuss 
diversity 26 21 80.8% No or low cost
Promote women already working in the organization 
to top leadership positions 25 20 80.0% Significant cost
Hire ethnic minority employees 27 20 74.1% Significant cost
Take steps to broaden applicant pool for jobs 26 19 73.1% No or low cost
Promote minorities already working in the 
organization to top leadership positions 23 14 60.9% Significant cost
Develop internship program to provide work 
experience for minorities 24 14 58.3%

Moderate to significant 
cost

Develop training/leadership programs for women 25 14 56.0% No to moderate cost
Advertise in media (magazines, newspapers, 
television, websites) serving minority audiences 24 13 54.2% No or low cost
Have targeted searches to meet diversity goals 26 14 53.8% Low cost
Recruit from minority institutions 25 13 52.0% No or low cost
Develop mentoring programs 24 12 50.0% No or low cost
Provide funds to facilitate diversity efforts 26 13 50.0% Low to significant cost
Organize outreach activities to diverse constituents 25 12 48.0% Low cost
Develop partnerships with minority institutions 25 12 48.0% Low cost
Develop training/leadership programs for minorities 25 12 48.0% No to moderate cost
Consult with minority environmental professionals 24 11 45.8% Moderate cost
Hire interns participating in diversity programs 24 10 41.7% Significant cost
Promote diversity manager to any other positions of 
leadership in the organization 24 10 41.7%

Moderate to significant 
cost

Create a diversity committee 25 10 40.0% No or low cost
Have a diversity manager 25 9 36.0% Significant cost
Develop training/leadership programs for low 
income residents 24 8 33.3% No to moderate cost
Hire consultants or use job-placement companies to 
find minority workers 25 2 8.0% Low to moderate cost

Table 4.8.  Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in Government Environmental Agencies in the Past Five Years

Yes
Number of 

Orgs. 
Reporting

Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in the Past 
Five Years

Potential Cost of 
Initiative

The government environmental agencies were much more likely to develop pipeline programs targeting ethnic minori-
ties than conservation and preservation organizations. Such initiatives include developing internship programs to pro-
vide work experience for minorities, developing partnership with minority-serving institutions, developing training and 
leadership programs for minorities, and developing training and leadership programs for low-income residents.
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Diversity Initiatives that Should 
Be Undertaken in the Future

Respondents were presented with a list of 13 diversity initiatives and asked to indicate which they thought should be 
undertaken in their region in the future as well as the likelihood of their agency supporting such activities. As was the 
case in conservation and preservation organizations, the strongest support was shown for pipeline development activ-
ities (table 4.9).

Such pipeline initiatives include:

• �73.9% of the agencies wanting to develop a pipeline program to include more minorities in the activities, work-
force, and on the boards of organizations. 

o �Though there was strong interest in developing this initiative; there was more caution in participating. Only 
40% of the organizations would be likely or very likely to support this activity.

• �69.6% of the agencies would like to see the development of training programs for low-income and ethnic minority 
residents who are interested in working in or participating in the activities of the agencies.

o �42.9% of the organizations would be likely or very likely to support this activity.

More than 60% of the government environmental agencies would like to see job fairs organized in ethnic minority and 
low-income communities. They would also like to have diversity training for staff in the agencies. The likelihood that 
agencies would support these activities was rated among the highest.

In all cases, agencies were more likely to indicate that they wanted to see the initiative developed rather than support 
them. Government environmental agencies were least likely to say they would support the initiatives that involved the 
inclusion of more issues of interest to low- income communities and ethnic minorities on the organization’s agenda.
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Number Percentage Number Percentage
Develop a pipeline for greater inclusion of minority and 
low-income residents in the activities, workforce, or 
boards of organizations like yours

23 17 73.9 20 8 40.0

Develop training program for low-income and ethnic 
minority residents interested in working in or participating 
in activities in organizations like yours

23 16 69.6 21 9 42.9

Organize job fairs in ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

23 15 65.2 18 9 50.0

Hold diversity training for staff in organizations like yours 22 14 63.6 18 11 61.1
Include more issues of interest to low-income 
communities and ethnic minorities on the agenda of 
organizations like yours

23 13 56.5 18 4 22.2

Create a web portal for identifying ethnic minority 
environmental professionals for jobs, consultancies, 
speakers, expert testimonies, board positions, etc.

21 11 52.4 18 5 27.8

Create a regional diversity working group to help 
facilitate diversity initiatives

23 12 52.2 19 10 52.6

Expand the agenda of organizations like yours to include 
more issues affecting ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

23 12 52.2 19 6 31.6

Organize workshops on diversity 23 11 47.8 19 9 47.4
Use social media to participate remotely in diversity 
activities in the region and elsewhere

22 10 45.5 17 5 29.4

Organize a diversity conference 23 10 43.5 19 6 31.6
Create Listservs and email groups for the purpose of 
focusing on diversity issues and activities

23 9 39.1 17 5 29.4

Use social media to keep track of diversity activities in 
the region and elsewhere

22 8 36.4 17 4 23.5

Table 4.9. Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in the Future in the Region

Yes
Likely/Very Likely to 

Support it
Number of 

Orgs. 
Reporting

Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in 
the Future

Number of 
Orgs. 

Reporting
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The study indicates that government environmental agencies have made greater progress on gender diversity than they 
have on racial or class diversity. This is similar to the finding that emerged from the analysis of conservation and preser-
vation organizations. 

The next chapter will examine another important type of institution in the environmental field — environmental grant-
making foundations. Despite the important role these organizations play in environmental affairs, they have not been 
included in analyses of institutional diversity in the sector.
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Chapter 5.  
Diversity in Environmental  
Grantmaking Foundations
Environmental grantmaking foundations are important actors in the environmental 
arena. Though environment and animal grants account for only 7% of the total number 
of foundation grants awarded and 6% of the total grant dollars disbursed, these grants 
are critical to work in the environmental arena. According to the Foundation Center, 
686 foundations gave out environ-mental and animal grants in 2011. The 9,971 grants 
awarded amounted to $1,480,237,258 (Foundation Center, 2013).

Therefore, it is not surprising that as the pressure on environmental organizations to 
diversify their workforce mounted, the workforce of environmental grantmaking 
foundations was also scrutinized—and they have tried to respond. In 2003, an article in 
the Environmental Grantmakers Association Newsletter reported that 75% of the more 
than 250 foundations in its membership thought that increasing diversity in the field  
of philanthropy was either somewhat important or very important (Goldstein, 2003).  
So what is the state of diversity in environmental grantmaking foundations today?
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Leadership Positions in Environmental  
Grantmaking Foundations
A modified version of the diversity survey was sent to roughly 220 foundations that funded environmental activities. 
Foundation contact information was obtained from the Web, GuideStar, as well as from the Leadership Directory. In 
addition, the Environmental Grantmakers Association collaborated with the researcher and sent the survey link to its 
members. The survey was administered over a four-month period from December 12, 2013 to April 9, 2014.

Responses were received from 45 foundations. The response rate was 20.5% (see Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004; 
Sheehan, 2006; Baruch & Holtom, 2008 for discussions of electronic survey response rates). This report analyzes the 
responses of 28 foundations. The remaining responses were dropped as respondents did not complete enough of the 
survey to make it possible to include them.

Gender Diversity and Leadership

Since the diversity studies of the 1980s (Kasper, Ramos & Walker, 2004), environmental grantmaking foundations have 
continued to make significant progress on gender diversity though there are still some positions that are held primarily 
by males. For instance, 76.2% of the presidents are male as are 55% of the chairs of the boards. This is noteworthy as 
these are two of the most senior and high-profile leadership positions in the foundations. Women dominate a third crit-
ical leadership position, that of executive director. Women hold 68.8% of the executive directorships in the foundations 
(table 5.1 and figure 5.1).

Table 5.1.  Gender and Leadership in Environmental Grantmaking Foundations

Leadership Positions 

Number of 
Organizations with 

Specified 
Leadership Position

Number 
With Males 
in Specified 
Leadership 

Position Percent

Number 
With 

Females in 
Specified 

Leadership Percent
President 21 16 76.2% 5 23.8%
Program Director 20 7 35.0% 13 65.0%
Chair of the Board 20 11 55.0% 9 45.0%
Treasurer 18 13 72.2% 5 27.8%
Executive Director 16 5 31.3% 11 68.8%
Secretary 16 5 31.3% 11 68.8%
Vice Chair of the Board 16 7 43.8% 9 56.3%
Grants Manager 14 2 14.3% 12 85.7%
Vice President 11 6 54.5% 5 45.5%
Project Coordinator 9 0 0.0% 9 100.0%
Legal Counsel 7 6 85.7% 1 14.3%
Assistant/Associate Director 6 2 33.3% 4 66.7%
Human Resources Director 6 1 16.7% 5 83.3%
Web Designer/Manager 6 3 50.0% 3 50.0%
Investment Manager 6 5 83.3% 1 16.7%
Information Technology Manager 5 5 100.0% 0 0.0%
Business Manager 5 1 20.0% 4 80.0%
Accountant 5 3 60.0% 2 40.0%
Public Relations Manager 3 0 0.0% 3 100.0%
Spokesperson 3 0 0.0% 3 100.0%
Community Organizer 3 1 33.3% 2 66.7%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 3 0 0.0% 3 100.0%
Fundraiser 3 0 0.0% 3 100.0%
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Females are far more likely to hold positions as executive directors and chairs of the board in environmental grantmaking 
foundations than they are in conservation and preservation organizations or in government environmental agencies.

Males held all information technology manager positions. Females held all project coordinator, public relations manager, 
spokesperson, magazine or newsletter editor, and development/fundraiser positions.

The results of this study are supported by findings from a 2011 study of 910 foundations. The study of philanthropies 
found that women comprised roughly 75% of the program officers and 55% of the chief executive officers or chief grant-
making officers (Cohen, 2012).

Despite the stated interest in diversifying environmental grantmaking foundations, none of the organizations studied 
had a diversity manager on staff.

Racial Diversity and Leadership

As was the case with the conservation/preservation organizations and the government environmental organizations, 
less progress has been made on racial diversity than gender diversity in environmental grantmaking foundations. For 
instance, minorities hold only 10% of president positions, 10.5% of chairs of the board positions, and 17.6% of executive 
director positions in environmental grantmaking organizations (table 5.2 and figure 5.2). Not only are these powerful, 
decision-making positions, but the people occupying these positions are often the face of the organization
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Table 5.2.  Race and Leadership in Environmental Grantmaking Foundations

Leadership Positions 

Number of 
Organizations with 

Specified 
Leadership Position

Number 
With Whites 
in Specified 
Leadership 

Position Percent

Number 
With 

Minorities in 
Specified 

Leadership Percent
Program Director 22 12 54.5% 10 45.5%
President 20 18 90.0% 2 10.0%
Chair of the Board 19 17 89.5% 2 10.5%
Executive Director 17 14 82.4% 3 17.6%
Secretary 17 15 88.2% 2 11.8%
Treasurer 17 14 82.4% 3 17.6%
Vice Chair of the Board 15 13 86.7% 2 13.3%
Grants Manager 13 9 69.2% 4 30.8%
Vice President 10 9 90.0% 1 10.0%
Project Coordinator 9 7 77.8% 2 22.2%
Legal Counsel 7 7 100.0% 0 0.0%
Human Resources Director 6 5 83.3% 1 16.7%
Web Designer/Manager 6 5 83.3% 1 16.7%
Investment Manager 6 6 100.0% 0 0.0%
Assistant/Associate Director 5 3 60.0% 2 40.0%
Information Technology Manager 5 5 100.0% 0 0.0%
Business Manager 5 5 100.0% 0 0.0%
Accountant 5 5 100.0% 0 0.0%
Public Relations Manager 3 2 66.7% 1 33.3%
Spokesperson 3 2 66.7% 1 33.3%
Community Organizer 3 2 66.7% 1 33.3%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 3 2 66.7% 1 33.3%
Fundraiser 3 3 100.0% 0 0.0%
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The positions most likely to be occupied by ethnic minorities are those of program director (45.5%) and associate di-
rector (40%). None of the legal counsels, investment managers, information technology managers, business managers, 
accountants, or fundraisers were minorities.

“The size of the organization is going to have bearing on how  
much it is able to participate in diversity oriented activities.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #22

The percentages of ethnic minorities reported in this study as holding top executive positions in environmental grant-
making foundations are similar to those reported in the D5 Coalition study (D5 Coalition, 2012). 

Despite the low percentages, minorities were more likely to hold top leadership positions such as the president, chair of 
the board, and executive directorship in environmental grantmaking foundations than in conservation/preservation or-
ganizations. Ethnic minorities were also more likely to hold positions of president and chair of the board in environmental 
grantmaking foundations than in government environmental agencies.
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Other studies corroborate the findings of this study. The 2011 Council on Foundation study also found the staff of philan-
thropic organizations was much less diverse when race was considered rather than gender. Of the 910 foundations studied:

• 76% of the full-time staff was White.

• 11% of the full-time staff was Black.

• 6% of the full-time staff was Hispanic.

• 4% of the full-time staff was Asian

• 2% were multi-racial, Native American, or other (Cohen, 2012).

Cohen’s (2012) study also identified a phenomenon of racial steering. That is, there was a tendency to hire ethnic minori-
ties into some positions more than others. So while 22.5% of the professional staff was comprised of ethnic minorities, 
minorities constituted:

• 9% of the chief financial officers

• 9.2% of the chief executive officers

• 10% of the chief investment officers

• 12.9% of the executive vice presidents

• 30.4% of the human resources directors

• 34.7% of the accountants

• 36.5% of the computer/information technology professionals

• 36.7% of the program officers

• 40.7% of the human resources professionals

“Our foundation is focused less on job opportunities for minorities and more 
on directly resourcing minority led organizations and efforts that are likely 
to better inform and influence the environmental policy dialogue.  We think 

that building a more robust inclusion and exchange of ideas related to issues 
of concern for minorities is needed in order for there to be more interest 

from diverse applicants for jobs in the environmental sector.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #17 
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Board Members, Staff, and Interns

Gender Diversity

More than half (56.1%) of the board members on environmental grantmaking foundations studied were males. This is 
consistent with Cohen’s (2012) analysis of national philanthropic data. He found that only 38% of foundation board mem-
bers were female.

However, females comprised 77.7% of the staff, 88.6% of employees hired in the past three years, and 80% of the interns 
hosted in the last three years (table 5.3 and figures 5.3 – 5.6).

Table 5.3.  Male and Female Board and Staff Members

Number Percent Number Percent
Member of the board 212 119 56.1 93 43.9
Number of paid staff 130 29 22.3 101 77.7
Staff hired in the last three years 35 4 11.4 31 88.6
Interns hosted in the last three years 50 10 20.0 40 80.0
 

Organizational Role Total
Males Females

Though 56.1% of the board members of environmental grantmaking foundations were male, this percentage was lower 
than that found in conservation/preservation organizations (62.9%) and government environmental agencies (67%).
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Females make up a much larger percentage of the paid staff, staff hired in the last three years, and interns in environmental 
grantmaking foundations than in conservation/preservation organizations or government environmental organizations.
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Racial Diversity

Racial diversity still lags far behind gender diversity in environmental grantmaking foundations. As table 5.4 shows, only 
13.3% of the members of the foundation boards were ethnic minorities (see also figure 5.7). This finding is similar to what 
Cohen (2012) found when he analyzed the racial diversity of philanthropic organizations. Only 15% of the board members 
in the 2011 study were ethnic minorities.

Ethnic minorities made up a small percent of the staff and recent hires, constituting 15.5% of the paid staff (figure 5.8) 
and 17.1% of the staff hired in the last three years (figure 5.9).

Table 5.4.  White and Ethnic Minority Board and Staff Members

Number Percent Number Percent
Member of the board 210 182 86.7 28 13.3
Number of paid staff 129 109 84.5 20 15.5
Staff hired in the last three years 35 29 82.9 6 17.1
Interns hosted in the last three years 33 21 63.6 12 36.4
 

Organizational Role Total
Whites Minorities
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One pipeline indicator — interns hosted — shows greater diversity than other indicators discussed above. Ethnic minori-
ty interns constituted 36.4% of the interns hosted by environ-mental grantmaking foundations in the past three years 
(figure 5.10). However, as later discussion will show, interns are not usually hired into staff positions by the environmental 
grantmaking foundations.

Despite the low numbers, the percentage of ethnic minorities on the boards of environmental grantmaking foundations 
is 2.9 times higher than it is in conservation/preservation organizations and 1.9 times higher than it is government envi-
ronmental organizations.  

The percentage of ethnic minority interns hosted by environmental grantmaking foundations is 2.4 times higher than it 
is in government environmental agencies and 1.6 times higher than it is in conservation and preservation organizations.
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Grantmaking and Diversity
Respondents were asked to say how many grants their foundations awarded in 2012. In all, 1,618 grants were awarded. Of 
those, 180 or 11.1% went to ethnic minority organizations. Minority organizations were defined as institutions in which the 
leadership and/or membership were primarily minorities. A larger percentage of the grants went to organizations in which 
the leadership or membership were primarily low-income. Such organizations received 21.1% of the grants (table 5.5).

How about funding for ethnic minority organizations that are environmentally focused? How did they fare with envi-
ronmental funders? Ethnic minority environmental organizations and low-income environmental organizations were the 
least likely to receive funding. Only 5.7% of the awards went to minority environmental organizations and 5.3% went to 
low-income environmental groups.

Table 5.5.  Number of Organizations funded in 2012
Characteristics Number Percent
Total number of organizations funded 1,618 100.0
Ethnic minority organizations funded 180 11.1
Low-income organizations funded 342 21.1
Ethnic minority environmental organizations funded 93 5.7
Low-income environmental organizations funded 85 5.3

“We are working to encourage our current grantees to be more diverse and 
awar[e] of social justice issues. This includes working to be more inclusive 

of people of color within their organization, and with communities of 
color they may work with or try to reach out to. While this is important to 

us as a funder, it may not be a priority of the organizations we fund, so 
there is only so much we can push if the leadership is not ready, or does not 
see this as an issue. We can push organizations to think more broadly about 
these issues, but if they don’t welcome training and/or their participation, 

the efforts could be wasted.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #21 
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Strategies Used to Recruit New Staff
Environmental grantmaking foundations used a variety of strategies to recruit new staff. Twenty recruitment strategies 
were listed, and respondents were asked to say how frequently their foundations used each of those strategies to find 
new staff.  

Frequency was indicated on a five-point Likert scale with “not at all” being scored as a 1, “rarely” scored as a 2, “some-
times” scored as a 3, “frequently” scored as a 4, and “all the time” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for each strategy. This allows for easier comparison between strategies. The higher the mean, the 
more likely the foundation used a particular strategy. 

Environmental grantmaking foundations were most likely to employ the strategy of posting their job openings on other 
Internet sites than any other method. This scored a mean of 4.13. The second most widely used strategy in foundations is 
to rely on word-of-mouth to advertise job openings. This strategy had a mean of 4.00. Recruiting from within foundation 
networks—with a mean of 3.93—was also widely used (table 5.6).

Two of the top three strategies used to advertise job openings in foundations rely on informal ties and networks that 
those who are not “inside the loop” or “in the know” are unlikely to have access to. Foundations continue to recruit 
heavily through these informal channels despite the 2008 report on philanthropy that noted that ethnic minorities are 
unlikely to be exposed to or know about careers in the field (Chao, Parshall, Amador, Shah, & Yañez, 2008).

Relying heavily on internal and informal networks can produce homosocial workforces that replicate themselves and 
retard diversity efforts (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Granovetter, 1995; Braddock & McPartland, 1987; Model, 1993).

 To compound this, foundations are quite unlikely to recruit from minority environmental professional associations (mean 
= 1.86) or from minority-serving colleges and universities (mean = 1.46). 

Environmental grantmaking foundations were much more likely to rely  
on word-of-mouth to advertise job openings than either conservation/

preservation organizations or government environmental agencies.

Though environmental grantmaking foundations are providing internships for a robust number of ethnic minorities, they 
are unlikely to recruit their interns into staff positions (mean = 1.54). This means that foundations are under-utilizing three 
of the existing pipelines (minority professional associations, minority-serving colleges and universities, and minority 
interns) of ethnic minority talent.
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Techniques Used to Recruit New Staff Number of Orgs. Not at all   (1) Rarely   (2) Sometimes (3) Frequently  (4) All the Time  (5) Mean
Techniques Used to Recruit New 
Staff

Number of Orgs. 
Reporting

Not at all   
(1) Rarely   (2)

Sometimes 
(3)

Frequently  
(4)

All the Time  
(5) Mean

Post jobs on other Internet sites 15 1 0 3 3 8 4.13
Rely on word-of-mouth 14 1 1 1 5 6 4.00
Recruit from within foundation 
networks 14 1 1 2 4 6 3.93
Recruit in local community 14 2 0 2 7 3 3.64
Post jobs on organization's website 15 3 1 2 2 7 3.60
Recruit those recommend by current 
staff 14 2 1 3 5 3 3.43
Recruit from environmental 
organizations 14 3 2 5 1 3 2.93
Recruit from other foundations 14 2 5 2 2 3 2.93
Use Listservs 15 3 2 3 2 5 2.38
Recruit from local colleges and 
universities 14 6 2 3 1 2 2.36
Advertise in own newsletters or 
magazines 14 7 1 3 1 2 2.29
Use unemployment or temporary 
agencies 13 5 4 2 1 1 2.15
Advertise in newspapers 14 7 2 3 1 1 2.07
Conduct national searches 14 6 4 2 1 1 2.07
Recruit at minority environmental 
professional associations or 
meetings 14 8 2 3 0 1 1.86
Recruit those making cold calls to ask 
for jobs 13 8 3 1 1 0 1.62
Recruit from amongst interns 13 8 3 2 0 0 1.54
Recruit from minority-serving 
colleges or universities 13 8 4 1 0 0 1.46
Recruit those walking in to ask for 
jobs 13 11 0 1 1 0 1.38
Recruit at job fairs 13 10 3 0 0 0 1.23

Table 5.6.  Strategies Used by Environmental Grantmaking Foundations to Recruit New Staff
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Factors Hindering the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities
Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which a list of 22 factors hindered their foundation’s hiring of ethnic 
minorities (table 5.7). A five-point Likert scale was used to measure the extent of hindrance. “Never” was scored as a 1, 
“rarely” scored as a 2, “sometimes” scored as a 3, “most of the time” scored as a 4, and “always” scored as a 5. 

Means were calculated for each factor. This allows for comparison between the factors. The higher the mean, the more 
likely a particular factor prevented the foundation from hiring ethnic minorities. 

Overwhelmingly, environmental grantmaking foundations indicated that having very few job openings available was the 
biggest factor interfering minority hiring. This factor had a mean score of 4.33. The absence of a diversity manager in 
the foundation was also seen as a huge impediment to hiring minorities. This factor had a mean score of 3.71. These two 
factors were seen as far more salient than any of the other factors.

Factors such as lacking the funds to hire minorities, minorities wanting to focus on racial and social issues, minorities not 
being well received in the foundation, minorities having no desire to work in foundations, or minorities not staying long 
if they are hired seem to have very little salience in the hiring process of environmental grantmaking foundations.

“This was a challenging survey because our foundation spans multiple areas of 
interest (only some of them “environmental”) and at all levels - local, state, 

regional, national. We are also a small staff in a small city that impacts some 
of our efforts. However, there are multiple coalitions, networks, and 

organizations working on diversity issues in the city in which we live, many of 
which are supported by our local human services and environment work. All 

that being said, much more could be done to engage with ethnic minority 
organizations working on environmental issues at the state and national 

level through our Environment program area.”

Quote from Survey #11
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Factors Hindering the Hiring of 
Minorities

Number of 
Orgs. Reporting Never (1) Rarely (2)

Sometimes 
(3)

Most of the 
Time (4) Always (5) Mean

Very few positions are available 15 0 4 0 2 9 4.33
The organization does not have a 
diversity manager 14 3 3 8 0 0 3.71
Lack of minority applicants for jobs 15 5 2 5 3 0 2.40
Minorities are unaware of job 15 4 3 7 1 0 2.33
The organization does not have a 
diversity policy 14 8 1 1 3 1 2.14
The organization has not made any 
effort to hire or recruit minorities 15 5 5 4 1 0 2.13
Lack of mentors in the organization 13 7 1 3 1 1 2.08
There are few minorities in our 
recruiting networks 14 5 4 4 1 0 2.07
Minorities lack the necessary 
educational qualifications 15 9 2 2 1 1 1.87
We do not know how to recruit 
minorities 14 10 1 1 1 1 1.71

Few minorities live in local community 15 9 3 3 0 0 1.60
Rural location 15 11 1 3 0 0 1.47

Lack of role models in the organization 11 9 0 2 0 0 1.36
Minorities do not have the skills we are 
looking for 15 11 3 1 0 0 1.33
Minorities desire higher wages than 
we can pay 15 11 3 1 0 0 1.33
The organization does not hire 14 12 0 2 0 0 1.29
The organization prefers to hire from 
certain universities 15 13 1 0 1 0 1.27
The organization lacks the funds to 
hire minorities 13 11 1 1 0 0 1.23
Minorities want to focus on racial and 
other social issues; this is not the focus 
of our organization 14 11 3 0 0 0 1.21
Minorities may not be well received in 
the organization 15 13 1 1 0 0 1.20
Minorities do not want to work for 
organizations like ours 14 12 2 0 0 0 1.14
Minorities do not stay long if they are 
hired 14 13 1 0 0 0 1.07

Table 5.7.  The Extent to which Factors Hinder the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities in Environmental Grantmaking Foundations
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Diversity Initiatives Currently Being Undertaken
When asked what diversity initiatives had been undertaken in the past five years, environmental grantmaking founda-
tions were most likely to say they had taken steps to broaden the applicant pool. Of the 14 foundations reporting, 92.9% 
had undertaken this activity (table 5.8).

Number Percentage
Take steps to broaden applicant pool for jobs 14 13 92.9% No or low cost
Organize outreach activities to diverse constituents 14 11 78.6% Low cost
Consult with minority environmental professionals 13 9 69.2% Moderate cost
Hire ethnic minority employees 14 9 64.3% Significant cost
Recruit from minority institutions 14 9 64.3% No or low cost
Develop partnerships with minority institutions 14 9 64.3% Low cost
Promote women already working in the organization 
to top leadership positions 13 7 53.8% Significant cost
Promote minorities already working in the 
organization to top leadership positions 13 7 53.8% Significant cost
Advertise in media (magazines, newspapers, 
television, websites) serving minority audiences 13 7 53.8% No or low cost
Have targeted searches to meet diversity goals 14 7 50.0% Low cost
Develop training/leadership programs for minorities 14 5 35.7% No to moderate cost
Develop internship program to provide work 
experience for minorities 13 4 30.8%

Moderate to 
significant cost

Develop training/leadership programs for women 14 4 28.6% No to moderate cost
Develop training/leadership programs for low 
income residents 14 4 28.6% No to moderate cost
Develop mentoring programs 13 3 23.1% No or low cost

Provide funds to facilitate diversity efforts 13 3 23.1%
Low to significant 
cost

Hire consultants or use job-placement companies to 
find minority workers 13 3 23.1% Low to moderate cost
Hire interns participating in diversity programs 13 2 15.4% Significant cost
Hold diversity training and staff meetings to discuss 
diversity 14 2 14.3% No or low cost
Promote diversity manager to any other positions of 
leadership in the organization 12 1 8.3%

Moderate to 
significant cost

Create a diversity committee 13 1 7.7% No or low cost
Have a diversity manager 13 1 7.7% Significant cost

Table 5.8.  Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in Enviornmental Grantmaking Foundations in the Past Five Years

Yes
Number of 

Orgs. 
Reporting

Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in the Past 
Five Years

Potential Cost of 
Initiative
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Almost 79% of the reporting foundations also indicated that they had organized outreach activities to diverse constit-
uents. Though this and broadening the applicant pool are two low-cost diversity activities that foundations had under-
taken, most did not embrace other low-cost activities. For instance, only 7.7% of reporting foundations had created a 
diversity committee, and only 14.3% had held diversity training and staff meetings to discuss diversity issues.

Interns participating in diversity programs are unlikely to be hired onto the staff of the reporting environmental grant-
making foundations. Only 15.4% indicated they hired such interns.

Unlike government environmental agencies or conservation/preservation organizations, environmental grantmaking 
foundations were equally likely to promote women and ethnic minorities already working in the foundation to top lead-
ership positions.

Diversity Initiatives that Should  
Be Undertaken in the Future
Only a small number of environmental grantmaking foundations reported on what kinds of diversity initiatives they 
thought should be undertaken in the future (table 5.9). One respondent (#5) commented that the foundation would not 
undertake the diversity activities listed unless it was directly related to their funding priorities. Other comments (#11, #17, 
and #21) implied that foundations fund diversity and social justice work, but it was not necessarily their role to engage 
in these actions themselves.

Foundations were most enthusiastic about creating a web portal for identifying ethnic minority professionals for jobs, 
consultancies, board positions, etc. Eighty percent of the reporting foundations would like to see this initiative undertak-
en. Despite wanting to see such an initiative, only 27.3% were likely or very likely to support it.

“Diversity is not a stand-alone issue for us.  We would never undertake the 
activities listed in the last screen [see table 5.9] on our own, unless it had 

direct relevance to a program funding area.”

Quote from Survey Respondent #5:
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Almost as many (77.8%) would like to see the development of a pipeline for greater inclusion of minorities and low-in-
come residents in the activities, workforce, and boards of foundations. This initiative would get greater support from the 
foundations—half indicated they would be likely or very likely to support it.

Number Percentage Number Percentage
Create a web portal for identifying ethnic minority 
environmental professionals for jobs, consultancies, 
speakers, expert testimonies, board positions, etc.

10 8 80.0 11 3 27.3

Develop a pipeline for greater inclusion of minority and 
low-income residents in the activities, workforce, or 
boards of organizations like yours

9 7 77.8 10 5 50.0

Develop training program for low-income and ethnic 
minority residents interested in working in or participating 
in activities in organizations like yours

10 7 70.0 10 2 20.0

Use social media to keep track of diversity activities in 
the region and elsewhere

10 7 70.0 11 4 36.4

Hold diversity training for staff in organizations like yours 10 6 60.0 10 3 30.0
Include more issues of interest to low-income 
communities and ethnic minorities on the agenda of 
organizations like yours

10 6 60.0 9 6 66.6

Create a regional diversity working group to help 
facilitate diversity initiatives

9 5 55.6 10 3 30.0

Organize workshops on diversity 11 6 54.5 10 4 40.0
Organize job fairs in ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

10 5 50.0 9 1 11.1

Expand the agenda of organizations like yours to include 
more issues affecting ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

10 5 50.0 8 5 62.5

Organize a diversity conference 10 5 50.0 10 4 40.0
Create Listservs and email groups for the purpose of 
focusing on diversity issues and activities

10 5 50.0 11 4 36.4

Use social media to participate remotely in diversity 
activities in the region and elsewhere

10 4 40.0 11 4 36.4

Table 5.9. Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in the Future in the Region

Yes
Likely/Very Likely to 

Support it
Number of 

Orgs. 
Reporting

Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in 
the Future

Number of 
Orgs. 

Reporting

While environmental grantmaking foundations have made great strides on gender diversity, there is much work to be 
done to increase the racial diversity of these institutions. Chapter 6 will compare the three types of institutions—conser-
vation/preservation organizations, government environmental agencies, and environmental grantmaking foundations—
more systematically to assess the status of diversity in each.
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Chapter 6.  
Inter-institutional  
Comparisons

This chapter continues the comparisons made in earlier 
chapters of the three types of institutions studied —
conservation and preservation organizations, government 
environmental agencies, and environmental grantmaking 
foundations. A series of tables with side-by-side 
comparisons allow readers to discern the similarities  
and differences between the institutions more readily.
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Gender and Leadership
Table 6.1 compares the demographic characteristics of the leadership of the three institutions. For each leadership po-
sition, the institutional type that has the highest percentage of females in that position is highlighted in blue. In which 
type of institution and in which positions do we find the highest percentage of women? 

Females seem to fare best in the environmental grantmaking foundations. Of the 25 positions studied, women in en-
vironmental grantmaking foundations were found in the highest percentages in 13 of those positions. This includes 
top-ranking positions such as chair of the board, vice-chair of the board, executive director, and vice president. More-
over, environmental grantmaking foundations were the only institutions that reported having only women occupying 
particular positions (spokesperson, newsletter/magazine editor, public relations manager, project coordinator, and fund-
raiser). This could be a function of the small sample size, although high percentages of females occupy these positions 
in the other two types of institutions also.

Government environmental agencies came next—there were seven positions in which females occupied the highest per-
centage of those positions. This includes community organizer, accountant, and secretary. In only three instances—in-
vestment manager, lobbyist, and human resources director—were the percentages of females occupying these positions 
the highest in conservation/preservation organizations when the three institutions were compared.



The State of Diversity in Environmental Organizations     6: Inter-institutional Comparisons page 116

Conservation/Preservation
 Males in 

Leadership 
Position

Females in 
Leadership 

Position

Males in 
Leadership 

Position

Females in 
Leadership 

Position

 Males in 
Leadership 

Position

Females in 
Leadership 

Position
President 76.9% 23.1% 66.7% 33.3% 76.2% 23.8%
Information Technology Manager 75.9% 24.1% 74.3% 25.7% 100% 0%
Chair of the Board 71.3% 28.7% 86.7% 13.3% 55.0% 45.0%
Treasurer 66.9% 33.1% 50.0% 50.0% 72.2% 27.8%
Vice Chair of the Board 66.3% 33.8% 68.8% 31.3% 43.8% 56.3%
Investment Manager 63.6% 36.4% 100.0% 0.0% 83.3% 16.7%
Vice President 62.4% 37.6% 61.5% 38.5% 54.5% 45.5%
Legal Counsel 57.6% 42.4% 45.8% 54.2% 85.7% 14.3%
Executive Director 57.4% 42.6% 76.1% 23.9% 31.3% 68.8%
Lobbyist 56.7% 43.3% 60.0% 40.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Web Designer/Manager 55.7% 44.3% 50.0% 50.0% 50.0% 50.0%
Assistant/Associate Director 50.0% 50.0% 71.1% 28.9% 33.3% 66.7%
Spokesperson 44.8% 55.2% 44.4% 55.6% 0.0% 100.0%
Community Organizer 40.0% 60.0% 18.8% 81.3% 33.3% 66.7%
Business Manager 38.5% 61.5% 46.2% 53.8% 20.0% 80.0%
Accountant 37.5% 62.5% 27.8% 72.2% 60.0% 40.0%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 37.3% 62.7% 40.0% 60.0% 0.0% 100.0%
Secretary 35.3% 64.7% 15.5% 84.6% 31.3% 68.8%
Program Director 35.1% 64.9% 71.9% 28.1% 35.0% 65.0%
Diversity Manager 33.3% 66.7% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0%
Public Relations Manager 21.4% 78.6% 43.9% 56.1% 0.0% 100.0%
Grants Manager 20.5% 79.5% 37.5% 62.5% 14.3% 85.7%
Project Coordinator 20.4% 79.6% 36.8% 63.2% 0.0% 100.0%
Fundraiser 20.3% 79.7% 25.0% 75.0% 0.0% 100.0%
Human Resources Director 7.7% 92.3% 22.2% 77.8% 16.7% 83.3%

Leadership Positions Examined

Government Agencies Grantmaking Foundations
Table 6.1.  Gender and Leadership in the Three Types of Institutions

Race and Leadership
Of the three institutional types, ethnic minorities were found in the highest percentages in environmental grantmaking 
foundations in 13 of the 25 leadership positions studied. They were most likely to be executive directors, public relations 
managers, associate directors, vice presidents, and program directors in environmental grantmaking foundation than in 
the other two types of institutions.

It should also be noted that there were several positions in grantmaking foundations in which there were no minorities 
reported in those positions. No ethnic minorities were reported working as investment managers, business managers, 
accountants, fundraisers, legal counsels, or information technology managers in the foundations. The foundations were 
not asked about lobbyists and none reported having either a White or ethnic minority diversity manager. 
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Table 6.2.  Race and Leadership in the Three Types of Institutions
Conservation/Preservation

 Whites in 
Leadership 

Position

Minorities in 
Leadership 

Position

 Whites in 
Leadership 

Position

Minorities in 
Leadership 

Position

 Whites in 
Leadership 

Position

Minorities in 
Leadership 

Position
President 99.1% 0.9% 81.0% 19.0% 90.0% 10.0%
Executive Director 96.4% 3.6% 87.2% 12.8% 82.4% 17.6%
Public Relations Manager 96.4% 3.6% 85.0% 15.0% 66.7% 33.3%
Treasurer 96.1% 3.9% 88.9% 11.1% 82.4% 17.7%
Asstant/Associate Director 95.7% 4.3% 83.8% 16.2% 60.0% 40.0%
Secretary 94.7% 5.3% 84.6% 15.4% 88.2% 11.8%
Chair of the Board 94.1% 5.9% 80.0% 20.0% 89.5% 10.5%
Vice President 93.9% 6.1% 91.7% 8.3% 90.0% 10.0%
Investment Manager 91.7% 8.3% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0%
Program Director 91.5% 8.5% 96.6% 3.4% 54.5% 45.5%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 90.3% 9.7% 84.6% 15.4% 66.7% 33.3%
Vice Chair of the Board 89.7% 10.3% 100.0% 0.0% 86.7% 13.3%
Business Manager 88.5% 11.5% 92.3% 7.7% 100.0% 0.0%
Web Designer/Manager 87.1% 12.9% 96.0% 4.0% 83.3% 16.7%
Accountant 86.4% 13.6% 76.5% 23.5% 100.0% 0.0%
Grants Manager 86.0% 14.0% 86.7% 13.3% 69.2% 30.8%
Fundraiser 85.5% 14.5% 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 0.0%
Legal Counsel 83.9% 16.1% 95.5% 4.5% 100.0% 0.0%
Project Coordinator 78.9% 21.1% 83.3% 16.7% 77.8% 22.2%
Information Technology Manager 77.4% 22.6% 73.5% 26.5% 100.0% 0.0%
Spokesperson 76.5% 23.5% 87.5% 12.5% 66.7% 33.3%
Lobbyist 71.4% 28.6% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Human Resources Director 70.6% 29.4% 68.6% 31.4% 83.3% 16.7%
Community Organizer 67.2% 32.8% 71.4% 28.6% 66.7% 33.3%
Diversity Manager 41.7% 58.3% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0%

Leadership Positions Examined

Government Agencies Grantmaking Foundations

Regardless of how few, ethnic minorities were employed in all 25 positions in conservation/preservation organizations. 
At government environmental organizations, there were three positions that no ethnic minorities occupied—investment 
manager, vice chair of the board, and lobbyist.
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Board Members, Staff, and Interns
Of the three types of institutions, the environmental grantmaking foundations had the highest percentages of females 
serving on boards, as paid staff, staff hired in the last three years, and as interns (table 6.3). The same pattern was ob-
served when race was considered—ethnic minorities were found in the highest percentages in these roles in environ-
mental grantmaking foundations (table 6.4).

Table 6.3.  Male and Female Board and Staff Members

Percent 
Male

Percent 
Female

Percent 
Male

Percent 
Female

Percent 
Male

Percent 
Female

Member of the board 62.9 37.1 67.0 33.0 56.1 43.9
Number of paid staff 44.5 55.5 60.2 39.8 22.3 77.7
Staff hired in the last three years 40.6 59.4 63.5 36.5 11.4 88.6
Interns hosted in the last three years 39.2 60.8 48.5 51.5 20.0 80.0

Environmental Foundations

Organizational Role

Conservation/Preservation Government Agencies

Table 6.4.  Race/Ethnicity, Board and Staff in the  Three Types of Organizations

Percent 
Whites

Percent 
Minorities

Percent 
Whites

Percent 
Minorities

Percent 
Whites

Percent 
Minorities

Member of the board 95.4 4.6 93.1 6.9 86.7 13.3
Number of paid staff 88.0 12.0 87.6 12.4 84.5 15.5
Staff hired in the last three years 87.2 12.8 88.3 11.7 82.9 17.1
Interns hosted in the last three years 77.5 22.5 85.0 15.0 63.6 36.4

Organizational Role

Conservation/Preservation Government Agencies Environmental Foundations

Strategies Used to Recruit New Staff
The two most widely used recruitment strategies in all three institutions are posting jobs on the organization’s website 
(in government agencies) and relying on word-of-mouth in grantmaking foundations. Table 6.5 shows that environmental 
grantmaking foundations rely on informal networks to recruit new staff more heavily than conservation/preservation orga-
nizations and government environmental agencies. In addition to having the highest mean score for reliance on word-of-
mouth for recruiting new staff, the foundations also had the highest mean scores for recruiting from within their own net-
works, using recommendations of current staff to recruit new employees, and recruiting from organizations like their own.

Though foundations are the most likely to say they recruit from minority environmental professional associations, they 
are the least likely to indicate they recruit from minority-serving colleges and universities.
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Table 6.5  Strategies Used by the Three Types of Institutions to Recruit New Staff

Techniques Used to Recruit New Staff

Conservation/
Perservation 

Mean

Government 
Agencies 

Mean

Grantmaking 
Foundations 

Mean
Post jobs on organization's website 3.07 4.00 3.60
Rely on word-of-mouth 3.06 2.67 4.00
Recruit in local community 3.04 3.16 3.64
Post jobs on other Internet sites 2.97 3.29 4.13
Recruit from amongst members & volunteers 2.76 2.37 0
Recruit from within own networks 2.75 2.93 3.93
Recruit from local colleges and universities 2.72 3.13 2.36
Recruit those recommend by current staff 2.63 2.71 3.43
Use Listservs 2.41 2.29 2.38
Recruit from other orgs. or agencies like ours 2.31 2.32 2.93
Recruit from amongst interns 2.26 2.55 1.54
Advertise in own newsletters/magazines 2.15 1.93 2.29
Advertise in newspapers 1.99 2.37 2.07
Conduct national searches 1.92 2.35 2.07
Recruit from minority-serving college/univ. 1.82 2.07 1.46
Recruit at minority env. prof. assoc./meetings 1.53 1.59 1.86
Recruit those making cold calls to ask for jobs 1.46 1.40 1.62
Use unemployment or temporary agencies 1.45 1.83 2.15
Recruit at job fairs 1.44 2.00 1.23
Recruit those walking in to ask for jobs 1.40 1.69 1.38

Factors Hindering the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities
In both conservation/preservation organizations and environmental grantmaking foundations, the factor most likely to 
be identified as hindering the hiring of ethnic minorities is very few positions being available. For environmental grant-
making foundations, this was a very frequent occurrence (table 6.6).

Government environmental agencies were the most likely to recognize and report that there were few minorities in their 
recruiting networks. Despite the fact that grantmakers relied more heavily on recruiting through networks than the oth-
er two types of institutions, foundations were the least likely to indicate that they had few minorities in their recruiting 
networks and that might be a barrier to hiring ethnic minorities.
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Column1 Column2 Column3 Column4

Factors Hindering the Hiring of Minorities

Conservation/
Preservation 

Mean

Government 
Agencies 

Mean

Grantmaking 
Foundation 

Mean
Very few positions are available 3.73 3.17 4.33
Lack of minority applicants for jobs 3.64 3.59 2.40
The organization does not have a diversity manager 3.03 2.15 3.71
There are few minorities in our recruiting networks 2.71 2.79 2.07
Few minorities live in local community 2.60 2.27 1.60
Rural location 2.49 2.17 1.47
Minorities are unaware of job openings 2.20 2.46 2.33
Lack of role models in the organization 2.07 1.93 1.36
Lack of mentors in the organization 2.01 1.96 2.08
The organization has not made any effort to hire or 
recruit minorities 1.96 1.74 2.13
We do not know how to recruit minorities 1.81 2.00 1.71

The organization does not have a diversity policy 1.59 1.57 2.14
The organization lacks the funds to hire minorities 1.55 1.33 1.23
Minorities lack the necessary educational qualifications 1.46 2.04 1.87
Minorities desire higher wages than we can pay 1.44 1.26 1.33
Minorities do not want to work for orgs. like ours 1.44 1.69 1.14
Minorities want to focus on racial and other social issues; 
this is not the focus of our organization 1.23 1.35 1.21
Minorities do not stay long if they are hired 1.23 1.27 1.07
The organization prefers to hire from certain universities 1.22 1.45 1.27
Minorities do not have the skills we are looking for 1.20 1.61 1.33
Minorities may not be well received in the organization 1.07 1.34 1.20
The organization does not hire minorities 1.00 1.21 1.29

Table 6.6.  The Extent to which Factors Hinder the Hiring of Ethnic Minorities in Three Types of Institutions
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Grantmakers were the least likely to indicate that there were few minorities living in their local communities and that 
was a hindrance to hiring. This could be due to the fact that many foundations are in large cities or suburban locales. 
This being the case, foundations would have access to ethnic minorities in their local labor pool. This is corroborated by 
the reporting on whether a rural location limits minority hiring. The environmental grantmaking foundations were much 
less likely than the other two types of institutions to indicate that a rural location interfered with the hiring of minorities. 

Conservation and preservation organizations were hampered the most because some are located in rural areas. These 
organizations were much more likely to report that there were few minorities living in their local communities and that 
being in a rural location limited their ability to hire ethnic minorities.

Diversity Initiatives Currently Being Undertaken
Government environmental agencies are more likely to undertake diversity initiatives than the other two types of insti-
tutions (table 6.7). A higher percentage of government environ-mental agencies reported that they promoted women 
already on staff to top leadership position as a diversity initiative than conservation/preservation organizations or envi-
ronmental grantmaking foundations. That is, 80% of the agencies, 69.9% of the conservation/preservation organizations, 
and 53.8% of the foundations utilized this strategy.

About 93% of environmental grantmaking foundations reported taking steps to broaden the applicant pool as a diver-
sity effort, but only 73% of government environmental agencies and 61% of conservation/preservation organizations 
undertook this initiative.

Fewer than half of the conservation/preservation organizations and government environ-mental agencies reported that 
they developed partnerships with minority institutions or consulted with minority environmental professionals. While 
these two types of institutions underutilized these potential pipelines of minority talent, 69.9% of the environmental 
grantmaking foundations engaged these talent pools in the last five years.

Environmental grantmaking foundations stand out for underutilizing some kinds of diversity strategies. For instance, 
only 14.3% of the foundations reported having diversity training or holding staff meetings to discuss diversity issues. 
The percentage of conservation and preservation organizations practicing this strategy was almost twice as high. Gov-
ernment environmental agencies utilized this much more than the other two types of institutions. More than 80% of the 
government agencies reported undertaking this initiative.

The conclusion that government agencies were more likely to undertake diversity initiatives than conservation/preserva-
tion organizations and environmental grantmaking foundations is consistent with the findings of Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly 
(2006). Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly found that institutions that established clear responsibilities for oversight, monitoring, and 
implementing diversity activities had broader impacts from the initiatives. The researchers also found that compliance 
with affirmative action laws forced organizations to institutionalize diversity initiatives, which resulted in increased im-
pacts from the programs. As later discussions will show, environmental practitioners report that government agencies 
establish institutional oversight of diversity programs and monitor compliance with affirmative action laws.
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Promote women already working in the organization to 
top leadership positions 69.9 80.0 53.8
Take steps to broaden applicant pool for jobs 61.1 73.1 92.9
Organize outreach activities to diverse constituents 58.1 48.0 78.6
Develop partnerships with minority institutions 41.9 48.0 64.3
Consult with minority environmental professionals 38.4 45.8 69.2
Advertise in media (magazines, newspapers, television, 
websites) serving minority audiences 35.6 54.2 53.8
Have targeted searches to meet diversity goals 35.1 53.8 50.0
Develop internship program to provide work experience 
for minorities 34.2 58.3 30.8
Hire ethnic minority employees 32.5 74.1 64.3
Recruit from minority institutions 30.6 52.0 64.3
Promote minorities already working in the organization 
to top leadership positions 29.0 60.9 53.8
Develop training/leadership programs for women 27.4 56.0 28.6
Hold diversity training and staff meetings to discuss 
diversity 27.4 80.8 14.3
Hire interns participating in diversity programs 26.8 41.7 15.4
Develop mentoring programs 26.4 50.0 23.1
Develop training/leadership programs for minorities 18.1 48.0 35.7
Develop training/leadership programs for low income 
residents 15.3 33.3 28.6
Hire consultants or use job-placement companies to find 
minority workers 15.1 8.0 23.1
Provide funds to facilitate diversity efforts 14.9 50.0 23.1
Create a diversity committee 9.5 40.0 7.7
Promote diversity manager to any other positions of 
leadership in the organization 4.6 41.7 8.3
Have a diversity manager 2.8 36.0 7.7

Table 6.7.  Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in Three Types of Institutions in the Past Five Years
Conservation/
Preservation 
Percentage

Diversity Initiatives Undertaken in the Past Five 
Years

Government 
Agencies 

Percentage

Grantmaking 
Foundations 
Percentage
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Diversity Initiatives That Should  
Be Undertaken in the Future
The environmental grantmaking foundations were the most enthusiastic about diversity initiatives that should be under-
taken in the future. For six of the 13 initiatives listed, environmental grantmaking foundations recorded the highest level 
of support of the three types of institutions studied. However, the foundations tended to be the least likely to say they 
would support such activities if they were developed (table 6.8).

Conservation
/Preservation

Government 
Agency

Grantmaking 
Foundations

Conservation
/Preservation

Government 
Agency

Grantmaking 
Foundations

Develop a pipeline for greater inclusion of minority and 
low-income residents in the activities, workforce, or 
boards of organizations like yours

73.6 73.9 77.8 50.0 40.0 50.0

Develop training program for low-income and ethnic 
minority residents interested in working in or participating 
in activities in organizations like yours

67.9 69.6 70.0 36.7 42.9 20.0

Create a web portal for identifying ethnic minority 
environmental professionals for jobs, consultancies, 
speakers, expert testimonies, board positions, etc.

67.3 52.4 80.0 54.2 27.8 27.3

Create a regional diversity working group to help 
facilitate diversity initiatives

64.0 52.2 55.6 36.2 52.5 30.0

Use social media to keep track of diversity activities in 
the region and elsewhere

60.4 36.4 70.0 46.7 23.5 36.4

Include more issues of interest to low-income 
communities and ethnic minorities on the agenda of 
organizations like yours

60.4 56.5 60.0 40.9 22.2 66.6

Use social media to participate remotely in diversity 
activities in the region and elsewhere

57.4 45.5 40.0 40.9 29.4 36.4

Organize job fairs in ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

57.1 65.2 50.0 24.4 50.0 11.1

Expand the agenda of organizations like yours to include 
more issues affecting ethnic minority and low-income 
communities

54.9 52.2 50.0 37.8 31.6 62.5

Organize workshops on diversity 52.8 47.8 54.5 42.8 47.4 40.0
Create Listservs and email groups for the purpose of 
focusing on diversity issues and activities

50.0 39.1 50.0 27.3 29.4 36.4

Hold diversity training for staff in organizations like yours 44.6 63.6 60.0 36.2 61.1 30.0
Organize a diversity conference 42.3 43.5 50.0 34.0 31.6 40.0

Table 6.8.  Institutional Comparison of Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in the Future in the Region

Diversity Initiatives that should be Undertaken in 
the Future

Percentage Saying Yes Percent Likely/Very Likely to Support it
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Government environmental agencies are already undertaking diversity initiatives to a greater extent than the other two 
types of institutions. Yet, the greatest support for diversity initiatives if they were developed in their region in the future 
came from government agencies. In five of the 13 instances, they were the most likely to say they would support a given 
initiative if it were developed. 

Chapter 6 shows that the three types of institutions have embraced diversity efforts to varying degrees. In all three, 
much more progress has been made on gender diversity than on racial diversity. 

Chapter 7 will examine if and how the size of the organization is related to diversity in conservation/preservation organi-
zations and government environmental agencies. There was not enough data to conduct this analysis for environmental 
grantmaking organizations.
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Chapter 7.  
Organizational  
Size and Diversity

This chapter examines whether size can be associated with 
the demographic characteristics of two of the three types  
of institutions studies—conservation/preservation 
organizations and government environmental agencies. 
Though the environmental grantmaking sample has 28 
organizations with operating budgets that range from about 
half a million dollars to more than $100 million, the overall 
sample size is too small to conduct analysis of this nature.



The State of Diversity in Environmental Organizations     7: Organizational Size and Diversity page 127

Size and Diversity in Conservation  
and Preservation Organizations
Does size matter? That is, how is size related to the demographic characteristics of organizations? Respondents from 
conservation and preservation organizations were asked to report the size of their institution’s operating budget for 
2012. This was used an indicator of size. Operating budget sizes ranged from zero to $100,000,000. The 191 conser-
vation/preservation organizations were divided into three groups for further analysis—organizations with budgets of a 
million dollars or more, organizations with budgets of less than a million dollars, and organizations that reported zero for 
the budget question or did not answer the question at all.

• 90 organizations (51.3%) reported either zero for their 2012 operating budget or did not report any budget at all.

• 73 organizations (38.2%) had 2012 operating budgets of $1 to $999,999.

• 20 organizations (10.5%) had operating budgets of $1 million to $100 million.
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Leadership Positions

Gender Diversity
Analysis of the gender of the people in each position and the organization’s budget size found that emerging patterns 
depended on the level of organizational leadership. To make the tables clear and easier to understand and to avoid 
repetition, only the percentage of people occupying the specified positions are recorded below. The number of organi-
zations and the number of males and females in these positions have been reported earlier in table 3.1.

Table 7.1 shows that females were much less likely to be the president of the largest organizations (those with budgets 
of $1 million or more) than organizations with smaller budgets. Hence, 25.9% of the conservation/preservation organi-
zations that had or reported no budget had a female president and so did 22.9% of those with budgets of $1-$999,999. 
Only 10% of the organizations with a budget of a million dollars or more had a female president. 

Table 7.1.  Budget Size and Gender Diversity in Conservation/Preservation Organizations

Male Female Both Male Female Both Male Female Both
President 74.1% 25.9% 77.1% 22.9% 90.0% 10.0%
Vice President 69.4% 24.5% 6.1% 59.0% 41.0% 12.5% 62.5% 25.0%
Executive Director 55.4% 41.1% 3.6% 55.8% 44.2% 64.3% 37.5%
Assistant/Associate Director 57.7% 38.5% 3.8% 33.3% 66.7% 33.3% 50.0% 16.7%
Chair of the Board 69.6% 28.3% 2.2% 75.7% 24.3% 64.7% 35.3%
Vice Chair of the Board 61.1% 38.9% 75.8% 24.2% 54.5% 45.5%
Business Manager 52.2% 43.5% 22.2% 77.8% 22.2% 77.8%
Human Resources Director 9.4% 87.5% 3.1%  100.0% 100.0%
Secretary 33.3% 66.7% 37.9% 62.1% 30.8% 69.2%
Treasurer 66.0% 34.0% 66.2% 32.3% 1.5% 69.2% 30.8%
Accountant 35.9% 56.4% 7.7% 37.9% 58.6% 3.4% 14.3% 71.4% 14.3%
Program Director 23.3% 67.4% 9.3% 22.6% 77.4% 60.0% 26.7% 13.3%
Project Coordinator 16.0% 80.0% 4.0% 28.6% 71.4% 100.0%
Community Organizer 51.9% 44.4% 3.7% 100.0% 22.2% 22.2% 55.6%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 53.1% 46.9% 18.2% 81.8% 25.0% 66.7% 8.3%
Public Relations Manager 20.7% 79.3% 14.3% 85.7% 30.8% 69.2%
Spokesperson 25.0% 58.3% 16.7% 70.0% 30.0% 75.0% 25.0%
Lobbyist 56.3% 31.3% 12.5% 100.0% 14.3% 42.9% 42.9%
Legal Counsel 42.3% 50.0% 7.7% 77.8% 22.2% 45.5% 45.5% 9.1%
Diversity Manager 42.9% 57.1% 100.0%
Information Technology Mgr. 65.5% 34.5% 81.8% 18.2% 92.9% 7.1%
Web Designer/Manager 54.8% 45.2% 57.7% 42.3% 45.5% 36.4% 18.2%
Fundraiser 16.2% 81.1% 2.7% 17.6% 82.4% 6.7% 80.0% 13.3%
Investment Manager 40.0% 60.0% 75.0% 25.0% 100.0%
Grants Manager 20.0% 76.0% 4.0% 22.2% 77.8% 11.1% 88.9%

No Budget Reported $1-999,999 A Million or moreLeadership Position
Operating Budget for 2012
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Three interesting patterns emerged from studying the gender distribution of the leadership of three of the most pow-
erful and visible positions (president, executive director, and chair of the board), and the assistant positions associated 
with them.

1. �Women were least likely to be president, executive director, or chair of the board in the largest conservation/
preservation organizations (those with budgets of a million or more).

2. �Women were more likely to be the vice president, assistant or associate director, and vice chair of the board.

3. �Women were more likely to be the vice president, assistant or associate director, and vice chair of the board in 
the largest conservation/preservation organizations than in smaller ones.

This could reflect promotion patterns in which women are promoted up the ranks but promotions stop shy of the top 
leadership positions—a glass ceiling. However, this could also be an indicator of the fact that women may have shorter 
employment tenure in the organizations and fewer have risen through the ranks because they are not as senior as their 
male colleagues.

 It should be noted that none of conservation/preservation organizations with budgets of $1-$999,999 had a diversity 
manager on staff. As later discussion will show, this has important implications for the racial diversity in the organizations.

Racial Diversity
A similar exercise was performed for race. An examination of the top three leadership positions (president, executive 
director, and chair of the board) and the assistant positions associated with them (vice president, assistant/associate 
director, and vice chair of the board) did not reveal the same patterns found when gender was analyzed. 

As table 7.2 shows, none of the organizations with the largest budgets ($1 million or more) had a president, vice presi-
dent, or assistant/associate director who was an ethnic or racial minority. 

The progress on gender diversity and the lack of such on racial diversity is very evident when these top positions are ex-
amined. While 10% of the largest conservation/preservation organizations had female presidents and 87.5% had female 
vice presidents, none had ethnic minority presidents or vice presidents.

This study illustrates women’s increased mobility while at the same time revealing the absence of racial minorities in 
those top spots.

Despite the challenges of obtaining positions of top leadership in conservation and preservation organizations with the 
largest budgets, table 7.2 shows that the largest conservation/preservation organizations provide more opportuni-
ties for ethnic minorities to occupy other staff positions than do their smaller brethren.
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Table 7.2.  Budget Size and Racial Diversity in Conservation/Preservation Organizations

White Minority Both White Minority Both White Minority Both
President 100.0% 97.8% 2.2% 100.0%
Vice President 89.8% 6.1% 4.1% 100.0% 100.0%
Executive Director 96.4% 1.8% 1.8% 100.0% 84.6% 15.4%
Assistant/Associate Director 100.0% 93.3% 6.7% 100.0%
Chair of the Board 97.9% 2.1% 94.4% 5.6% 94.1% 5.9%
Vice Chair of the Board 100.0% 97.0% 3.0% 81.8% 18.2%
Business Manager 95.8% 4.2% 94.4% 5.6% 75.0% 25.0%
Human Resources Director 68.8% 28.1% 3.1% 80.0% 20.0% 69.2% 30.8%
Secretary 93.2% 4.5% 2.3% 94.6% 5.4% 100.0%
Treasurer 96.2% 3.8% 96.8% 3.2% 92.3% 7.7%
Accountant 92.1% 7.9% 92.3% 7.7% 84.6% 15.4%
Program Director 90.9% 4.5% 4.5% 100.0% 86.7% 6.7% 6.7%
Project Coordinator 84.6% 11.5% 3.8% 90.0% 10.0% 83.3% 16.7%
Community Organizer 75.0% 17.9% 7.1% 100.0% 50.0% 12.5% 37.5%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 100.0% 95.5% 4.5% 91.7% 8.3%
Public Relations Manager 100.0% 100.0% 83.3% 8.3% 8.3%
Spokesperson 92.3% 7.7% 90.0% 10.0% 75.0% 25.0%
Lobbyist 88.2% 5.9% 5.9% 100.0% 71.4% 28.6%
Legal Counsel 96.2% 3.8% 94.1% 5.9% 81.8% 9.1% 9.1%
Diversity Manager 33.0% 66.7% 66.7% 33.3%
Information Technology Mgr. 73.3% 26.7% 90.0% 10.0% 76.9% 23.1%
Web Designer/Manager 96.7% 3.3% 95.8% 4.2% 80.0% 10.0% 10.0%
Fundraiser 91.9% 8.1% 100.0% 86.7% 13.3%
Investment Manager 83.3% 16.7% 100.0% 100.0%
Grants Manager 84.6% 15.4% 100.0% 85.7% 14.3%

No Budget Reported $1-999,999 A Million or moreLeadership Position
Operating Budget for 2012
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Board Members, Staff, and Interns

Further analysis was conducted to find out how the percentages of males and females on the boards, staff, or who were 
interns varied by the size of the budget of conservation and preservation organizations. A similar analysis was conducted 
to see how race was related to the percentages of Whites and minorities in these organizational roles when the operat-
ing budget was taken into consideration. Respondents were asked to say how many males or females and Whites and 
minorities were in each organization role in their institution. The responses were collapsed and coded into two catego-
ries—none and one or more.

Gender Diversity
Table 7.3 reports the percentages of organizations that had one or more males and females in each role in each type of 
organization. Size mattered; the organizations with the largest operating budgets had virtually identical rates at which 
males and females were found in the four roles examined below. In the other two size categories of conservation/preser-
vation organizations examined, there was greater variation in the percentages of males and females in the roles studied, 
and females were more likely than males to be in those roles.

More than 94% of the conservation and preservation organizations in the study reported having both males and females 
on their boards. There was more variation in percentages of males and females in other organizational roles. For instance 
only 61.3% of the organizations that reported no budget had one or more males on their staff, while 72.2% of those same 
organizations had one or more females on staff.

 

Table 7.3.  Percent of Organizations with One or More Males and Females in Specified Roles

Male Female Male Female Male Female
Member of the board 100.0% 97.4% 98.6% 98.6% 94.7% 94.7%
Have on paid staff 61.3% 72.2% 66.0% 72.7% 100.0% 100.0%
Staff hired in the last three years 52.4% 76.7% 52.5% 66.7% 100.0% 100.0%
Interns hosted in the last three years 70.4% 76.9% 55.3% 62.0% 81.8% 83.3%

No Budget Reported $1-999,999 A Million or moreOrganizational Role
Operating Budget for 2012

The table also shows that while all the organizations with budgets of a million dollars or more had hired male staff in the 
past three years, only slightly more than half of the remaining conservation and preservation organizations did likewise.

When it came to the hosting of interns, the conservation and preservation organizations with the largest budgets are 
the most likely to host interns.

• �In these organizations there was very little difference in the percentages of organizations that hosted male and 
female interns (81.8% versus 83.3%).

Organizations with smaller budgets were more likely to have female than male interns. For example, while 55.3% of the 
organizations with budgets of $1-$999,999 hosted male interns, 62% of those same organizations hosted female interns. 
In addition, 70.4% of those organizations reporting no budget had male interns; 76.9% of them had female interns.
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Racial Diversity
Table 7.4 reveals some important findings about race and organizational size. The analysis shows that the conservation 
and preservation organizations with the largest budgets ($1 million or more) are considerably more diverse than smaller 
ones on all four dimensions. The organizations with the largest budgets were much more likely to have minorities on their 
boards, on paid staff, among those hired in the last three years, and as interns. 

 The data shows compelling reasons to scrutinize the smaller conservation/ preservation organizations and advocate 
for increasing their diversity. None of the conservation/preservation organizations with budgets of $1-$999,999 have 
diversity managers on staff. In these organizations, the percentage of minorities on the paid staff is significantly lower 
than in the other two categories of organizations. While 84.2% of the organizations with a budget of a million or more 
have minorities on staff and 27.6% of those that had no budget or did not report one had minority staffers, only 16.7% 
of organizations with $1-$999,999 had minorities on staff.

The conservation and preservation organizations with the largest budgets are significantly 
more diverse than conservation and preservation organizations with smaller budgets.

Hiring is another area where ethnic minorities fare worse in the smaller organizations. More than 95% of all the con-
servation and preservation organizations reported hiring staff in the last three years. Yet only 13.2% of the organizations 
with budgets of $1-$999,999 hired any minorities.

• �Significantly higher percentages of organizations with budgets of a million or more hired minorities than those 
that either had no budgets or did not report one. That is 58.3% of the largest organizations compared to 30.3% 
of the smaller ones hired minorities in the last three years.

The diversity manager matters. The data shows that even in organizations that had no budget or did not report one, 
the presence of diversity managers in these organizations is associated with higher rates of having minorities on the paid 
staff, hiring minorities in the last three years, and hosting minority interns. Organizations with no diversity managers 
(those having a budget of $1-$999,999) had the lowest minority presence on their staff, in hires made in the last three 
years, and in the percentage of interns hosted in the last three years.

These findings are significant because the largest conservation/preservation organizations have been under the 
spotlight when it comes to inquiries and criticism about diversity for several decades. One could argue that the 
increased scrutiny might have nudged these organizations to undertake diversity efforts. There is no question that the 
scrutiny and spotlight should remain on the largest conservation/preservation organizations. But the findings of this 
report suggest that scrutiny should be widened to encompass smaller conservation/ preservation organizations. 
Smaller organizations are less diverse but thus far have escaped scrutiny. Regardless of size, conservation/preserva-
tion organizations should be held more accountable for progress on diversity.

Size and Diversity in Government  
Environmental Agencies
The relationship between size and institutional diversity was also examined in government environmental agencies. 
Respondents from government entities were asked to indicate whether their organization was a federal, state, or local 
(county or city) agency. For the purposes of this analysis the agencies were grouped into two categories—federal and 
state/local. These two groupings were used as an indicator of size. The federal agencies tend to have larger budgets, 
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staff, and overall scope of operations. While all the respondents indicated whether their agencies were federal or state/
local, several did not report the size of their institution’s operating budget for 2012. Since there wasn’t enough informa-
tion on budgets to categorize the agencies by budget for this analysis, the categories of federal and state/local were 
used as a proxy for size in this analysis. 

Of the 74 government environmental agencies studied: 

• 45 agencies (60.8%) were federal agencies.

• 29 agencies (39.2%) were state/local agencies.

Leadership Positions

Gender Diversity
For the sake of simplicity and clarity and to avoid repetition, only the percentage of males and females occupying the 
specified positions are recorded below. The number of organizations and the number of males and females in these 
positions have been reported earlier in table 4.1. 

In both federal and state/local agencies, males dominate the president’s position. That is, 71.4% of the presidents of fed-
eral agencies and two-thirds of those in state/local agencies are males. Half of the ten vice presidents in federal agencies 
were men, and all of the three found in state/local agencies were also men (table 7.5). 

There was only a slight difference in the percentage of males and females occupying the executive director’s position 
in the federal versus state/local agencies. Males dominated this position in both—76.9% of the 26 executive directors in 
the federal agencies and 75% of the 20 executive directors reported in the state/local agencies were males.

Only 15 agencies reported having chairs of the boards. Of those only two were federal— one of the chairs was male and 
the other was female. The story was different for the state/local agencies. Thirteen reported having chairs of the board 
and 12 (93.2%) of the chairs were males.

• �The state/local agencies were the ones most likely to have vice-chairs of the board, and 84.6% (11 out of 13) of 
these were males.

Females dominated the following positions in both federal and state/local agencies:

• Human resources director – 75% or more

• Secretary – more than 80%

• Accountant – more than 70%

• Community organizer – 75% or more

• Diversity manager – more than 60%.
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Table 7.5.  Jurisdiction and Gender Diversity in Government Environmental Agencies

Male Female Both Male Female Both
President 71.4% 28.6% 66.7% 33.3%
Vice President 50.0% 50.0% 100.0%
Executive Director 76.9% 23.1% 75.0% 25.0%
Assistant/Associate Director 73.9% 21.7% 4.3% 61.5% 30.8% 7.7%
Chair of the Board 50.0% 50.0% 92.3% 7.7%
Vice Chair of the Board 100.0% 84.6% 15.4%
Business Manager 31.3% 68.6% 70.0% 30.0%
Human Resources Director 20.8% 79.2% 25.0% 75.0%
Secretary 13.3% 86.7% 18.2% 81.8%
Treasurer 100.0% 44.4% 55.6%
Accountant 27.3% 72.7% 28.6% 71.4%
Program Director 62.5% 31.3% 6.3% 71.4% 14.3% 14.3%
Project Coordinator 44.4% 44.4% 11.1% 22.2% 77.8%
Community Organizer 25.0% 75.0% 12.5% 87.5%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 100.0% 50.0% 50.0%
Public Relations Manager 46.2% 53.8% 40.0% 60.0%
Spokesperson 25.0% 62.5% 12.5% 55.6% 44.4%
Lobbyist 60.0% 40.0%
Legal Counsel 42.9% 28.6% 28.6% 35.7% 57.1% 7.1%
Diversity Manager 37.5% 62.5% 28.6% 71.4%
Information Technology Manager 63.2% 31.6% 5.3% 86.7% 13.3%
Web Designer/Manager 42.9% 50.0% 7.1% 53.8% 46.2%
Fundraiser 100.0% 50.0% 50.0%
Investment Manager 100.0% 100.0%
Grants Manager 16.7% 83.3% 44.4% 44.4% 11.1%

Federal Agencies State or Local AgenciesLeadership Position
Agency Jurisdiction
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Women were significantly more likely to occupy the position of business manager in federal agencies than they were in 
state/local agencies: 68.6% of the business managers in the federal environmental agencies were women. Only 30% of 
the business managers in state/local agencies were women.

Women were also much more likely to be spokespersons, information technology managers, and grant managers in 
federal agencies than in state/local agencies. 

Racial Diversity
The racial diversity of federal and state/local environmental agencies was also analyzed. Table 7.6 contains the percent-
ages of agencies that had Whites and minorities occupying various leadership positions. The actual number of organiza-
tions with these positions are presented in table 4.2.

As table 7.6 shows, there is a higher percentage of minorities occupying the positions of president, vice president, and 
executive director in federal agencies than in state/local agencies. In fact, none of the state/local agencies have any 
minorities occupying the posts of president or vice president. However, 26.7% of the federal agencies had an ethnic or 
racial minority in the president’s position.

Further analysis of the staff positions in federal versus state/local agencies found that: 

• �There were 10 positions in federal agencies and seven positions in state/local agencies with no minority occupants. 

• �There were only four positions (diversity manager, president, human resources director, and secretary) in which mi-
norities occupied 20% or more of the positions in federal agencies. 

• �In contrast, there were 10 positions in which minorities occupied 20% or more of the positions in state/local agencies. 

• �Minorities were significantly more likely to be assistant/associate directors, chairs of the board, human resources 
directors, accountants, project coordinators, community organizers, spokespersons, and fundraisers in state/
local agencies than in federal agencies.
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Table 7.6.  Jurisdiction and Racial Diversity in Government Environmental Agencies

White Minority Both White Minority Both
President 73.3% 26.7% 100.0%
Vice President 88.9% 11.1% 100.0%
Executive Director 84.6% 11.5% 3.8% 90.0% 5.0% 5.0%
Assistant/Associate Director 87.0% 13.0% 78.6% 21.4%
Chair of the Board 100.0% 76.9% 23.1%
Vice Chair of the Board 100.0% 100.0%
Business Manager 93.8% 6.3% 90.0% 10.0%
Human Resources Director 77.3% 22.7% 58.3% 41.7%
Secretary 80.0% 20.0% 90.9% 9.1%
Treasurer 100.0% 87.5% 12.5%
Accountant 90.9% 9.1% 50.0% 50.0%
Program Director 93.8% 6.3% 100.0%
Project Coordinator 100.0% 66.7% 33.3%
Community Organizer 85.7% 14.3% 57.1% 42.9%
Magazine/Newsletter Editor 100.0% 81.8% 18.2%
Public Relations Manager 88.0% 8.0% 4.0% 78.6% 21.4%
Spokesperson 100.0% 77.8% 22.2%
Lobbyist 100.0%
Legal Counsel 85.7% 14.3% 100.0%
Diversity Manager 37.5% 62.5% 28.6% 71.4%
Information Technology Manager 77.8% 16.7% 5.6% 92.3% 7.7%
Web Designer/Manager 100.0% 91.7% 8.3%
Fundraiser 100.0% 50.0% 50.0%
Investment Manager 100.0% 100.0%
Grants Manager 83.3% 16.7% 88.9% 11.1%

Federal Agencies State or Local AgenciesLeadership Position
Agency Jurisdiction
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Board Members, Staff, and Interns

Analysis was conducted to find out how the percentages of males and females on the boards, staff, or who were in-
terns varied by the jurisdiction of the agency. A similar analysis was also conducted to see how race was related to the 
percentages of Whites and minorities in these organizational roles when agency jurisdiction was taken into account. 
Respondents were asked to say how many males or females and Whites and minorities were in each organization role 
in their agency. The responses were collapsed and coded into two categories—none and one or more. The two tables 
below (7.7 and 7.8) report on the percentages of agencies that had one or more people in each organization role.

Gender Diversity
Table 7.7 shows that there was a higher percentage of females in the four organizational roles in state/local agencies 
than in federal agencies. While half of the federal environmental agencies had one or more males on their boards, all of 
the state/local agencies did. More than 90% of the state/local agencies also had one or more females as members of 
their boards.

All the state/local agencies had one or more females on their staff. In comparison, 81.3% of the state/local agencies had 
males on their staff. All the federal agencies had males on their staff and roughly 95% of them had female staffers.

 State/local agencies were more likely to hire females than federal environmental agencies in the last three years. 

• It should be noted that females had a higher chance of being hired into both types of agencies than males.

• However, females had a better chance of being hired in local or state agencies than federal agencies.

o �80% of state/local agencies hired females in the last three years. In comparison, 73.3% of federal agencies 
hired females over the same time period.

Male Female Male Female
Member of the board 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 91.7%
Have on paid staff 100.0% 94.7% 81.3% 100.0%
Staff hired in the last three years 60.0% 73.3% 66.7% 80.0%
Interns hosted in the last three years 80.0% 63.6% 86.7% 72.2%

Table 7.7.  Percent of Environmental Agencies with One or More Males and Females in 
Specified Roles

Federal Agencies State or Local AgenciesOrganizational Role
Agency Jurisdiction

State or local agencies were more likely to have hosted interns in the last three years than federal agencies. Both federal 
and state/local agencies were more likely to host male interns than female interns. However, a higher percentage of 
state/local agencies hosted female interns than federal agencies.

• 72.2% of state or local agencies hosted female interns.

• 63.6% of federal agencies hosted female interns.
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Racial Diversity
Ethnic minorities found greater opportunities to sit on state/local boards than on federal boards. As table 7.8 shows, all 
of the federal agencies had one or more Whites on their boards but none had minorities. Though all of the state/local 
agencies had White board members, 40% of them also had minorities on their boards.

All the agencies—federal and state/local—had Whites on their staff. A significantly higher percentage of federal agen-
cies had at least one minority on staff than state/local agencies. That is:

• �80% of federal environmental agencies had one or more minorities on their staff compared to only 46.2% of state/
local agencies that had one or more minorities on their staff.

But the reverse was true for staff hired in the last three years. While 60% of state/local agencies hired minorities onto 
their staff in the last three years, only 46.2% of federal environmental agencies did the same.

White Minority White Minority
Member of the board 100.0% 100.0% 40.0%
Have on paid staff 100.0% 80.0% 100.0% 46.2%
Staff hired in the last three years 92.3% 46.2% 100.0% 60.0%
Interns hosted in the last three years 91.7% 33.3% 100.0% 16.7%

Federal Agencies State or Local AgenciesOrganizational Role
Agency Jurisdiction

Table 7.8.  Percent of Environmental Agencies with One or More Whites and Minorities 
in Specified Roles

More than 90% of both federal and state/local agencies hosted interns in the past three years, however, ethnic minorities 
were twice as likely to obtain internships in federal agencies than in state/local agencies.

• A third of the federal environmental agencies hosted minority interns in the past three years.

• Only 16.7% of state/local environmental agencies hosted minority interns in the past three years.

In fact, the percentage of state/local environmental agencies hosting minority interns is lower than the percentage 
found in any of the three types of conservation/preservation organizations or environmental grantmaking foundations 
discussed above.
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State and local environmental agencies are the least likely  
of any of the organizational types analyzed in this study  

to have hosted minority interns in the last three years.

Overall, size mattered—in restricting access to leadership and in providing opportunities —in conservation/preservation 
organizations as well as in government environmental agencies when it came to gender and racial diversity. 

Chapter 8 of this report will contain some reflections of environmental practitioners as they ponder the state of institu-
tional diversity in the environmental field.
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Chapter 8.  
Reflections of  
Environmental  
Practitioners
Interviews were conducted with environmental practitioners familiar with 
environmental nonprofits and environmental agencies to discover how they perceived 
the status of diversity in the environmental movement generally and in mainstream 
environmental organizations and government environmental agencies more 
specifically. The study didn’t ask about environmental grantmaking foundations 
because many people are not familiar with the inner workings of these organizations or 
their demographic characteristics. Interviewees were asked to think of diversity in broad 
terms as it relates to race, gender, sexual orientation, class, culture, urban-rural, 
religion, etc. These reflections are important as they provide an additional qualitative 
dimension to the analysis. The reflections also provide a context in which to view the 
findings discussed above. The insights that the practitioners shared corroborated many 
of the findings reported above.
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Methodology
An interview schedule was drafted, pre-tested, and revised in February 2014. Interviews were conducted from March 19 
to April 30, 2014. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes to 1.5 hours. The interview schedule was developed in and 
administered through Qualtrics. The Qualtrics platform allows for the tracking of interviews, the placement of automatic 
time stamps on the interviews indicating when each started and ended, the assignment of anonymous markers to each 
interview, and the collection of background information on each interviewee. Using an interview schedule also ensured 
that all the interviewees were asked the same core questions. Though deviations occurred—to probe responses or elicit 
new information—all respondents answered the same basic questions. The responses to the core set of questions will 
be used to make comparisons later on in the chapter. 

All the interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed. All interviewees agreed to participate on condition that 
they would remain anonymous. The topic of diversity is a sensitive one in the environmental field, and granting anonym-
ity to respondents was the only way to get respondents to participate in the study and provide candid responses. 

All names used below to identify interviewees are pseudonyms. Though pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of 
interviewees, all the corresponding information about the about the interviewee is true.

A multi-method approach was used to identify interviewees. Environmental professionals who were known to have 
worked in environmental organizations, have experience with diversity programs, have been diversity advocates, have 
participated in diversity conferences, or have been in top leadership positions in environmental organizations were iden-
tified as potential interviewees. A snowball sampling technique was also used to help build the sample. Staff in environ-
mental organizations as well as interviewees were asked to provide names of people who were knowledgeable about 
environmental organizations and diversity issues. These people were contacted and asked to participate in the study. 

Potential interviewees were first contacted by email to briefly introduce the project and to request an interview. A spe-
cific interview time was established either by email or by a short telephone call. The interviews were then conducted 
over the telephone. If a potential interviewee did not respond to the request for an interview after five attempts to make 
contact, no further attempts were made to reach that individual. 

The response rate was very high. Only one person with whom contact was made refused to participate in the study, and 
she refused because she thought she wasn’t the best person in her organization to answer the questions. 

Sample Description
 This chapter reports on interviews conducted with 21 respondents. Over the course of their careers, all the interviewees 
were affiliated with one or more of the following institutions: environmental agencies, conservation and preservation 
organizations, environmental consulting organizations, environmental grantmaking foundations, environmental justice 
organizations, schools, and university environmental programs. 

They served in the following capacities in these organizations: founders, chief executive officers, executive directors, 
presidents, board members, program directors, consultants, faculty, policy analysts, legal counsels, project directors or 
coordinators, and community organizers. Respondents worked in environmental organizations anywhere from one year 
to 46 years. They came from all over the country and were from a variety of racial and ethnic and religious backgrounds; 
multiple sexual orientations; rural, peri-urban, and urban; and were male and female.
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The State of Diversity in the  
American Environmental Movement 
Interviewees were asked, “How would you describe the state of diversity in the American environmental movement 
today?” Their responses are summarized in table 8.1. The responses are grouped into five major thematic areas that are 
discussed in more detail below.

Table 8.1. Reflections on the Status of  
Diversity in the Environmental Movement

1. Environmental leadership needs to be more proactive on diversity issues.

• �Diversity lacking in the leadership of the movement.
• �The top leaders are still predominantly White.
• �Diversity champions are in non-decision-making roles.

2. Inadequate grassroots participation.

• �The environmental movement is top down not bottom up the way a true movement should be.
• �The movement could be more representative of the grassroots.
• �Organizations try to work in low-income and minority communities but don’t have staff from  

those communities or who are reflective of those communities.

3. Movement fragmentation.

• �The whole movement is not as organized as it could be — it is fragmented.
o �However, there was some evidence of a convergence in interest and activities being  

undertaken in the movement.
• �There is a divide in the movement that must be bridged.
• �There is diversity of issues being tackled, diversity of people involved in environmental issues,  

and diversity of locations in which environmental work is being done.
• �We are not talking to or working with communities that are most heavily impacted by disasters, etc.

4. Exclusionary framing and a broader base.

• �Terminology and labeling sometimes excludes groups that are doing environmental work but do not think of it in 
those terms and do not label it as such.

o �A broad definition of environment will expand the number of people included under the  
“environmentalist” umbrella and help diversify the movement.

o �More people of color would feel included if the definition were broadened.
• �The environmental work of ethnic minorities is invisible and goes largely unrecognized.

o ��Not everyone feels this is currently the case.
• �The Millennials offer hope as they have grown up in a more diverse society and are more comfortable working in 

diverse settings.

5. Bridge-building.

• �The demographic shift underway in the country is forcing the movement to consider diversity more seriously.
• �There has been a rollback of diversity efforts in the last two decades.
• �The infrastructure to mount effective efforts is inadequate.
• �The culture of the environmental movement has to change.
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Reluctant Leaders Coupled with Diversity Champions  
in Non-Decision-Making Roles

Several interviewees expressed the view that the environmental movement lacks diversity because the leadership of the 
environmental movement is reluctant to champion the cause of diversity—especially racial diversity—in ways that will bring 
about widespread changes. Interviewees point to the fact that some of the movement’s senior leaders have held their lead-
ership positions for decades. While the aging-in-place of the leadership provides great stability and experience to draw on, 
it can also make it difficult to bring about changes that the leadership neither supports nor is comfortable with.

Parker Henderson, who has been on the staff and board of conservation organizations for 15 years, describes the chal-
lenges he sees with this model of movement leadership. Henderson says, “Movement-wide it seems like there’s kind of 
a holding on of the old guard of mainstream environmental movements which is usually like 50-, 60-something White 
males that are in positions of leadership in the mainstream environmental organizations, and they continue to set the 
agenda without having real sensitivity or awareness to the lived experiences of other folks in particular to people of color 
and so my read on the overall movement [is] …that [it] still remains steeped in the traditional messaging around pro-
tecting places and wildlife…[They are]…not linking those efforts to protecting people, or protecting health, or creating 
jobs…the kind of issues that communities of color in particular are addressing on a frontline basis [is not being seriously 
considered].”

Luke Carter, who has been on the staff and boards of environmental nonprofits for about seven years and before that 
worked in the government as a policymaker, also commented on the age of the leadership of the environmental move-
ment. He describes the leadership as “very old, White, probably upper middle [class].” He juxtaposes these activists with 
the “young students to 25 year olds, low income, [who have] a bigger worldview” who are also a part of the movement.

Felicia Madison, a Millennial, asserts that diversity implies a radical power and cultural shift. She argues that “Diversity 
for me is two-handed and complex sort of equation because on the one hand we not only just want different types of 
ethnicities and different…forms of cultural experiences within the environmental movement including understandings 
of power that extend to different forms of identity as well—sexual orientation, gender identity, etc…But also [we] want 
that People of Color leadership and the forms of identity that they’re coming from in environmentalist communities. And 
also that they’re understanding power and structural inequality in a way that will result in the complete overhaul of why 
that injustice started in the first place.”

Respondents also contend that the movement lacks diversity because the activists who do want to promote diversity 
are often in mid-level positions—typically not key decision-making positions—and therefore find it difficult to effectuate 
the changes they seek. Gail Swanson, who has spent the last 26 years working in environmental nonprofits and founda-
tions, explains that “it is not always easy for people who are not [in] decision-making positions to…well let me put it this 
way, it’s harder for people in non-decision-making positions to take a very, maybe public or strong stand because of 
the potential consequences.” She goes on to say, “I think people that are in leadership positions have to…set different 
expectations of themselves as well as their organizations.”

Joanne Hughes, who has 16 years of experience in environmental nonprofits and before that worked for several years 
in community-based organizations, says she sees a “lack of diversity within…mainstream organizations.” However, she 
believes the focus on diversity “while it’s a lofty goal, isn’t the answer.” She thinks focusing on diversity is limiting. In-
stead she prefers to move “towards dismantling racism.” Despite her skepticism, Hughes hastens to say that diversity is 
very important. She says, “I mean, it’s the critical issue. It’s the big issue, it’s the elephant in the room. Without having a 
diverse um…movement or having a diverse staff within these environmental organizations, it’s quite likely that there will 
be very little progress in the area of environment that directly affects People of Color.”
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Inadequate Grassroots Input and Participation

Jacob Maxwell, who has 46 years of experience working in government environmental agencies and conservation orga-
nizations, argues that the environmental movement could be more representative of the grassroots, “in terms of who is 
in the organizations, who is leading the organizations, [and] who the staff are.” 

Maxwell points out that even when some environmental organizations are working in minority communities, their staff is 
all White and the organizations seem oblivious to the effects of this. He provides an example of the Rock Creek Conser-
vancy in Washington, D.C. The group has five staff members. There are no ethnic minorities on the staff yet they operate 
in a park in a city in which 65% of the residents are people of color.

Alexis Traver, who has been working in conservation organizations for about nine years and prior to that in the public 
sector, says of the environmental movement, “Is it really a movement?” She asks this question because when she con-
templates the structure of a movement she thinks “about the people, the grassroots.” She explains further, “a movement 
comes from the people on up, and not from the top on down. The environmental…movement appears to be from the 
top down and…this is the traditional…I wonder because, you don’t see a groundswell of people coming out around en-
vironmental issues.”Traver also questions the notion of a movement because she thinks of a movement as a community, 
and she does not see a cohesive community manifested in the environmental movement. She says, “We use the term 
movement; I use the term interchangeably with community.”

Another interviewee, Zoe Edmon—who had worked in environmental and community-based organizations for about 
a decade—also questions the notion of an environmental movement. Edmon says, “I don’t think there is an American 
environmental movement… The way American Indians have been treated with abhorrence and so the American Indian 
movement to me is very much an American environmental movement, and it feels like a very honest and very real and 
truthful environmental movement considering the history of America… I don’t know that I’ve seen any other environ-
mental movement be as targeted to the actual problem and not a symptom of the problem. I feel like the environmental 
justice movement is evolving but it also doesn’t address a fundamental issue when it comes to why we schlep environ-
mental impact on the most vulnerable communities and why we’ve done that since the beginning.”

Diverse but Fragmented Movement  

Parker Henderson identifies what he calls a “green divide” that he thinks fragments the movement. Says Henderson,  
“I still see a green divide of both where the efforts to protect the environment are focused, what issues are focused on, 
and the kind of outcomes that are being derived from those efforts that don’t produce benefits for low-income people 
and people of color explicitly.”  

Alexis Traver believes that broadly speaking the environmental movement is diverse, but because the movement is splin-
tered into several factions and the different sectors of the movement do not work together, the lack of collaboration 
undercuts what diversity there is. Traver argues, “It [the environmental movement] is diverse. I think there’s a great deal 
of diversity out there. [But], are we organized in a way that we all work together? No, we’re not, we’re splintered. So work 
must be done to bridge the divide.” 

Sabrina Downing, who has been affiliated with environmental nonprofits for the past eight years, echoes Henderson and 
Traver’s points. She says, “The problem is that we have so many…people [who] oftentimes can’t see the connections 
that they’re all actually working on very similar things. And so we’ve unfortunately in the environmental [field]—at least 
in my opinion—the environmental movement in the United States is, it’s very fragmented, fractured and it’s very siloed.”

Traver clarifies her claim that the environmental movement is diverse by explaining that the movement is diverse if one 
considers the wide range of issues activists work on, by the variety of people involved in environmental affairs, and by 
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the communities and locations in which environmental activism occurs. She hastens to add that the divide that splinters 
the movement is not just ideological; it is socioeconomic. Hence it is not just a matter of deciding which species to work 
on, or balancing the protection of animal or plants with human health and well-being, it is also the impact of socioeco-
nomic status on environmental outcomes. She points to some socioeconomic realities that make it difficult to bridge the 
divide and work together. As Traver argues, “Those that have, have better areas to play, better space, it’s more beauti-
fied… those that don’t end up struggling. Those that have eat organic food, those that don’t are on canned food.” The 
movement hasn’t figured out yet how to bring these groups together to work in a unified way. However, “when woven 
together [and] if addressed properly then I think America would be ahead of the game.” 

Rachel Langstone, an environmental consultant, founder and board member who has been working in the environmental 
field for more than 40 years, is encouraged by the emergence of environmental justice organizations. However, she notes 
that they are woefully underfunded and that limits their capacity to effectuate change vis-à-vis the diversity in the larger 
environmental movement. She opines, “There are a few of those [environmental justice organizations] that is encourag-
ing, where that’s happening. They’re not terribly well-funded, you know they’re operating on a shoestring, they started 
with a shoestring and they’re operating on a shoestring. So I don’t know how long they’ll last unless they get ample 
financial and other support… I think it’s a miniscule…fraction, percentage of the money that goes to the environmental 
movement as a whole [goes to these environmental justice organizations]. Felicia Madison agrees, saying, “I think the 
funding of small environmental justice organizations is poor and is inequitable.”

Data presented above in chapter 5 supports the perception of environmental practitioners that the environmental jus-
tice organizations receive a small portion of the environmental funding from grantmakers.

Felicia Madison, who has worked in environmental nonprofits and community-based organizations for the past seven 
years, is encouraged by the growth in the number of environmental justice (EJ) organizations and their potential to di-
versify the movement. She argues that, “I would say that it’s…that the EJ movement is growing exponentially. And that 
people who are invested in EJ are beginning to understand what EJ activists are asking for and building a little bit more 
of accountability structures around allowing People of Color leadership [to] take over. So you know, in my experience, I 
would say that it’s been improving. But that we still have a long way to go.”

Henderson feels that in order to bridge the divide, “There needs to be sweeping change in who is setting the agenda 
for the movement or movements and that change needs to involve women, people of color, low-income people, being 
at the table and setting the agenda for environmental protection efforts.”

“It’s a big boat and we’re all in it and it’s  [in] rough waters.” 

Jude Driscoll, 2014.

Jude Driscoll, who has 42 years of experience in the environmental nonprofit and for-profit sectors as well on boards and 
in the policy arena, has seen increasing diversity in the movement in the past 15 years. She looks for this in the top eche-
lon of leadership. She argues, “Certainly if you look at the boards of directors, and obviously I have served on a number 
of them…[they have] become increasingly more inclusive… Is it all the way there yet? Not by a long shot.” She expresses 
caution in her assessment of the state of diversity in the movement. She says the pace of diversity is slow because “there 
are still people…[in the movement]…who still speak with a we-they mentality.” However, she is certain “that at this point 
none of the…heads of any major environmental organization[s]…would say oh those folks don’t matter or they aren’t part 
of what we are concerned with.” 

Phillip Greene, a staffer in a government environmental agency for the past 15 years, declares that he has not seen much 
progress in the environmental movement as a whole. For him the effectiveness of the movement rests on “whether we 
address diversity or not.”
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Exclusionary Framing and the Need to Broaden the Base

Elliott Payne believes that a large number of people are engaged in environmental protection and conservation work. 
Others are trying to expand what “environment” is. Payne, who has worked in environmental nonprofits for the past 19 
years, thinks that expanding the definition of environment is very important “especially for groups that are doing this 
work, but they may not call it environmentalism, they may not call it conservation, they may not call it sustainability, but 
they are still taking care of nature, the outdoors, [and] what’s around us in meaningful ways.” 

Jude Driscoll notes that ethnic minorities are involved in more than activism. She says that “when people did not find 
overwhelming welcoming or open inclusion inside `mainstream organizations,’ communities that have very specific prob-
lems often started local or regional [organizations].” She refers to groups such as WE ACT and Jesus People for the 
Environment as examples.

Payne contends that though people of color are not usually considered environmentalists, “People of color are, have 
been [environmentalists], and will continue to do environmentalism and conservation, they may not always call it that, 
it may just be part of what we do and how we approach the work, but we’re doing it.” He says that the lack of visibility 
and recognition of the contributions of people of color to environmental protection is a manifestation of how power and 
privilege is distributed in “the mainstream environmental movement.” Because the movement is “very White dominat-
ed” and reflects a “White approach to environmental protection…the power and privilege” of such activists often blind 
them to the realities around them.

“What does it mean to me if we’re more diverse, equitable, and inclusive?  
...It means the world to me. It means a lot. It means that my kids can grow up in 
a place that’s welcoming and they can engage in all of their environmental, 
and nature and wildlife protection pursuits that they want to without being 

intimidated in questioning who they are.”  

Elliott Payne, 2014.

Payne provides an example. He says that some community groups “are doing a lot of really…good work and actually 
are…innovating and leading because they’re providing multiple benefits to environmental protection… [They are] con-
necting… health issues, economic development, [and] community-building to environ-mental protection. So you get 
more bang for your buck if you invest in them, in those places.” Parker Henderson also identifies “a different narrative 
that’s starting to be written” that connects social justice to environmentalism.

Cameron Bishop has worked in government environmental agencies and environmental nonprofits for 30 years. He has 
also been on the board of several environmental nonprofits. Bishop disagrees with the argument that the work of people 
of color is not currently being recognized. “I think American environmentalism has become more diverse in that there is 
more recognition that the environmental activities of different groups are recognized as environ-mental,” says Bishop. 
He does agree with one aspect of Payne’s argument about the invisibility and lack of recognition of the work of people 
of color. Like Payne, Bishop posits that historically people of color have been involved in environmental affairs, but their 
participation and contributions were not recognized. Bishop argues, “There has always been the team of organizations 
thinking about environmental issues of concern to the Latino community or Chinese-American groups or African-Amer-
ican groups, those have always existed, they just weren’t recognized.” However, Bishop’s argument diverges from that 
of Payne’s when Bishop declares, “I think now they’re recognized, and there is more cross-fertilization between the 
different groups.” 

Bishop is convinced that the environmental movement in general recognizes that the base of activism has broadened. He 
supports his claim by saying that there is “greater recognition…that the environmental movement is broader than it used 
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to be. So if it used to be focused on conservation and on hunting organizations now I think it has gotten broader. I think 
people do recognize the legitimacy of environmental justice organizations as part of the American environmental move-
ment… That’s huge and that is a sharp shift. Twenty years ago people would fight about that, now I don’t think people 
would fight and say that environmental justice is not about environmentalism, I don’t think they’d say that anymore. They 
may disagree about how important it is, but I think they recognize that it is part [of the movement].”

“I went to the conference of the North American Association for 
Environmental Education about 16 years ago and then I went two years ago 

[again].  At the conference both times there were about 1,000 people.  
When I went 16 years ago — I kid you not — you could count on two hands the 

number of people of color among those 1,000 people.  Now if you go to the 
North American Association for Environmental Education among those  

1,000 people maybe there’s 100-200 people of color.  It’s better, it’s not where  
we want to be necessarily, but it’s better. I’d say that number is closer to 100 
out of 1,000 but still that is better than 10. So it is happening, it is just slow.” 

Cameron Bishop, 2014. 

Elliott Payne thinks that if we consider the broad spectrum of people who are doing environmental work, then the Amer-
ican movement is “pretty healthy.” Graeme Nivens thinks that diversity is increasing in the movement because of the 
influx of people making connections between “environmental equity and environmental racism.” Nivens, a faculty mem-
ber of 33 years, believes the focus on environment and social justice piqued the interest of many students and brought 
them into the movement in the early 1990s. Bishop also thinks that diversity is increasing in the movement. He opines, 
“My sense would be that it is getting better, it is slow, it is incremental, it is not nearly as quick as the change of pace in 
diversity in the society at large, but I do think it’s happening.” 

Joanne Hughes thinks very little has changed vis-à-vis diversity because the movement has been exclusionary. She ar-
gues that “There’s no other way around it. It’s been very restrictive, very limited, little I would say. I think that the move-
ment itself needs to do some self-reflection and some observation upon themselves; ask themselves some very serious 
questions, you know. And, you know, like, where are we at? Some years ago a letter was sent around by Richard Moore 
[and other environmental justice activists], uh…accusing the top 10 environmental organizations of being racist. And 
since then—and that was about 20 years ago… And since then what has changed? I’m gonna say very little.”

Payne is optimistic about the youth. He argues that “more young people, young people of color are getting involved in 
environmentalism.” Payne thinks there is a correlation between “our young people [who] are Millennials and the gener-
ation following them… [being] the most… racially diverse generation we’ve ever seen in this country… It’s exciting to 
see young people…of all different backgrounds engaging in environmentalism.” Another interviewee also sees hope 
in the Millennials and thinks that engaging them will be a boon for the environmental movement. Rochester contends 
that, “I’ve been in the…local Audubon chapter but…with the last three years with the new CEO of Audubon he’s come 
in and really brought a different touch, touched the Millennials, and touched the GenXs, and touched you know even 
the baby boomers. In a way…you know they’re looking at so many different ways of connecting with that constituency 
or their members.”

Sabrina Downing is one of those Millennials whom Payne and Rochester pin their hopes on. Downing began taking on 
leadership roles as an undergraduate. She says, “I was part of environmental leadership programs targeted for minority 
students, so I did do that work.” She continues, “And honestly I mean probably my, my selection, being on the three 
boards that I’ve participated in is because a lot of the effort of a lot of people who’ve been acting for diversity… A big 
one isn’t just about ethnic diversity or racial diversity, but also it’s about the younger generation and so bringing in peo-
ple that are Millennials, bringing in people who represent anyone that’s like younger than 40 or even 50, is it’s something 
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that they’re, the environmental organizations are trying to really consider because building that next generation of lead-
ership is extremely important for their longevity and the future of these organizations.”

Payne also reasons that the biggest challenge lies in creating a unified environmental movement. Including a broader 
set of values, paying more attention to equity, and including the environmental achievements of everyone will help to 
facilitate this process. 

Bridge-Building Efforts Underway

With the loss of the ECO internships and the disappearance of other diversity programs, Phillip Greene believes that 
there has been a deliberate retrenchment in the efforts to diversify the environmental movement and this is not mere 
happenstance. He contends that, “Twenty years ago we had deliberate programs in place that were designed specif-
ically to address diversity of the environmental movement. Many of those programs don’t exist today. In some ways 
there have been deliberate efforts to roll back...and…dismantle programs.” As Greene sees it, “if you don’t have the 
infrastructure in place, then certainly you can’t be diversifying your environmental movement.”

In contrast, Gail Swanson is reassured about the state of the environmental movement because she sees “a lot of con-
vergence of effort.” She says she is witnessing “multiple conversations [and] multiple parallel efforts to grapple with how 
to get… mainstream organizations to embrace and embody…diversity inclusion principles.”

“You can’t enlist all humanity if you only speak to half of the population.”

Gail Swanson, 2014. 

Swanson agrees with other respondents that there is a need to broaden the base of the environmental movement and 
build bridges between the different segments. However, unlike others who see fragmentation and a void, Swanson 
thinks the bridge-building efforts are already underway. She argues that there is “an emerging discussion about the 
need to also think about how you build bridges and bring equity and alignment to this movement because…there is an 
imbalance in the mainstream organizations again with resources and balance of resources that needs to be addressed as 
we think about how we lift all boats in this work.”  

Parker Henderson agrees with Swanson that bridge-building efforts are underway. He reports that “in the last five years or 
so that there’s been a growing awareness of the need to figure out how to be more effective as organizations given demo-
graphic change [in the American population that is becoming increasingly evident].” Dylan Houghton, who has been on the 
staff and boards of environmental nonprofits for the past six years, also believes that the demographic changes underway 
in the U.S. is providing a powerful imperative for the environmental movement to become more diverse. 

Sabrina Downing views the demographic shift in the country and the environmental movement as a whole as an urgent 
issue that environmental organizations have to pay attention to. She argues that, “The diversity component ties into the 
generational one… I…think they’re really struggling with that and a lot of them [environmental leaders] don’t have a clue 
on how to even begin to tackle it. We’ve been kind of passing it, we keep pushing it off and we’re starting to realize that 
you know there is the selection pool, at least they feel that the selection pool of top leadership that represents the new 
demographics just isn’t there. But it’s oftentimes because they don’t know where to look and because they’ve become 
so disconnected from the new…networks that have emerged, or I don’t know if it’s new, but it’s just the networks that 
they’re not familiar with.”

As Houghton sees it, “in order to be relevant politically they [environmental organizations] sort of need to have a more 
diverse presence.”
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Terry Rochester, who has served on the board of a national environmental organization for about eight years, thinks that 
efforts are being made to broaden diversity. He argues, “Actually, I can say that with the downturn in the economy it’s 
forced those organizations to be more collaborative with some of those nonprofit organizations and main groups… I’ve 
seen those organizations over the past eight years collaborate and get involved in the urban environment to get them 
out to the bigger world of environmental impacts that the cities have on the overall environment.”

Both Swanson and Henderson temper their enthusiasm. Swanson asserts that “we have a long way to go, we have a lot 
of work [to do].” She thinks that environmental disparities won’t be properly addressed “until we really tackle systemic 
racism and institutional racism” in the movement. She argues that the disparities have become “almost invisible because 
we assimilate as opposed to confront those disparities. I think those have to be outed and addressed.”  Henderson ar-
gues that despite the increased efforts to build bridges between disparate groups, the benefits of such efforts are not 
reaching low-income and minority communities—especially when it comes to jobs and environmental protection.

In short, Cameron Bishop thinks that “some cultural shifts” have to be made in the environmental movement “to be more 
respectful of the different values that different people bring in their thinking about environmentalism.” He is mindful of the 
fact that this will require a “transition” period to allow those with “traditional environmental training” to get on board fully.

Analise Harrow also discusses the homogenous culture of the environmental movement. Harrow, who has had 15 years of 
experience in environmental nonprofits, argues that, “The majority culture operates…[so] that it defaults and or prefers to 
work with people who are in their personal and professional and geographical network… [They] do not have comfort with 
or commitment to understanding the damage this default or preference does.” She contends that “the practice is certainly 
not going to go away until people recognize what they’re doing. It seems there’s a certain level of blindness. White privi-
lege is invisible for them. And without awareness and a specific commitment, they’re certainly not going to change.” 

Chad Findlay, who spent more than two decades in the private sector before becoming involved in environmental 
organizations as a member, board member, and consultant for the past 23 years, feels that overall, the environmental 
movement is becoming more diverse. He says, “There is some diversity but it’s still not enough. We’ve come…a ways 
but we haven’t come far enough.”

Dylan Houghton hopes that as the environmental movement continues to diversify, interactions with minorities are 
respectful, sustained, deep, and genuine, not merely symbolic. He points to shallow and deceptive interactions of the 
past that result in photographs of minorities being placed on environmental organizations’ brochures or websites, yet 
minorities are either not hired in the organizations or work in out-of-sight, back-office positions. There is a history of 
these practices dating back to the CCC programs that minorities recognize and are wary of. Commentary on surveys and 
analysis face-of-the-organization staffing discussed in earlier chapters also lend credence to this view. 

“I don’t want to work at a place that is just going to use me on their brochure 
and then kind of stick me somewhere obscure.  That hasn’t been my 

experience…in any of the environmental… organizations that I’ve worked for. 
I appreciate that very much.  It’s been a very powerful experience for me.”

Dylan Houghton, 2014.

Houghton also reports on the non-reciprocal relations that sometimes characterize the interactions with environmental 
organizations. He says that many environmental organizations call his group only when they want something. Houghton 
says, “They only called us when they needed something. They would only call us and say we need 100 of your members 
to sign off on this. To sign off on this piece of policy that says we are going to do XYZ. And so obviously that’s very 
off-putting to advocates and the community itself who might feel sort of used.”
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The State of Diversity in  
Mainstream Environmental Organizations
Respondents also reflected on the state of diversity in mainstream environmental organizations and government envi-
ronmental agencies today. Though this section focuses on mainstream environmental organizations, it is still relevant to 
this discussion as conservation and preservation organizations are a significant component of what’s typically considered 
as mainstream organizations. Government environmental agencies are also major actors in this sector of the environ-
mental movement. Table 8.2 summarizes how interviewees thought about diversity in these types of institutions.

Table 8.2. Reflections on the Status of Diversity  
in the Mainstream Environmental Organizations
1.Diversity lacking and needs urgent attention.

• �Diversity is still lacking.
• �It is an issue that needs addressing.
• �Lack of retention.
• �Many people in environmental organizations think their organizations have already addressed the issue.
• �There is a perception that American society is an equitable, post-racial one.
• �Organizations do not know how to go about the task of achieving diversity.
• �There is an ebb and flow to diversity efforts.

2.Diversity efforts are impacted by changes in affirmative action policies.

• �Anti-affirmative action rules limits diversity hiring.

3.Few ethnic minorities in leadership.

• �Very few people of color are in leadership positions in these organizations
• �Ethnic minorities have leaders who are doing environmental work but they do not describe themselves as environmentalists.
• �Gender diversity is much greater than racial diversity.

4.Inadequate staffing of diversity positions.

• �Too few people in charge of diversity efforts in large organizations.

5.The Green Group controls the environmental agenda

• �A group of large, powerful, environmental organizations control the agenda.

6.The shift change.

• �The demographic changes in society are affecting mainstream environmental organizations.

7.Improvements are evident.

• �Diversity is improving over time.
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Diversity Lacking

Most of the respondents felt that mainstream environmental organizations were lacking in diversity. Jacob Maxwell, for 
instance, asserts that there is an urgent need to address issues in mainstream environmental organizations, and Elliott 
Payne refers to the state of diversity as “embarrassing,” Alexis Traver describes it as “absolutely horrible,” and Rachel 
Langstone thinks it is “atrocious.” Langstone elaborates on her assessment by saying that, “I got into the environmental 
movement and the environmental profession at its very…early stages, back in the 1970s and… you know at that time it 
was an all-White profession and field… I was hopeful and at that time…the ironic thing is that they kept talking about 
diversity, using the term diversity, talked about needing to bring more people into the field and today…40 years later 
you hear, I hear, the very same call.”

Maxwell thought that efforts to address diversity are anemic because “many of the people that are in these organizations 
and [on the] boards [of them]…think they’ve addressed this issue sometime in the past. Or that we live in a post-racial, -gen-
der, equity-type of society. I don’t think we are there yet.” He says that government agencies try to give the impression that 
they are successful in their diversity efforts. Maxwell says, “I still see it in government. Government tries to…have this…air 
of—we are good at doing this. But if they were, the Park Service wouldn’t still be struggling with this issue.”

“I never signed up, I never wanted to do environmental work to focus on 
diversity work.  But I saw it as a huge gap and a huge area for improvement…  
If we do it and do it well we’re going to be better off as a movement, we’re 

going to be better off as a society, and we’re going to provide the 
environmental benefits for everyone in this country. I mean our focus  
is in the United States, but you know if we could spread that love and  

that approach across the global level, we’ll all be better.”  

Elliott Payne, 2014. 

Maxwell explains further that some environmental activists “have the sense that I don’t need that” but “the other person 
does. Or that we’ve not done what we need to do to address that issue. Or even they just don’t know what to do, which 
is probably more the case than not. And many of these groups and organizations that I have talked to, they sometimes 
just don’t know what to do and what steps to take with any element of this in their organization.”

Analise Harrow believes that groups are reluctant to undertake diversity initiatives because “We are not accepting of di-
versity as important. We’re not comfortable implementing plans. We don’t have skill in experiencing attraction to people 
[who are] different from ourselves.” Drew Westley, who has been working for a government environmental agency for 
the past ten years, agrees with Harrow. He contends that, “Much of our environmental policy that’s being promoted or 
advocated for within this country, just does not have a diverse, that diversity in lens. So you know, their campaigns kind 
of show that they don’t have, they don’t reflect a diversity lens.” Joanne Hughes agrees. She contends that, “There’s 
limited diversity in developing campaigns, planning around certain issues, or total lack of any of that.” 

Driscoll cautions that achieving diversity will take time and a lot of work. She argues that if someone has “racist,” sexist,” 
or “homophobic” tendencies while operating in the broader society, then these attitudes and behaviors will carry over 
to their involvement “in the environmental community.”  

While Driscoll’s analysis implies that efforts should be made to create cultures in which the racist, sexist, classist, or ho-
mophobic, etc., elements are subdued, Payne makes an argument that implies the opposite. Payne calls for an open and 
accepting culture in environmental organizations in which “people…[can] bring their whole selves, their whole diversity 
to the fore.” Payne argues that though environmental institutions recruit and hire “people of color, those from local back-
grounds, LGBTQ, [and] women,” many don’t stay because they are alienated from the organizational culture. These two 
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views highlight the need to reconcile and balance how diversity is defined and nurtured in environmental organizations 
in the coming years.

Interviewees note that though the gender gap has narrowed in terms of percentage of males and females on the staffs 
of environmental organizations, there is still a significant gender gap in the senior leadership—the percentage of women 
in senior leadership is still low. The racial gap is much more severe as there are few ethnic minorities in senior leadership. 
Gail Swanson estimates that the percentage of people of color on the boards of mainstream environmental organiza-
tions usually does not exceed 20%. She reports that she sits on the board of one small environmental organization where 
50% of board members are ethnic minorities.

Phillip Greene is clear when he says that, “I primarily focus on racial diversity.” He thinks diversity efforts are not consistent. 
As Greene sees it, “the focus on diversity tends to ebb and flow. From my optics it’s been ebbing for the past 10-12 years, 
which means it hasn’t really been progressing.” Shaun Somers, who has been affiliated with two environmental nonprofits 
for several years, feels that diversity “seems like it’s sort of ebbed and flowed with certain laws that have passed.”

The ebb and flow or cyclical nature of diversity activities could have a detrimental impact on the environmental work-
force. Greene argues that there will be a problem of attrition in his government agency because of retirement or workers 
looking elsewhere for jobs. 

Diversity Efforts Impacted by Challenges to Affirmative Action

When asked about the state of diversity in mainstream environmental organizations and government environmental 
agencies, Cameron Bishop says, “It sucks.” Bishop elaborates to make an important point not frequently articulated in 
discussions about diversity. He indicates that though “there is an interest in increasing the racial diversity of the orga-
nizations the processes for doing that are very limited.” He argues that this is particularly true in federal government 
agencies. He explains that, “It is very difficult to explicitly consider race in your hiring practices.” He thinks it might be 
easier to do this in a private nonprofit as such an organization has “a lot more flexibility in…[its] hiring practices. There is 
also a lot less tracking of personnel decisions in such organizations also.” 

Phillip Greene also analyzes the impact of the new wave of affirmative action policies. He argues that, “In the 1990s, 
there were deliberate initiatives in place that were focusing specifically on... racial/ethnic diversity in terms of having 
a workforce that looks like America. Affirmative action was still an accepted policy. From 2000 to present affirmative 
action was basically rejected as public policy. Diversity of the environmental movement has decreased as a priority, and 
when I say that I mean racial/ethnic diversity in terms of having a representative workforce. And from 2000 to present, 
particularly around the first four years of the decade, deliberate efforts were in place to shift the focus of the diversity 
conversation to really looking at diversity of all stripes: age, gender, sexual orientation, geography, discipline…and it was 
done in order to shift the focus or the prioritization away from the conversation on racial diversity.” 

Sabrina Downing feels that President Obama made a major statement about diversity when he appointed people of 
color to lead government environmental agencies. She says, “I thought that one of the most promising decisions was 
when President Obama elected minorities into top, into the directorship level of the major environmental agencies, I 
mean Ken Salazar was [at] the Department of Interior, Lisa Jackson at EPA, [and] Steve Chu [was] at the Department of 
Energy. I thought that was a major move. It was significant, and I really believe that it had a resonating effect on the 
NGO community in terms of how the leadership of these environmental agencies has shifted because Obama had made 
it a specific effort to make sure that diversity was a priority in these environmental agencies and yet our organizations 
[environmental NGOs] aren’t reflective of that.”

In August 2011, President Obama put the issue of diversity back on center stage when he signed Executive Order 13583 
which established a government-wide initiative to promote diversity and inclusion (The White House Office of the Press 
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Secretary, 2011). This had an immediate impact on agencies. As one interviewee put it, ‘“All of a sudden the agency [the 
EPA] and all other agencies were like ̀ Oh hell we have this new priority, this initiative, we have to do something!’” To com-
ply with the order, EPA created a Diversity and Inclusion Advisory Committee (DIAC). DIAC represents affinity groups 
such as the African American Male Forum, the Hispanic Advisory Council, the LGBT Organization, and the Asian-Ameri-
can/Pacific Islander Pacific Group.

Affirmative action is still at the forefront of discussions about hiring. Bishop recognizes the conundrum that federal agen-
cies find themselves in with the way affirmative action policies are being challenged and implemented. He explains, “So 
the federal agencies are in an odd position where their progress is tracked, but they are not allowed to explicitly hire or 
target for hiring, it is difficult.” It is different for private organizations. Bishop continues, “If they say I want to bring in a 
person of color to hire into our organization they have the capacity to wait to find the candidate they want to do that.” 
But, waiting doesn’t necessarily benefit a government agency. This is the case because an agency can lose positions if 
they wait so there isn’t an incentive to do so. 

Programs have not been put in place to replace ECO’s internship program.

Some agencies respond to this by instituting internship programs. One interviewee described a disastrous attempt by 
the EPA to develop a new diversity internship program. “More recently at the US EPA we had a situation where there 
was a program for interns.” The decision was made to bring in interns rather than hiring people because hiring is a dif-
ferent process. The goal was to bring in interns who were predominantly African American through a partnership with 
the United Negro College Fund (UNCF). There was so much interest that “literally hundreds of candidates were lined 
up.” However, “at the last minute the money was pulled out from under the program.” How are communities of color 
expected to respond to something like this? The interviewee continues, “So when you do that, when you ask hundreds 
of people, hundreds of students, to apply, and they go through the process of applying and then no one is hired, not 
only is that a big waste of time for the students but it also makes the agency look terrible. I mean who is going to want 
to give another shot to work with an organization like that?” 

Few Ethnic Minorities in Senior Positions

Traver proclaims that though “nine times outta ten times” the receptionist in environmental organizations is a person 
of color, ethnic minorities are “few and far between” in pivotal, decision-making, leadership positions in mainstream or-
ganizations. They are not “the face of” the organization, she argues. Traver continues, “You can count on one hand the 
number of CEOs that are of color… [Yet] there are many leaders of color out there that may not identify themselves as 
an environmentalist, but they are working in the field within the movement and are not being recognized or even sitting 
at any one of [the]…tables.” Dylan Houghton says that for him, diversity means seeing people of color represented at all 
levels of environmental institutions.

Though Payne argues that the percentage of racial and ethnic minorities in the country is about 36%, he estimates that 
the percentage of most environmental organizations will not reach double digits. As dire as these predictions are, Payne 
says the level of diversity in mainstream environmental organizations is increasing. 

Luke Carter focuses on the slow development of Latino leadership. He argues that, “I would say that efforts to develop 
Latino leadership “is very poor but growing… The number of Latino employees is fairly low and their numbers in the 
leadership and…in the membership…of mainstream environmental organizations…is low… We’re not developing Latino 
professionals in the environmental policy or advocacy fields. We are not developing future leaders, national leaders in 
this area to the numbers that we need to in order to expand the circle.”
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Carter believes that one of the reasons there are so few ethnic minorities in senior leadership positions in environmental 
organizations is that the organizations focus on hiring ethnic minorities who are junior staffers. They are not hiring minori-
ties for the senior staff. Carter says, “I think they’ll hire the junior employees, [but] unfortunately [there] hasn’t historically 
[been]…much of a…support system around him or her and no opportunities to move up the ladder, and they eventually 
leave.” 

One of the obstacles minorities face when moving up the seniority ladder are “cliques.”  Drew Westley says, “These 
cliques…do what’s comfortable for them. So for example in my experience every time I go to an office, there tends to 
be a clique dominated by White males and females. And they look out for each other; they give each other the primary 
[or] the high priority projects and management positions… I’ve participated in a few hiring processes, bringing in new 
people and what happens, typically in my experience is that the person who gets hired is the person that the clique feels 
comfortable with.”

Bishop agrees that much of the hiring of ethnic minorities is occurring at the junior or mid-career levels. He argues that, 
“It is really about where the change is taking place, is it hap-pening at the mid/entry level or is it happening at the upper 
levels? I would argue that while I think there has been pretty significant progress in the entry and mid-level positions 
certainly once you get past the mid-level, the progress has not occurred. And since those [top positions] are the positions 
where the decisions are being made, if you don’t have a workforce that is very racially diverse [ethnic minorities will not 
be in place to make decisions].”

One interviewee uses Oregon—a state known for progressive environmental policies— as an example of how few 
minorities are in top leadership positions. The interviewee claims, “In Oregon it’s pretty bad. We have 16 natural re-
source-related agencies, and we don’t have a single person of color heading any one of those.”  

Alexis Traver refers to Lisa Jackson’s tenure as Administrator of the EPA as an example of how having ethnic minorities 
in top leadership positions can change the face of the leadership. She argues, “I’ll use EPA as the prime example. When 
Administrator Jackson was in office it seemed like everybody she was surrounded by was basically a POC. Once she 
transitioned out of her role and we had the new administrator things have changed at least in that front office. Whereas 
that beautiful array that was there when Administrator Jackson [was in office] is…there no longer. I guess it depends on 
who your leaders are, as to whether or not they’re going to be surrounded by [people of color].”

Drew Westley also describes the changes that occurred at the EPA when the top administrator wanted a diverse work-
force and expanded the environmental agenda. Westley reports that, “I was first hired by W. Bush…and…you saw little 
diversity within the mainstream organizations and within the EPA. When Administrator Jackson came, she came promot-
ing environmental justice and kind of promoting the idea that we should be focused on reducing environmental impacts 
within where we live, work, play, and pray. She took pray out at the end because that was kind of religious. Yeah so…we 
don’t necessarily want to just focus on the polar bears and ice caps and all that kind of stuff. We should be emphasizing 
where most of the people live, which are in cities and things like that. And, you know, by the way, that’s where most 
of…that’s also where most minorities live, in cities. So what I’ve seen in the last few years is that the green NGOs have 
recognized that and have kind of changed their campaigns a little bit and their perspectives—their focus a little bit.”
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“So my dream organization is that when you walk into a[n] office building, 
regardless of where its located, you not only see the front desk person who…
is probably a person of color, but as you move throughout that organization 

in various levels and within their practices, they are addressing the issues that 
really mean something for the people they are serving or the communities, 

especially the communities that are hardest hit, [that] they are serving. It 
would be nice to see upper management, where  you have not just women, but 

you have a beautiful array of PoC [people of color] sitting in those pivotal 
roles, the decision-making roles. They are being the spokespeople, they are the 
ones that are `the face of‘ [the organization] it would be lovely to see.  So that 

would be my state of diversity within mainstream organizations.”

Alexis Traver, 2014.

Jackson insisted [on] an agency diversity dashboard, and the EPA generated quarterly data on diversity metrics—data 
that was publicly available. However, Westley identified problems with this and similar data coming from government 
agencies. He argues that the data can be manipulated to show that the agencies are doing better than the general work-
force to which they are being compared to. Westley contends that if one look more carefully, it is obvious that most of 
the Blacks in the EPA are in the “lower grade levels, typically women [and] female administrative assistants.”

Westley also points out that some of the people of color who worked with Lisa Jackson and have left since Jackson de-
parted are now in senior positions at other environmental organizations and have taken their environmental justice vision 
with them. For instance, Earthjustice hired Lisa Garcia as its Vice President of Litigation.

Inadequate Diversity Staff

Interviewees recognize that instituting diversity requires oversight. They also know that it is not just a matter of whether 
the organization has hired a diversity manager or not but whether there are enough people in those positions to effec-
tively monitor progress in the organization. Hence, Dylan Houghton argues that, “Massive organizations like the EPA…
the Department of Energy… Department of the Interior…[will] have two people in the entire organization [who] work 
on diversity issues. These people have good intentions but their lament is always—`But I’m one person in this massive 
organizations so I’m going to do the best I can but capacity-wise it’s hard.’” 

The Green Group Is in Control

Though she argues that the conservation organizations have evolved from their nineteenth-century roots of being the 
domain of the “landed gentry,” Jude Driscoll still sees mainstream environmental movement as a “proxy for what is 
sometimes called the Green Group.” Driscoll describes the group as a collaborative of about 33 people who are formally 
organized. Representatives from organizations such as NRDC, NWF, Audubon, and Population Connection belong to 
the Green Group. The Green Group is very influential in setting the environmental agenda at the national and interna-
tional level.

Demographic Shift

Some observers of mainstream environmental organizations see a “shift change” underway (Taylor, 2000b). For instance, 
Gail Swanson describes the mainstream organizations as having “an older demographic…of European descent.” She 
expounds on the implications of this by saying that, “When the leadership or membership doesn’t look like the people 
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you are trying to reach out to, there’s an additional challenge to trying to make those connections and to build those 
relationships.” To be successful in cases like this, it means “fostering and cultivating those practices and behaviors that 
will resonate with the people you are trying...to engage with and include in your work.”

Henderson takes Swanson’s point a bit further. He say it isn’t just a matter of trying to work with communities of color, 
that mainstream organizations must understand why it is important to work with ethnic minority communities.

Jacob Maxwell identifies another problem with the lengthy aging-in-place that some of the current leadership of en-
vironmental organizations has enjoyed. He argues that this may have inadvertently retarded the grooming of the next 
generation of leaders. Maxwell asserts that, “The grooming of the next generation…is moving for many reasons—quite, 
quite, quite slowly. The boomers have worked a lot longer than many people thought. I’m speaking of myself but certain-
ly of the White males who were in many of…the Green Group, which is all of the big green conservation organizations 
like the Wilderness Society, NRDC, EDF and [organizations] like this.” 

Maxwell continues with his analysis of this aspect of environmental organization workforce dynamics as it has a direct 
impact on diversity. According to Maxwell, “Their leaderships are rotating [out] right now. A lot of folks are retiring and 
moving on or losing their jobs or whatever.” Despite the openings this shift change create, “You don’t see folks of color 
stepping into those jobs. You don’t see a lot of [ethnic minority] folks in government moving to the top.” Diversity is 
challenging because “I think…a lot of folks don’t know how to do it or to build a pipeline to have folks be ready to step 
into those opportunities when they do open up.” 

 Gail Swanson agrees that changeover at the top leadership levels has been slow. She says there are still many White 
males in those positions. But she says, “I think there is a… generational shift. [We are] starting to see with some [people 
in their] thirties [and] forties coming in to lead these organizations.” Swanson discusses the implications. “That’s a good 
thing but it’s also going to be challenging, [because] they [the incoming generation of leaders] see a different way and 
have grown up [with] a different way of operating… We are furthest behind on seeing some balance of racial diversity in 
[the] top tiers of leadership.”

Improvements Are Evident

Parker Henderson sees signs of improvement in the level of diversity in mainstream environmental organizations. He 
noted that there are more people of color on the boards of such organizations now but hastened to say that there was a 
long way to go before such organizations could be considered truly diverse. Jacob Maxwell agrees with this assessment.

An interviewee affiliated with The Wilderness Society agrees that diversity is increasing. He noted that women were in 
executive positions in the organization, and people of color were on its board. However, the respondent noted that the 
organization did not have any ethnic minorities in top executive positions. Another interviewee from the same organi-
zation described the board as such, “On the board level for the Wilderness Society we’ve recently, I mean I would say 
in the sense of adding a few younger individuals, but in terms of racial diversity still relatively the same, and we [have]…
supposedly one of the more diverse boards so I mean it’s really only a handful of us. And then in terms of economic 
diversity it is pretty minimal, I mean it is predominantly the wealthiest one percent I would say.”

Another respondent points to the emergence of the Board Members of Color (BMC) group as not only a sign of increas-
ing racial diversity in environmental organizations but demonstrating that there is some diversity in the decision-making 
ranks of these organizations as well. The BMC is also an indicator that ethnic minorities in leadership positions in en-
viron-mental organizations are beginning to recognize each other, network, organize, craft agendas, and learn how to 
work collaboratively with each other. According to Terry Rochester, “I think that groups like the Board Members of Color 
that I see have tremendous potential.”
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The BMC is very interested in the issue of succession in the pipeline. However, interviewees report that, “We even 
had a hard time getting Green Group organizations, that’s 85 plus organizations who are the big green groups here in 
Washington, to identify all of their board members of color historically and currently.” Interviewees report that the green 
groups were “hesitant” to reveal who their past and current board members of color were. They “wonder[ed] why we are 
asking, thinking that it was something negative, whereas we were just trying to see, you know, so we could reach out to 
them and to get them to join us in an activity that is trying to address the issues.”

Another group that is looking into the issue of diversity is the African American Male Forum. This group recognizes that 
White females hit a “glass ceiling” in environmental organizations that only allow a modest number to penetrate the top 
leadership stratum. However, ethnic minorities hit a “laminated glass ceiling” that is designed to hold together if pierced 
or broken and is, therefore, impenetrable to all but a few. One interviewee explains that, “I’m a member of the African 
American Male Forum, so one of the things that we’re doing is, we are creating our own data and dissecting the agen-
cy’s [EPA] data to tell the true story of what is going on in the agency. So for example, we just surveyed our membership 
here in D.C. and the story that we’re getting from our data is that we have highly experienced and educated…Black men 
with a lot of degrees and who have hit the…who have been here for 10-20 years but who have hit the glass ceiling for 
their jobs and are getting pushed –er—passed over when it comes to high-priority projects and management positions. 
That’s one thing that we’re doing. One of the things that does work, I think, within organizations is making sure that or-
ganizations like ours, I guess some would call them affinity groups, making sure that affinity groups do have a seat at the 
table when it comes to the diversity conversations. So the good thing about Administrator Jackson and Gina McCarthy, 
Administrator McCarthy, is that they have most recently ensured that affinity groups are sitting at the table when we talk 
about these diversity issues. So that our perspective gets heard.”

Chad Findlay also thinks diversity has improved, but hastens to add, “It’s nowhere where it ought to be.” He points out 
that, “There are now more minority environmental justice organizations. The EPA…and [other] government agencies 
have engaged in the conversation of environmental justice, but there still is nowhere near enough action taking place to 
eradicate the impacts on the poor people and the people of color that are disproportionately impacted by pollution and 
the lack of policies to protect them.”

Parker Henderson raises the question of whose interests are being served when mainstream environmental organiza-
tions try to work with ethnic minorities. He says, “I think the current tensions…arise from the perception that…most of 
the mainstream organizations [are] pretty self-serving about wanting to, you know, to do business as usual but with new 
people coming to the table to help out those organizations.”

Cameron Bishop makes a variant of this argument too. He says, “I think [environmental nonprofits] are still trapped in the 
model that the government is trapped in. Which is that they’ve created…environmental justice program[s] that are sort 
of a part of their work, but the commit-ment of the mainstream environmental organizations to actually be at the fore of 
pushing for changes in environmental policy so that Congress for example passes an environmental justice law—that is 
not happening.” 

He argues that though “environmental organizations like NRDC, the Sierra Club, [and]… EDF…have been at the fore 
of getting a lot of environmental laws on the books, they have not been successful advocates for environmental justice 
laws. [Because]…while there is recognition that environmental justice is a significant issue, it is still not considered a core 
value so their ability to use their strength to push for law that will address environmental justice remains weak.” Bishop 
believes that environmental justice is not a core value of mainstream environmental organizations because “they don’t 
have people in leadership who reflect an understanding of environmental justice, they just don’t.”
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Diversity Training in  
Environmental Organizations
Interviewees discussed diversity training and its relevance to institutionalizing diversity in environmental organizations.  
All had been involved in diversity training in one or more of the environmental organizations they have been affiliated with.

Characteristics of Ineffective Diversity Training Programs

The respondents felt that the diversity training they participated in were at times ineffective. They cited various deficiencies:

1. Diversity training was too spotty and inconsistent.

2. The training did not delve deep enough into the topics tackled.

3. �Formal cultural competency training, analysis of privilege, equity and justice, gender bias for males, and sexual 
orientation are not usually a part of the agenda.

4. Analysis of one’s own behavior or that of the institution’s is rarely or never analyzed in depth.

5. �Diversity training often focuses on specific problems that arise in an institution, not on the larger dynamics and 
issues that should be covered.

6. The length of time allotted for diversity training exercises is often too short.

7. Too many people participate in the exercises at the same time.

8. Facilitators are not knowledgeable or are too inexperienced.

Characteristics of Effective Diversity Training Programs

Respondents identified effective diversity training as ones that had the following characteristics:

1. The training has extensive analysis of power and privilege, multiple identities, and socioeconomic status.

2. �Training that helps participants increase their tolerance for discomfort and having uncomfortable conversations 
and interactions.

3. �Multi-stage training is developed to provide opportunities for all members of the organization to access appro-
priate training and build on past experiences.

4. �In organizations with multiple offices, diversity training occurs at each location as well as across multiple locations 
so that employees at various branches or offices can work with and learn from each other.

5. �Pre-, during, and post-workshop preparatory materials are made available to participants.
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Highlights of Effective Programs
Interviewees mentioned some specific training programs that they thought were successful as well as some that could 
be improved. These are listed below.

1. At the request of fellows and alumni, ELP lengthened its half-day diversity training to two days.

• �Fellows and alumni of the Together Green Program—a joint venture between Toyota and National Audubon 
Society—have requested that the diversity training be lengthened. The feedback has not been incorporated into 
the programming and the 40 or so people in attendance at the training still receive five hours of diversity training. 

2. �The three- to four-month Environment 2042 Leadership Program schedules eight day-long diversity training ses-
sions. 

3.  �The Sierra Club has a multi-level diversity training program with three tiers of training for entry-level, mid-level, 
and advanced staffers. The levels refer to the amount of training one has received. In addition, there is specific 
training directed at managers, such as managing for inclusion.

4.  �The Trust for Public Land has diversity training geared specifically to working with Native Peoples on tribal issues.

5.  �The NWF conducted multi-day diversity training sessions in 2013 that included several regional offices. The 
training included the board, employees and volunteers. Participants are provided with resources before attend-
ing the workshops and during them.

Factors Preventing Environmental Organizations from 
Becoming More Diverse
Interviewees were asked to discuss why the specific environmental organizations they were affiliated with lack diversity. 
Eight major themes emerged from the discussion. These are summarized in table 8.3 and discussed in more detail below.

Table 8.3. Factors Preventing  
Environmental Organizations from Becoming Diverse

1. Top-level management and donors impede diversity efforts.

2. Applying short-term fixes to long-term problems.

3. Unintentional exclusion of non-mainstream cultures.

• Alienation from the culture of environmental organizations.

4. Misinformation and misperceptions about ethnic minorities.

5. Reluctance to broaden the missions of organizations.

6. Tendency to recruit and hire from the same talent pool repeatedly.

7. Inability to retain people of color in environmental organizations.

8. Lack of programming that inspires and motivates people of color.
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Top-Level Management and Donors Impede Diversity Efforts 

Interviewees say that older, entrenched leaders who have aged in place over several decades are resistant to change. In 
addition, the call for greater diversity of the leadership is threatening as some Whites who occupy those positions reckon it 
means working themselves out of a job. Some employees currently working in environmental organizations see attempts to 
diversify the staff as lessening opportunities for the in-group who traditionally staffed such organizations. Graeme Nivens 
argues that affirmative action was definitely seen by some environmental employees as a threat to White job security. The 
call for greater diversity implies sharing power with people of color, and there is great resistance to such an idea. Hence, 
senior staff respond to these tensions and perceived threats by adhering to and protecting the status quo. 

An interviewee indicated that even in the Sierra Club, an organization that has instituted a variety of diversity initiatives, 
there was and will continue to be resistance to the idea of increasing diversity. The interviewee said, “It’s gonna be the 
resistance, for the Sierra Club I can only say resistance is gonna be [there], resistance from those that don’t believe that 
race is an issue. And there’s a lot of people that, in particular, White folks that simply don’t believe it’s an issue. They 
don’t see themselves as being racist, so therefore there’s no need [for diversity]. Some years ago, there was a discussion 
with the Sierra Club’s Executive Board that we didn’t need an environmental justice program simply –because…. Why? 
You know, everyone is the same; everyone is equal so there’s no need for a program that only addresses People of Color. 
Yet, you had a whole idea of environmental justice, which says that there is a disproportionate impact on People of Color 
in low-income communities.”

Another interviewee noted that top leaders who push their organization too hard on diversity can be ostracized, pe-
nalized, and in some cases ousted from the organization. She provides an example of a chief executive officer (CEO) to 
whom this had happened. She reports that, “There was one CEO who to his credit was so committed to inclusion and 
diversity that it actually cost him his job, I mean he was a White guy, still is a White guy. It cost him his job as the national 
executive…because his board wasn’t there yet and that would have been around 94.” 

Funds are granted to undertake specific activities and though those allow the organizations to support certain things, 
it also constrains what they can do. The organizations have to be concerned with deliverables and if diversity is not an 
explicit deliverable their funding sources may prevent them from undertaking such initiatives.

Applying Short-term Fixes to Long-term, Deeply Entrenched Problems 

Environmental organizations succumb to temptation and take a short-term view of the issue. Hence, organizations con-
ceive and find funding for one-off or short-term programs. These are inadequate to resolve diversity issues; this is a 
problem that environmental organizations have been trying to solve for many decades now. 

Unintentional Exclusion of Non-Mainstream Cultures 

Many White environmental activists talk and work only with others who are of similar backgrounds to themselves.  
As a result, they do not get out of their silos to connect with people who think differently or who are from different 
backgrounds. Gail Swanson argues that the fear of the “culture shift” drives a certain kind of paranoia that manifests 
itself in resistance to change. She says it is about “embracing change more than you fear change. It’s about really valuing 
different perspectives, different viewpoints.”
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Alienation from the normative culture of environmental organizations 
Several interviewees felt like they were alienated from the culture of environmental organizations and did not feel like 
a part of the community even after working in the field for long periods of time. As Traver explains, “The barrier is the 
culture of the organization…the inner culture. It’s also if you don’t have the right supervisor, the right leadership that in 
itself becomes a hindrance and a barrier to things [such as advancement].”

Zoe Edmon spoke about how her discomfort and efforts to try to fit into a mainstream environmental organization she 
worked for overwhelmed her and led her to quit her job. Here’s how she described her experience, “At the organization 
that I mentioned that was mainstream there were a few people of color and I quit that job…In my last couple of weeks 
there I started dressing in a way that I never felt comfortable dressing and I cut my hair in a way that I wasn’t comfortable 
wearing… The level of response that I got that was positive was really good but what was more significant to me was that 
people noticed it all. That I could be in a group of my people and it would not have been so noticed and pointed out and 
I just felt like I was on stage or offering a performance just because I was different… It’s carrying that level of difference 
and that level of noticing takes a lot of energy… It’s an emotional experience that I think it’s hard to understand unless 
you’ve been through it and that affects your ability to participate in the group.” 

Misinformation and Misperceptions about Ethnic Minorities

Ethnic minorities are still perceived as being disinterested in the environment. If they are interested, they are seen as 
completely consumed with environmental justice issues. Since environmental justice is not always perceived as core en-
vironmental issues that environmental nonprofits should spend their time on, that marginalizes people of color. 

Elliott Payne provides an example of how this type of logic results in the dismissal of issues impacting minority com-
munities and in organizations refraining to collaborate with such communities. He describes an exchange with a former 
boss. “At a past organization I told my boss, we did wildlife conservation, and I said you know we should start working 
with communities of color, I even said I have some relationships, I can follow up with them and see where they land on 
it…. My boss said, `Oh, we don’t do environmental justice.’ [My]…reaction…first of all, why not? Second of all…he didn’t 
perceive the complexity of what people of color are interested in and support. He just thought people of color — a lot 
do support environmental justice, and we support a lot of other things as well.”

Rachel Langstone makes a similar point. She says, “Let’s stop putting the burden, all the time, a hundred percent of the 
burden, on the communities of color and the students, saying they’re just not qualified, they’re just not interested. Yes, 
they’re qualified and yes, they’re interested. But the minute they [the person of color] get in and I’ve seen this, I’ve seen 
this over and over again, where we’ve got young, enthusiastic, bright, energetic professionals of color coming in, wanting 
to do good and they’re not given the opportunity, they’re not given the exposure, and I have seen them crushed. I have 
seen them ridiculed. I have seen them, I mean literally ridiculed because they have a different accent.”

Reluctance to Broaden Organizational Missions 

The staff of environmental organizations set priorities and goals, and they are sometimes unwilling to modify or change 
these. This prevents them from adapting to changes going on around them such as the broadening of the environmental 
discourse and the participation of a wide array of people in environmental affairs. There are no significant consequences 
for failure to address diversity effectively—yet.
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Tendency to Recruit and Hire from the Same Talent Pool Repeatedly 

Langstone argues that there is strong sense of entitlement among Whites that jobs in environmental organizations 
are theirs so there is a tendency to hire Whites regardless of the qualifications of ethnic minority applicants. She says, 
“There’s a very strong sense of entitlement that the White males are the ones who should first have those positions and 
power. Next are the White females and we [ethnic minorities] haven’t gotten to the point yet, I haven’t seen it or heard 
it that now it’s time, I mean it shouldn’t be [like] that, you know, it shouldn’t be that way, sequential. Because if someone 
who is a person of color comes in who is way, way more qualified then you know, they should be able to compete and 
get the job. And they’re not being given the job.”

Sabrina Downing argues that recruitment techniques are outdated. She says, “So their [the environmental organizations] 
recruitment practices, and their thinking, and their logic models are literally still out of 20 or 30 years ago. I’m not even 
kidding when they continue to draw the diagram of the stakeholder base, and it’s the same one that came out of my 
environmental textbook that was published 20 years ago.”

Inability to Retain People of Color in Environmental Organizations

Jacob Maxwell explains, “A lot of times the talent is hired but not retained. It’s because organizations don’t know how 
to welcome these people; they are culturally different or they are racially different, or they are ethnically different. And 
because of that they [the environmental organizations] don’t do a good job in the care and maintenance of them… [In 
addition]…the people oftentimes don’t recognize [what] they are putting themselves [into]. People getting hired…are 
getting into organizations in which [there is]…a lack of sensitivity. That...makes them [the new hires]…[un]happy. These are 
successful people—because they will leave and go [on to be] very, very successful elsewhere. So what does that tell you?”

Even the Sierra Club which has incorporated environmental justice in its agenda and hired staff to work on these issues, had 
difficulty retaining ethnic minority staff at times. One interviewee who has a graduate degree from a top-ranked university 
worked in one of the organization’s local offices for a few years before quitting. She says that she left the Sierra Club be-
cause, “I think diversity is one of the issues, I’ll say that outright. But I also think top-down decision-making was the big issue 
for me. Decisions were being made in San Francisco about the directions and the tactics and the strategies of the ______ 
campaign. And then we were asked to implement those using the connections that we have; community-based organizing 
but towards the closure of _______ plants. And there was no robust discussion around that or the implications of it.”

Two interviewees discuss challenges that arise with volunteers in organizations like the Sierra Club. The volunteers—
some of whom have been affiliated with the organization for years and donate time generously—are a powerful force in 
the organization. Yet, they are not always as committed to diversity efforts, have not undergone diversity training, and 
do not always have the cultural competency needed to communicate and work effectively with low-income and minority 
communities. Hence, one interviewee talked about how difficult it was to work with White suburban volunteers who 
flocked to a predominantly minority city to work on projects. The volunteers, who felt they knew what was best for the 
city and its residents, often disagreed with Sierra Club staff stationed in the city over tactics and strategies. 

One interviewee claimed he stopped working with NWF because he was frustrated with the slow pace of diversity. He 
reports that, “Definitely things have changed since I’ve worked for environmental organizations three years ago… It 
seems like things are in the same place as how I left them… It was the frustration of things not moving quick enough 
within the environmental advocacy world on bringing diverse voices to the forefront that was frustrating to me, and so 
I guess I would still be frustrated knowing that it still does not seem to be an area of focus and just still does not seem 
something that is driving environmental advocacy in this country. So I would say it’s frustrating but also tiresome at 
this point… and still continues to be the reason why I get frustrated with incremental change within the environmental 
world… I like things to happen directly and I like to make a positive difference each and every day. I don’t see that hap-
pening in the environmental world especially concerning diversity.” 
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Lack of Programming that Inspires and Motivates People of Color

Many environmental organizations do not have programming that excites people of color, particularly the youth. Terry Roches-
ter believes that environmental organizations “avoid getting involved in the minority communities because they…don’t know 
how to do it. They don’t, they’re not equipped; they don’t have the will to do it. And they don’t truly take advantage of those 
they already have access to on their boards or in their local communities…by supporting them…you know, with resources.”

Shaun Somers agrees with Rochester. Somers described his search for an environmental organization to get excited 
about. He says, “Well, it meant frustration for me. I really enjoyed working on environmental issues; however, because I 
did not feel like there was a particular organization who was leading the way or that I was particularly drawn to how they 
were working on the issue, I feel like I found myself looking for other ways in which I could be helping more personally. 
So I looked away from national or even regional or state level changes and decided that the changes that I wanted to 
make were personal ones and ones I wanted to address by really throwing myself into the areas in which I was writing 
reports about, communities which are being affected by these things.”

Personal Experiences Encountering and  
Overcoming Barriers in Environmental Organizations
Interviewees were asked to describe any barriers they encountered when they tried to gain access to the staff positions 
they’ve had in environmental organizations. They identified six major barriers that are summarized in table 8.4. Interview-
ees also discussed how they overcame these hurdles.

Table 8.4. Barriers Encountered in Environmental Organizations

1. Obtaining good mentorship.

• Networks.

• Learning about the internal operations of organizations.

2. Being listened to and taken seriously.

3. Job mobility.

4. Volunteering can be cost prohibitive.

5. Inability to afford unpaid internships.

6. Going beyond diversity for White females.
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Obtaining Good Mentorship 

Several interviewees attest to the importance of mentoring in navigating the environmental labor market. It is very import-
ant to have experienced people mentor you. It is just as important to learn and practice how to mentor others. As Maxwell 
sees it, mentoring is an effective way to “grow your talent.” Maxwell considers himself fortunate. “I’ve always had mentor-
ship or at least friendship; folks who cared,” he says. “I have put a lot of my personal time into mentorship and to reaching 
out…. I figure that was my damn job.” Sabrina Downing agrees. She says, “I mean in general board members we do have 
mentors whenever new board members roll on, and so in the three boards I’ve served on I’ve always had a mentor.”

Mentorship can be formal or informal. Some of the minority professional associations, such as MANRRS and Society for 
Advancement of Chicanos and Native Americans in Science (SACNAS), make formal mentoring a centerpiece of their 
programming (Talbert, Larke, & Jones 1999). However, Maxwell’s experiences illustrate how much of the mentoring in 
environmental organizations is informal, and it is important to recognize that fact and take advantage of potential men-
toring opportunities when they arise. Maxwell reports that he met ________ in a training program, and she became his 
mentor early on. She later hired him to work in her conservation organization. Over the years, he has cultivated a rela-
tionship with her as well as with others who help him to understand the nuances in the environmental field. As Maxwell 
points out, “People don’t just come up to you and say I want to be your mentor.” The process is similar to a courtship, 
and those who are not socialized into the customs and practices of environmental organizations can miss out on op-
portunities because they don’t know how to navigate the system. Gail Swanson puts it succinctly, “There is not as much 
transparency in how to navigate the ladder of engagement,” she says. Langstone agrees, saying she considers the “lack 
of transparency and secrecy in organizations” to be barriers that are hard to overcome.

Maxwell urges ethnic minorities to actively seek out mentors and to be proactive in networking and mentoring each 
other. He argues that the “old boys club” uses this practice to mentor and promote each other.

Swanson charted her path to leadership in her organization by growing up in the organization and becoming “visible 
by going through the leadership internally.” She built relationships and found people who shared her values to make 
connections to. However, Traver had a very different experience from Maxwell and Swanson. She says, “Nobody has 
really reached out to me—[well] one person has. Within the environmental community, nobody professionally. I don’t 
think my name ever comes up.” Her mentorship comes from outside of the environmental community. She has also been 
proactive in developing a support system she can be a part of. She says, “Being a Woman of Color and always the only 
woman of color in the room for a good while, I found[ed] my own informal network of PoC/WoC [people of color/women 
of color] that work within the environmental community.... But there hasn’t been anything that’s been formalized that I’ve 
connected with, I would love to, though.”

Rachel Langstone, who graduated from a prestigious liberal arts college and has a doctorate from a highly ranked 
university, had a similar experience to Traver. Langstone said when she worked in environmental organizations, “I was 
incredibly alone, I had nobody to talk to. I couldn’t get support, I looked for it, tried to find it, and it’s very, very difficult 
because people inside the agencies and organizations are afraid to provide support.” She continues, “I had all White 
professors and you know, I mean I was, I was a top student so that was not the problem, but I couldn’t find the support. 
I couldn’t get internships. [In graduate school] I couldn’t you know basically [get] things you need when you’re going 
through university. I finally found a professor of color and it was a huge turning point…in my life because I got the kind 
of moral support that I needed to be able to make it through.” 

Shaun Somers left Washington, D.C. and the NGO he was working for because he couldn’t find a mentor to help him. 
He contends that, “I felt like I got pushed out because I did not know where to look as a young professional in D.C. who 
had worked on environmental issues but wanted to work in this area since there aren’t any leaders that I could identify. 
I didn’t know where to go so I started to look at what changes [I can] personally make.”
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Dylan Houghton found that it wasn’t till after he and others founded a group for Latino environmental professionals that 
he was asked to serve on boards. Now he is bombarded with requests to serve. Since the organization has been formed, 
Houghton says, “There has been a lot more interest and because I have this expertise that they are looking for I’ve been 
more readily brought on to these high level conversations either with the federal administration or internally within my 
own organization.” 

Networks 
Having strong or weak network ties are important as they facilitate information flows, collaborative efforts, and provide 
support structures that are vital to success and effectiveness. Cameron Bishop used two types of networks to help him 
gain a foothold in professional environmental circles. His job with a federal agency required him to provide technical 
assistance to environmental justice groups. He used the contacts he established through work to develop a network of 
people he could rely on. He was also embedded in a second network as an ELP fellow and was, therefore, a member of 
the network of several hundred fellows spread across the country. 

Learning about the Internal Operations of Organizations 
Understanding the internal workings of environmental organizations can be a significant challenge to overcome. Jude 
Driscoll focused on this aspect of institutional culture as soon as she entered the field. She says, “One of the things that 
was an advantage for me was to understand organizational operations, which I think made it easier for me to be able to 
work in organizations.”

Being Listened to and Taken Seriously 

One interviewee spoke of the difficulty ethnic minorities have getting colleagues to listen to them or take them seriously. 
He noted that ‘“Of course, I come with White privilege. And you should record that, because that enabled me to do what 
I’ve done… There [are] certain assumptions out there; there was an assumption on competence… And it was just over-
looking…[For example] _______ a scientist at ________ [one of the leading oceanographic institutes in the country]…he 
could say something and…nobody in the room…it would just go past them all—he’s African American. I would come in 
and say the same thing, and it has that sugar-whiteness coating. `It’s good, it’s good. We gotta listen to this guy!’” Other 
interviewees reported encountering similar situations.

Job Mobility 

Many ethnic minorities and low-income people are place-bound. They have difficulties moving to where the jobs are 
or to places where get promotions more quickly. Moving up through the environmental leadership ranks might require 
relocations. Those who can’t do this might find themselves locked out of leadership positions.

Dylan Houghton describes the challenges that moving to take a job can pose. He argues that to take advantage of 
opportunities, “I had to be able to get up and leave home and move to a different state for a year. I’m lucky enough to 
have some flexibility to do that because not everyone does. I made enough just to pay my bills but if I had to take care of 
mom or dad or brother or sister there was no way that I could have done that. I know that is certainly a barrier for some 
people who can’t take these lower paying positions out of state.” 
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Volunteering Can be Cost-Prohibitive 

Volunteering is an essential part of the environmental field, and a critical component of what’s needed to be appointed 
to top leadership positions. Volunteering can be time contributed to organizations, service on boards, service donated 
to programs, etc. In many instances, the volunteer has uncompensated out-of-pocket costs to participate in these activ-
ities. In considering the role volunteering plays in promotions or consideration for leadership positions, environmental 
organizations should be cognizant of the fact that not everyone can afford to volunteer.

Maxwell, who has volunteered extensively from his earliest years in the environmental field, urges those embarking on 
environmental careers to volunteer. He argues that volunteering can provide contacts, expose one to mentors, networks, 
and long-term relationships that are beneficial throughout one’s career. Maxwell sees volunteering as an investment. He 
says, “I’ll be quite frank with you, the reason I’ve done work on boards in government and private sector [is that] I viewed 
it as professional development.” He continues, “There is nothing that increased my effectiveness in _______ and the 
______ better than the fact that I wasn’t insular or siloed in my thoughts and my process. I [was] always out there doing 
things that brought me knowledge, that gave me contacts that had me involved in other things that you know opened 
my eyes to ideas and concepts and best practices and other kinds of things.” 

Langstone, who has served on several boards, expresses caution about this kind of volunteering. She argues that she is 
sometimes brought onto boards for diversity purposes, but she is not expected to bring her own reasoning and opin-
ion to board decision-making. She says, “But it is astounding where they do have people of color these days is on their 
volunteer boards and commissions. But again and I’m sorry to use the term, but it is token because when people are 
brought onboard, and again I speak from experience, people want me, you know desirable commodity because I have a 
brown skin, but they don’t want your voice to be different. They want you onboard but they want you to then endorse, 
rubber-stamp what they’re saying. And I say look, I thought you wanted me on because you really were looking for a dif-
ferent perspective, I’m coming from a different place, my associations are with a really broad spectrum of our population 
and I want to bring that perspective to you, but if you don’t want to hear it then cut me off, shut me down. That really 
isn’t helpful to your process; it doesn’t enrich the environment, the learning environment.”

One interviewee spoke about how expensive it was to be a board member of a national environmental organization and 
that his inability to finance his stay on the board led him to step down. He reported that, “My biggest barrier was finan-
cial. I’m a _______ and I have…children and I would travel to the most exotic places in the country [to board meetings]. 
Some of the most amazing places like Jekyll Island and Hog Island… We had board meetings in Costa Rica…but I had 
to pay for my air flights, I had to pay for my hotels, I had to pay for food…. It became very challenging to actually…. I 
would have stayed on the National Audubon Society board another three years easily if I had the financial resources or 
support. I just never felt comfortable. You know being a minority, I guess there is a little pride there…[but] I really can’t 
afford these trips.” 

Unable to Afford Unpaid Internships

Internships provide invaluable experiences for young people to obtain work experience in environmental organizations. 
However, some of these are unpaid work opportunities. Though upper and middle class youth can afford to bypass 
wages to obtain those experiences, the same is not true for poor students. Hence, social class plays a role in who can 
accept and benefit from unpaid internships and who can’t. Not everyone is aware of or are willing to work to reduce the 
biases that unpaid internships introduce into the workforce. One interviewee remembers that there was resistance in 
SCA as well as in government environmental agencies when it was suggested that internships should be paid in order to 
broaden the pool of people who can participate in them.
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Today the SCA collaborates with the NPS on programs such as the National Park Academy. This diversity program not 
only provides paid internships, it has a long-term vision to help prime the pipeline. The collaborative places high school 
students (15-19 year olds) in its youth program, college students and recent graduates (18 years or older) in its young 
adult program, and those 21 years and older in its field leaders program. Interns do conservation work while they are 
building skills and are being mentored. This approach provides unprecedented opportunities to develop talent and 
train future environmental workers. The SCA and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has a similar partnership to help train 
diverse youth for positions in the agency (Student Conservation Association, 2014).

Going Beyond Diversity for White Females 

As data from this and other studies have shown, White females have made tremendous progress in diversifying environ-
mental organizations. The same progress has not been replicated with ethnic minorities. Interviewees believe this is the 
case because diversity efforts have focused on White females more so than on ethnic minorities. Maxwell reports that, 
“I talk to White women all the time about being the greatest beneficiary of equity and civil rights in the world. Boy when, 
when that door was open, the world didn’t embrace people of color as the first people that they brought into the family, 
they brought in other Whites, they brought in White women… [As a result,] that number is up. The gender diversity is 
[still] not where it should be.” 

Rachel Langstone agrees. She argues that, “I’ve seen more White women come into the field. In fact, I’ve seen a lot of 
White women come into the field. And I feel there is a very strong sense of entitlement. People of color cannot get in if 
there are White people there who feel like they own those jobs and those positions. Yes, yes, that’s a very strong power-
ful feeling. I actually know of one instance, and so there’s probably others as well, where a person, a highly credentialed 
person of color in the environmental field…competed nationally for a position, got the job beating out an internal can-
didate who was a White woman. That White woman you know went on to make sure that this person was ejected and 
then she got the job after all. I mean that is incredible, but that actually happens.”

One interviewee used the case of the Ecological Society of America (ESA) as an example of how the process unfolded in 
an environmental professional association. In the early 1990s, the ESA—wanting to develop diversity initiatives—created 
a Committee on Women and Minor-ities. The interviewee reported that ‘“I pointed out to them that ‘w’ comes after ‘m’ 
in the alphabet, and that as long as they kept it as `women and minorities‘ they were going to do all sorts of great things 
for women’s issues and nothing for minorities. That’s exactly what happened in the next five years. They did all sorts of 
great research on women’s issues and glass ceilings and mommy tracks and all these really important things. But didn’t 
do a damn thing for issues affecting people of color.”’

ESA eventually recognized that its diversity initiatives aimed at ethnic minorities were faltering so it developed a pro-
gram called Strategies for Ecology Education, Diversity and Sustainability (SEEDS) to invigorate minority diversity ef-
forts. SEEDS’ mission is to diversify the ecological profession (Ecological Society of America, 2014). SEEDS is loosely 
modeled on a diversity program sponsored by another professional association, the American Society of Limnology 
and Oceanography (ASLO). ASLO created the American Society of Limnology and Oceanography Multicultural Program 
(ASLOMP) in 1990. Since that time, 830 students have participated in ASLOMP (Hampton University, 2014).
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Making Diversity Initiatives Successful
Interviewees considered diversity initiatives that were successful and identified six critical factors that led to their suc-
cess. These are summarized below in table 8.5.

Table 8.5. Factors that Make Diversity Initiatives Successful

1. Adequate and stable funding.

2. Adequate staffing and committed leadership.

3. Adequate organizational buy-in.

4. Ability to communicate across race, class, gender, and cultural lines.

5. Institutionalizing diversity, equity, inclusion (DEI) goals.

6. Translate diversity training into action.

Adequate and Stable Funding 

Interviewees identify stable funding as a critical component of developing and sustaining successful diversity initiatives. 
Many well-intentioned and potentially valuable diversity initiatives fail because of insufficient and unstable funding. 
Respondents mentioned recent examples of projects in which funding cuts resulted in great disappointment and frus-
tration for hundreds of low-income youths. 

One interviewee mentioned the EPA’s venture with UNCF to provide internships that was scuttled at the last minute 
when funding fell through. Another discussed the impact the recent government shutdown had on youths seeking out-
door jobs in the SCA. He indicates that about 500 youths who had applied for summer jobs were not employed because 
the program was not funded. A third interviewee discussed an aborted National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion (NOAA) program that targeted faculty and scientists who wanted to start diversity programs at their institutions. 
“Like NOAA flew a bunch of us down to Charleston, this was like 12 years ago. Because they were gonna start some new 
program. And when you go through all of this and then... well then Bush came into the presidency and now the money’s 
not there. So there’s a lack of commitment from the tops of organizations. I see that happening.”

Diversity initiatives are vulnerable in many organizations because, for the most part, they are unfunded mandates. They 
are typically not a line item in the budget. As long this is the case, organizations scramble to put together short-term 
projects that are susceptible to funding cuts. The abrupt closure of a project or abandoning the project before it gets 
off the ground because of lack of funding fuels frustration, mistrust, and ill-will that fester for a long time in the target 
community as well as among the staff who worked to develop the programs.

Adequate Staffing and Committed Leadership

Diversity initiatives are often understaffed. This is related to funding levels, but it is also a function of organizations mis-
calculating how much time and energy the programs will absorb. One interviewee gives an example of the Oceanogra-
phy Society trying to copy a successful diversity initiative. He describes what happened. “The Oceanography Society… 
they tried to emulate…. They…had some money but it wasn’t enough. It was [also] a lack of critical mass. They didn’t 
have the focused leadership.” 
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Adequate Organizational Buy-in

One interviewee comments, “I’ve heard this diversity conversation for forever.” Though many people might feel this 
way, it is a necessary conversation to have as (a) not everyone has been privy to conversations about diversity, and (b) 
even if they have been a part of the conversation, not everyone agrees with the idea of increasing diversity. As Swanson 
notes, diversity conversations “take a long time and it’s still new to some people. One interviewee indicates, “I still hear 
questions about why [is] the Sierra Club…talking about diversity and inclusion, so not everyone gets it.” In response, 
someone points out that part of the Sierra Club’s mission “is to enlist humanity…. This is not just some of humanity, you 
know, it’s humanity.”

Ability to Communicate Across Race, Class, Gender, and Cultural Lines

It is imperative that organizations wanting to engage people from a broad cross-section of society communicate effectively 
to a variety of audiences. Such organizations should have staff with high cultural competency to facilitate this process. This 
is particularly important when trying to collaborate with low-income and ethnic minority communities. Payne discusses 
youth programs that were organized but none of the organizers reached out to or engaged the parents of the children who 
were supposed to participate in the program. There was a disregard for the importance of family and the need to engage 
families as part of the community from which the youths—the target audience—came. 

Zoe Edmon speaks about the need for cultural humility. She explains that, ‘“Cultural humility is carrying your own assump-
tions in the world and knowing that they are valid while also always approaching others and their assumptions and experi-
ences in the world [as] valid as well. So that you never get [full] `competence in your own culture‘ or others, so you’re always 
learning and always curious.”

Payne also cautions against “arrogance” in the approach. He describes projects in which environmental organizations or 
groups presume to know what’s best for a community without engaging community members in decision-making or action 
plans. He explains, “I think a lot of the times it stems from the approach of oh we just go out and offer tree plantings or offer 
engaging in an outdoor activity, if we just reach out to them they will come. We’ve even seen, I won’t name the group…a 
national conservation group who built a lot of facilities around urban areas…near communities of color and low-income 
communities with the idea of if we build it they will come…. They built them and they [the community residents] didn’t come, 
even though they’re in the neighborhood or they’re like a block away, they didn’t really know [the facilities were there].”

One interviewee discusses how the Sierra Club responded to the 1990 letter that was sent to the Green Group—and 
how the letter provided the impetus for the organization to jumpstart diversity efforts. According to the interviewee, 
“Yeah and Sierra Club was one of those organizations that received that letter accusing it of being a racist organiza-
tion by Richard Moore and the environmental justice movement at that time. And after receiving that letter—I can’t 
even remember the name of the president at the time—he acknowledged and admitted, `Yes, we are racists.’ And…
he followed that up by creating the environmental justice program for the Sierra Club. And since then…when you com-
pare Sierra Club to the other large environmental organizations, we’ve made tremendous progress. We now have a 
diversity and inclusion staff person. Her job is to train and to…address the issues of diversity and inclusion in the Sierra 
Club. Last year, I attended at least three dismantling racism trainings across the country because our staff is spread 
across the country. We have a diversity statement. We have a diversity committee. We have regular inclusion confer-
ence calls that are open to anyone.... We developed…I think it was seven environmental justice grassroots principles 
that were patterned after the original environmental justice principles…. One of those principles describes how we uh, 
move and participate in People of Color communities. And first of all, we have to be invited into that community. We 
don’t just go into a community. We don’t tell that community what their issues are. There’s a protocol for us working 
with People of Color communities. When we do media, the media isn’t for us, we don’t stand out front. We are very 
serious in making [sure] …that issue [is] being owned by that community; so they’re the ones that are out front. They’re 
the ones who are being interviewed. They’re the ones whose pictures are being taken.”’
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Institutionalizing Diversity, Equity, Inclusion (DEI) Goals 

Diversity, equity, inclusion (DEI) goals must be part of the core mission of the organization. DEI should be included in 
the mission statements and made a part of work plans, funding requests, etc. Projects with clear goals and tangible 
outputs and deliverables find it easier to obtain funding and have a higher likelihood of succeeding. Producing measur-
able results is also key. Organizations that have measurable diversity-related deliverables and staff who are accountable 
for these tend to develop more successful diversity initiatives. The Sierra Club was mentioned as an organization that is 
trying to implement this model wherein diversity is expected to be a part of the everyday work of the organization, and 
staff are expected to understand that it should be a routine part of their work. 

The Sierra Club and several other organizations are part of a coalition working on a diversity statement that the group 
will use. The goal of the coalition is to identify and capture best diversity principles and practices. The coalition also 
hopes to use the statement to broaden awareness. Academic institutions, government agencies, and many corporations 
have used diversity statements to signal fairness and openness in the workplace for a long time now. The time has come 
for more environmental organizations to follow suit.

Translate Diversity Training into Action 

Some organizations have diversity training, but those exercises are not well connected to institutional routines and 
practices. Staff participating in diversity training should be provided with mechanisms and guidance to help them incor-
porate their training into the everyday operations of the organization.

For example, instead of having only one person in charge of hiring, establish a diverse hiring committee. One interview-
ee discussed how having a diverse hiring committee brought forward a lesbian candidate for a senior post. That candi-
date would not have been considered for such a high-profile position in the absence of such a committee. Not only does 
the group push the boundaries of what’s considered acceptable, the group decision holds more sway in the organization 
and does not isolate and put one person out on a limb for what could be a controversial decision.

But Rachel Langstone warns that having a hiring committee without accountability and oversight can yield results that 
perpetuate homogeneity in the workforce. She tells of her experience on a hiring committee. According to Langstone, 
“I was on a hiring panel for one of the agencies that I worked for. I was a person of color with three White people who 
were on the panel. And you know we went through the [evaluation of] the applicants and there were five. We held five 
interviews. And this one person floated to the top, she was ranked highest by all…[the] panelists. She happened to be 
African American and she [was] just dynamite. She was sharp, she was just on the ball…. So obviously I knew she was go-
ing to get the job. Monday rolled around when she was supposed to show up and I looked around and said, `Hey, where 
is she? I haven’t seen her.’ You know this was an organization that was pretty much all White so you would have noticed 
an African American. And I was told by the person who would have been her supervisor, `Oh, I gave the job to so and 
so,’ who is a White woman. I said, `You did what? How could you do that?’ So I think what I’m saying to you is these are 
reasons why our people of color are not getting in. This blatant, flagrant racism. I mean, I don’t know how else to label 
an action like that.”
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Another interviewee uses the example of the NWF to illustrate how some environmental organizations are conducting 
broad searches for senior positions and are taking steps to obtain a diverse pool of applicants. According to the in-
terviewee, when NWF uses a “head hunter” firm, they make it clear to the consultants that “we will not accept a pool 
that is not gender and ethnically diverse and don’t come back and say we can’t find [diverse applicants], that’s just not 
acceptable.”

Drew Westley discusses how having an EPA director who was insistent on a diverse applicant pool made a difference 
to the selection process. Westley describes what happened, ‘“So… in one situation I was a participant in…you know we 
had interviewed a whole bunch of people from all across the country and you know, that evaluation or those interviews 
were summarized up to the director of the office. And the director said, `Look, there are no People of Color in this pool. 
I want you to go out specifically to make sure that you find some People of Color to put into this pool.’ And sure enough, 
because you’re dealing with a whole bunch of mid-managers who wanna make sure their careers are ok, they go out, 
they march out and pool some People of Color in and a few weeks later, we have two women, both of Color coming in 
to the office. So, the situation where the director of the office was really important to the process of making sure that 
diversity was considered and diversity was an important part of the process.”

Most of the interviewees felt that diversity had increased in the environmental movement and in mainstream environ-
mental organizations over time, corroborating and adding context to the findings of the report. They argued that envi-
ronmental organizations had made more progress on gender diversity than racial/ethnic diversity. In particular, they felt 
that White women had made the most progress in diversifying environmental organizations. Interviewees contended 
that rank was important in understanding progress on diversity. They claimed that ethnic minorities were not advancing 
to senior positions in the organizations at the rates they should be. Interviewees want to see more attention paid to the 
culture of environmental organizations as they felt it was homogenous, exclusionary, and needed to be broadened. 

Chapter 9 will summarize the findings of the report and briefly discuss some implications.
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Chapter 9.  
Implications  
and Conclusions

Questions have persisted about class, gender, and racial 
diversity in the environmental movement and in 
environmental institutions for the past five decades.  
Over this time, numerous studies have been conducted that 
generally find that while gender diversity has improved,  
much less progress has been made on race and class diversity. 
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The lack of racial and class diversity in environmental 
institutions is not a trivial concern. First and foremost, it 
should be noted that the great strides environmental 
institutions have made in hiring women and promoting them 
to leadership positions cannot be substituted for class and 
racial diversity. That is, environmental organizations that have 
made significant progress on gender equity in the workplace 
cannot rest on their laurels and assume that even this work is 
complete—not by a long shot. Women bump up against the 
glass ceiling, finding it difficult to move beyond the assistant 
or associate levels of the top, most powerful and visible, 
positions in the organizations (i.e., president, executive 
director, chief executive officer, and chair of the board).

And as this study has shown, gender diversity is not synonymous 
with racial and class diversity. While gender diversity has 
improved in many environmental institutions, class and racial 
diversity remain elusive. Rank (entry-level, mid-level, senior) is 
important in under-standing how ethnic minorities fare in 
environmental organizations. The higher the rank, the fewer 
ethnic minorities there are in environmental organizations. 
Ethnic minorities rarely occupy the top, most powerful, face-of-
the-organization positions. To understand these dynamics, 
more work needs to be done. In addition, environmental 
organizations should invest more time in understanding other 
kinds of diversities related to LGBTQ experiences, gender 
identity, age, cultural inclusivity, religion, etc. 
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Environmental practitioners felt that one of the most important factors that will dictate how quickly environmental orga-
nizations increase the number of racial minorities in their workforce is population dynamics. Interviewees point to a shift 
change that is being brought on by two converging forces—old leadership who have aged in place for decades nearing 
retirement and the changing racial composition of the country. The demographic trends dictate that institutions that want 
to maintain a competitive edge and attract the best workers will be the ones that understand these trends and adjust to 
them. Ethnic minorities currently constitute about 38% of the population, and the census predicts that by the year 2060 
ethnic minorities and people of multi-racial backgrounds will comprise roughly 57% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2012; Taylor, 2000b). It will be difficult for institutions that do not hire from such a large segment of the population and do 
not promote them once they are hired to be successful. 

Environmental institutions must also consider stakeholders and their base of support. Environmental issues affect all 
people on the planet. A movement and the institutions that support it cannot appeal to and hire only or primarily the 
White middle class. For the environmental movement and organizations to continue to be successful, those in control 
have to recognize that ethnic minorities have agency and are a powerful advocacy and voting constituency that should 
not be ignored. Research has shown that minorities tend to favor environmental protection (Mohai, 2003; 1985; Mohai 
& Bryant, 1998; Adeola, 2004; Whittaker, Segura & Bowler, 2005) and that Black and Hispanic congressional delegates 
vote more pro-environmentally than their peers (Davis, 1992; Ard & Mohai, 2011; Mohai & Kershner, 2002).  

Though the report finds that fewer respondents said their organizations did not hire minorities because they felt minorities 
lacked the requisite qualifications (the competency gap), there is still a remnant of this stereotype that clouds the interactions 
between minorities and Whites in the environmental field. Many of the environmental practitioners interviewed felt that 
misperceptions regarding ethnic minority knowledge of the environment, qualifications, and skills are still pervasive in main-
stream environmental organizations. Several discuss the fact that there is a rift between mainstream environmental organiza-
tions and environmental justice groups. They argue that ethnic minority environmental leaders and groups are not considered 
to be a core part of the movement. Questions are raised about whether minorities are actually doing environmental work. In 
addition, ethnic minority professionals are not always taken seriously once they are hired into environmental organizations. 
Some point to limited or one-sided collaborations with environmental organizations. That is, minority environmental groups 
are contacted about collaborations only when mainstream organizations need their political support for campaigns. It is be-
coming clear that if the environmental movement and environmental organizations want to continue relying on the support of 
ethnic minorities, minorities have to be included in all sectors of the field—including the workforce.

The above findings show that even in the economic downturn of the past several years, there was hiring in the three types 
or institutions studied. Yet, in no instance did the percentage of ethnic minorities hired exceed 18%. That is, the ethnic 
minorities comprised 17.1% of the new hires in environmental grantmaking foundations, 12.8% of the hires in conservation 
and preservation organizations, and 11.7% of the hires in government environmental agencies. The report highlights sev-
eral points in the recruitment and hiring process where conscious and unconscious biases as well as outright discrimination 
make it difficult for minorities to obtain employment and promotions in environmental organizations. Environmental orga-
nizations still rely strongly on informal networks to recruit new workers. Yet scholars have been warning for a long time that 
such recruitment and hiring processes introduce inadvertent biases into the workforce, allows race and class to play strong 
roles in the selection process, and often lead to homogenous workforces replicating themselves (Perrow, 1974; DiMaggio 
and Powell, 1991; Granovetter, 1995; Braddock & McPartland, 1987; Model, 1993). 

Reducing institutional biases can be challenging. Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly (2006) report that simply asking managers to 
participate in diversity training to reduce biases and providing feedback have limited impacts on increasing the diversity 
of women and minorities in the managerial ranks. This has important implications for environmental organizations as di-
versity training is a low-cost diversity initiative that organizations try to institute. However, it might not be very effective as 
an isolated strategy. Research suggests and environmental practitioners urge environmental organizations to undertake 
more comprehensive diversity strategies that have long-term vision, broad institutional buy-in, oversight and monitoring, 
accountability, stable funding, as well as tracking and evaluation. Several of the environmental practitioners discussed the 
unconscious biases that were prevalent in environmental organizations and the need for comprehensive institutional and 
movement-wide diversity initiatives to overturn them.
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Despite the fact that the environmental institutions studied indicate that their efforts to hire ethnic minorities were ham-
pered because they had few job openings and there was a lack of minority applicants, two trends point in directions that 
should make these claims less salient over time. First, the environmental field is a growth sector that is projected to pro-
duce large numbers of jobs in coming decades (Bezdek, Wendling, & DiPerna, 2007; Center for American Progress, 2007; 
Bezdek, 2007; U.S. Department of Labor, 2012). The increasing demand for environ-mental workers should create unprec-
edented opportunities for hiring ethnic minorities into the environmental workforce.

Second, the ethnic minority population is growing, which means a larger pool of people to draw from. It is inconceivable 
that such a large segment of the population won’t apply for environmental jobs, will not have the skills or educational qual-
ifications for the jobs, and won’t stay in environmental organizations if they are hired.

As the report illustrates, some diversity efforts are short-lived while others barely get off the ground. The profiles included 
in chapter 1 provide some important clues to help us understand why some diversity efforts have limited success. As the 
case of Robert Stanton, former director of the National Park Service shows, Black students were eager to sign up for in-
ternships and leave segregated towns and all-Black college campuses in the South and Southwest to travel unchaperoned 
on segregated public transportation into parts of the country where anti-Black hostilities were commonplace. Some didn’t 
make it to the internships. It is not because they lacked interest or the educational skills needed for the positions, it is be-
cause they couldn’t afford the upfront cost of doing the internship. Those running the program seemed to be unaware that 
the start-up cost would be an insurmountable financial barrier for the recruits.

Still today, environmental organizations are attempting to diversify their institutions without committing the necessary 
funds or investing in the institutional changes needed to make such attempts successful and long-lasting. The findings of 
this study indicate that only a small percentage of environmental institutions have a diversity manager or a diversity com-
mittee. Many forego even low-cost approaches such as taking steps to broaden the applicant pool. Therefore, it isn’t sur-
prising that racial diversity is moving at a snail’s pace in organizations that have invested limited resources in these efforts.

Environmental organizations have to recognize how some of their own institutional practices run counter to their attempts 
to enhance the racial diversity in their workforce. The long-held practice of relying heavily on word-of-mouth to advertise 
job openings and recruiting from informal networks can have the unintended effect of excluding many minorities and 
low-income people from the applicant pool. This is the case because ethnic minorities and low-income people are not 
well embedded in the networks that such advertising reaches. As a result, they often do not know about job openings, 
therefore, cannot apply for them. Even though access to the Internet is not equitable, at least this venue offers broader 
advertising and access to information on job openings than advertising through informal networks does.

There was enthusiasm in the study for building a pipeline of ethnic minorities who could be hired into environmental insti-
tutions. However, the study also found that environmental institutions were not utilizing the existing pipelines effectively 
or at all. For instance, relatively few organizations had developed collaborations with minority-serving colleges or univer-
sities, recruited from conferences of minority students specializing in environmental disciplines and gatherings of minority 
environmental professionals, or hired minority interns. There was also little consultation with minority environmental pro-
fessionals. So, even though there is need for a more robust system to identify minorities and facilitate their movement into 
environmental careers, the infrastructure that currently exists is underutilized by environmental organizations.

Overall, this study finds willingness on the part of the environmental organizations studied to improve diversity in these 
institutions. Diversity advocates have focused on the large environmental organizations for several decades and have 
been pushing them to become more diverse. It is appropriate to continue to scrutinize the diversity efforts of the largest 
environmental organizations. However, the study also shows that equal attention should be paid to smaller environmental 
organizations as they are not as diverse as larger ones. 

The study also points to areas of strength and weakness in past and current attempts to diversify the environmental work-
force. Hopefully, the study can lead to actions that improve diversity in many environmental institutions in the near future.
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