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Abstract 

 

The nonprofit sector has become known as a public good where organizations are created to 
address various kinds of social problems. As organizations carry out diverse missions, they are 

expected to encounter a standard set of challenges - regardless of who leads them. Despite 
extensive work on the intersection of race and nonprofits, the sector, itself, remains understood 
as a race-neutral space. This dissertation develops a novel theoretical framework, the racialized 

nonprofit industrial complex (RNIC), and shows how racial stratification shapes the experiences 
of Black-led organizations (BLOs) in two medium-sized cities that differ in their racial 

demography and structure.  
  
Using data from a four-year, two-city qualitative study, I ask three questions: (1) how and in 

what ways is the nonprofit sector, itself, racialized; (2) how does racialization influence the 
behavior, decision-making, and activities of BLOs in the nonprofit sector and does it vary by 

place; and (3) What strategies do Black-led organizations use in response to racialization? 
  
Chapter 1 discusses extraordinarily unusual racial disparities across two unlikely cities and 

situates BLOs as playing a central role in addressing these issues on behalf of a predominately 
Black client base while also facing a unique set of challenges in carrying out their mission. 

Chapter 2 develops a novel theory of racialization in the sector that I call the racialized nonprofit 
industrial complex (RNIC). I define the RNIC as a racialized social system where Black-led and 
white-led organizations are placed into separate categories that differentially shape how they 

function and operate within the sector. Chapter 3 introduces the concept of middle cities where 
we might expect to find an RNIC and offers a justification for the two empirical cases: Madison, 

Wisconsin, and Montgomery, Alabama. Chapter 4 presents data describing how a small number 
of BLOs are impacted by racialization in the overwhelmingly white Madison sector and how 
they use strategies that reflect their unique relationship to clients to successfully navigate the 

city’s RNIC. Chapter 5 presents data describing how a critical mass of BLOs are impacted by 
racialization within a white-dominated sector in a predominantly Black city and how they lean 

heavily on a civil rights movement ethic to challenge and navigate the city’s RNIC. Chapter 6 
offers a conclusion that contrasts the cases to show how the RNIC differs by place and how this 
impacts the capacity of BLOs to successfully navigate the system. This contrast serves as the 

basis for a discussion about how we might arrive at a more equitable sector where we radically 
redefine our expectations about what it means to be a successful organization – expectations 

often rooted in whiteness. This will allow us to move beyond merely proposing best practices 
aimed at situational equity to, instead, recognize BLOs as legitimate actors who have agency to 
best meet the needs of clients with whom they share a unique connection.
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Introduction: Chapter 1   

When I first arrived in the city back in Fall 2018 as a doctoral student, long before the 

pandemic upended the entire world, I was excited about being in a new environment, particularly 

one that countless publications had characterized as the best place to live for virtually any person 

on earth.1 Aesthetically, driving alongside the lakefront with the bright sun shining on 

transparently clear water basically confirmed the superficial representations that I had read 

about. I was struck by the smoothly paved dark roads; the vast number of bikers with helmets 

and stroller extensions carrying small children while riding along paths adjacent to the lake; and 

boats, large and small, that dotted the lake. My initial reaction was: this is the life! As I came 

upon the traffic light to make a left turn, I noticed a flood of people making their way to and 

from the waterfront and imagined that I would one day join them once I was settled in the city. I 

also noticed how pedestrian-friendly this and other intersections were with their separate traffic 

signs for pedestrians, bikers, and cars. Once the light changed, I quickly made a sharp left turn to 

head towards the place where I would live for at least the next two years. From the lakefront, I 

was now driving down a street with what seemed like endless parks and green spaces with 

people throwing around frisbees and running around with dogs. Once I drove past the parks, I 

entered the city’s downtown area which was similarly bustling with people interacting with one 

another, patronizing businesses, and just generally having a good time. Again, I thought about 

how this city really appeared to be something of an oasis; a place where everyone could find 

their niche. But, I was also struck by how few people of color I observed, particularly Black 

people; so few that I vividly remember only being able to count a handful. I had already 

 
1 Here I am referring to the political character of Madison as staunchly progressive that impacts the social and 

cultural environment of the city including the quality of life for racial minorities and members of the LGBTQ 

community.  
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anecdotally known the demographics of the city based on months of conversations with people 

who knew better than me. But, to actually be on the ground and see it in-person was an entirely 

different experience. I thought to myself: this place has such an amazing reputation surely this 

also had positive implications for people of color too? Nevertheless, I continued and finally 

arrived at the apartment office to complete the check-in process. Given that I had so few items, I 

was able to quickly unload and go exploring, primarily for food.   

During my initial exploration of the city, I randomly met a local community leader in the 

Noodles and Company restaurant who provided me with a 2016 report that had been circulating. 

Initially I thought it would be a standard report that highlighted the achievement gap or some 

other data points documenting racial disparities that society has, regrettably, long come to accept 

as part of our social fabric. And, of course, all that I thought I knew about the city surely 

suggested it would be a place where everyone was doing reasonably well. Because of this 

thinking, I didn’t even bother sifting through the report itself. Instead, I found a PowerPoint 

presentation online that summarized the findings. The presentation’s initial slide contained a 

typical title referring to racial disparities and the next few slides mentioned the authors as being a 

part of an organization that one would expect is interested in addressing these kinds of issues. I 

thought to myself: “all of this sounds quite familiar.”   

After reading the 4th slide, I knew this was different from the run of the mill reports that I 

was used to reading. One way that it felt different was that it provided a stark, comprehensive 

picture of the condition of Black people in the city across economic, education, child welfare, 

and criminal justice metrics when I was used to reports summarizing perhaps a few of these 

disparities. But, the next several slides illustrated why this was a report that hit like a ton of 
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bricks. These slides outlined deep and wide-ranging racial disparities in economic status, 

childhood poverty, education, and the criminal justice system.    

The economic portion of the report illustrated deep racial d isparities. For instance, Black 

people had an unemployment rate 5 times higher than whites and significantly higher than the 

national average for Black people. Black families had a median household income of $20,664, 

which was just 1/3 of white families at $63,573. Nearly 54% of Black people in the city lived 

below the poverty line compared to just 8.7% for whites, making Blacks nearly six times more 

likely to be poor than whites. And this poverty rate was nearly one and a half times greater than 

the national poverty rate for Black people.   

Childhood poverty highlighted a deeper racial crisis. Nearly 75% of Black children living 

in the city were in poverty making them 11 times more likely to grow up in poverty than whites. 

Still more, the poverty rate for Black children in the city was nearly one and a half times higher 

than the national rate.   

Racial disparities were similarly alarming in K-12 education. Nearly half of all Black 

third graders did not meet proficiency standards in reading compared to just 11% of whites, 

making Black children four and a half times more likely to not be reading proficiently compared 

to white peers. Even under a new reading proficiency measure, 86% of Black third graders were 

not proficient, compared with 47% of whites. Within the education system, Black students were 

more than 15 times more likely to be suspended than a white student. And Black students were 

more than 9 times more likely to be chronically absent than whites. Making matters worse, 

according to the report, nearly half of the city’s Black high school students failed to graduate.     

In the criminal justice system, racial disparities were also significant. Black youth aged 

10-17 were arrested at a rate 6 times higher than white youth. Despite being just 10% of the 
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population aged 12-17, Black youth made up 64% of the detention population. Similarly, Black 

adults were 15 times more likely to be admitted to a prison facility than white adults.    

To suggest that I was shocked by this report would be putting it mildly. Indeed, this 

report was a damning portrait of the condition of Black people in the city. But, these disparities 

were not particularly new to those on the ground who lived this reality rooted in the 

consequences of racism. And to the outside world, these remarkable racial disparities were 

entirely consistent with what most people were used to seeing and reading about in our nation’s 

traditional urban centers: Chicago, New York, Los Angeles - cities that scholars have long 

considered them to be the gold standard for any effort to understand social phenomena and how 

it effects historically marginalized people (Drake and Cayton 1934; Wilson 1987; Massey and 

Denton 1993; Muhammad 2010; Hyra 2008; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Pastor 2021).    

 

But, what was absolutely new and different about these racial disparities is that they existed in 

Madison, Wisconsin; a place long regarded as a liberal bastion where progressive public policies 

were thought to be at the core of what made this such a great place to live – for all people.   

 

Never in my wildest imagination would I have associated Madison with such deep racial 

disparities. This report was seared into my consciousness and prompted me to think about many 

things. I did not merely think about how a place known for its high quality of life could be home 

to such glaring racial disparities and what it meant for Black people who lived this reality, or 

how elected leaders could be presiding over such an extraordinary reality. Crucially, I also 

wondered who was standing up and providing support for individuals and families who have 

been historically excluded and contemporarily impacted by the consequences of racism?      

   

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1946-01177-000
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/293318?casa_token=6pRs7BDPjOAAAAAA:wYJgvW75GCnDIqlpHb6FTh2995aFTRl3pCwvAfW9Y2jDHQpYhPJGpL4iaB3vl5aD2MGGt8_2UIM
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=uGslMsIBNBsC&oi=fnd&pg=PP14&dq=american+apartheid+massey&ots=I7cAg0F4Y8&sig=zNLaMh5Tn18_J1ckU2JDX9mIVdQ
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=uGslMsIBNBsC&oi=fnd&pg=PP14&dq=american+apartheid+massey&ots=I7cAg0F4Y8&sig=zNLaMh5Tn18_J1ckU2JDX9mIVdQ
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=gqacDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=the+Condemnation+of+Blackness:+Race,+Crime,+and+the+Making+of+Modern+Urban+America&ots=ZIcjXfA-_O&sig=W3a2PBxeBwNwu5nWhC9TFahyKWs#v=onepage&q=the%20Condemnation%20of%20Blackness%3A%20Race%2C%20Crime%2C%20and%20the%20Making%20of%20Modern%20Urban%20America&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=NYfJPr3fHXcC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=hyra,+new+urban+renewal+&ots=5QWyZl3JM3&sig=Pvnoa25_9IUvup61sPvFwmaSD2c#v=onepage&q=hyra%2C%20new%20urban%20renewal&f=false
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjIlYTjxqD_AhWCkokEHSG-CY0QFnoECB8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fnyupress.org%2F9781479804047%2Fsouth-central-dreams%2F&usg=AOvVaw2oHxWXFCxpoZIhdEeqvwcR
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***  

Nine hundred miles south of Madison another city was experiencing its own set of racial 

disparities within an entirely different context. Montgomery, Alabama is the birthplace of one of 

the greatest civil rights movements the world has ever known (Morris 1986). When I first moved 

to Montgomery, I got off I-65 south at the Clay Street exit which was on something of a hill 

overlooking the city’s downtown area. I had been led in this direction by the GPS because I was 

renting an apartment in the downtown area. I had some trepidation about moving into the 

apartment because local residents told me that the building was once owned by a famous 

slaveholding family: The Bells. Ultimately, I was able to get over my trepidation because the 

building was centrally located, completely renovated, and now managed by what appeared to be 

a credible company – at least based on online reviews. As I drove along the winding road, I came 

upon a large and modern building that had giant gold words that read “Rosa Parks Museum.” At 

that point I knew where I was; not just the Deep South, but a place best known for challenging 

the racial structures that impacted Black people long after the end of slavery. After parking my 

car, checking-in, and moving my few belongings to the apartment, I was eager to explore the 

city.   

As soon as I stepped outside the Bell Building in the blazing summer heat, I realized it 

was not merely the museum that caught my eye on this day. Rather, as I walked west down 

Montgomery Street, I came across several historical markers; each with a 12x12 shape outlined 

with gold trim with the word “Alabama” inscribed above the state flag. Later I would realize 

government officials and civil rights groups made a significant commitment to strategically 

placing these around the city to help educate visitors about the past. One marker, in particular, 

was adjacent to this older, but majestic looking fountain, which I later realized was an important 
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symbol of the city. This marker documented the slave markets that were based at the fountain 

where enslaved people were auctioned. There was something about the markers and fountain that 

allowed me to feel the weight of Montgomery’s history. In and around this fountain were 

countless other markers that detailed the excruciating historical past of this place; a past that 

shaped so much of how I thought about the work I would eventually undertake in this city.  

Moving past the fountain, walking on a brick road, I finally came upon perhaps one of the 

most famous thoroughfares in civil rights lore: Dexter Avenue – home to the church of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. I walked down Dexter Avenue on the southside of the street in the 100 

block past many historical, colonial style buildings; some of which had been converted into 

offices and loft apartments with others actively under construction. And it was radio silent with 

few people; most likely working from home and tourism severely curtailed by the pandemic. 

When entering the 200 block of Dexter Avenue, after walking past the Alabama Power building 

which boasted long lines of Black people, socially distant because of the pandemic, waiting to 

enter the building to pay utility bills, I immediately observed the shift towards the state 

government campus area. There was the Alabama Educational Foundation, a noted and powerful 

white-led nonprofit organization whose name was plastered on the building’s façade but based in 

a fresh concrete building with a similar neoclassical architecture style as government buildings in 

the city. As I discuss later, the physical structure of this particular nonprofit is an important 

signpost for the remarkably differential experiences of nonprofits in Madison and Montgomery. I 

quickly moved past additional buildings such as the state Supreme Court having noticed the 

famed Dexter Street Baptist Church. I saw pictures of it before, but it was much smaller in-

person. It boasted a well-maintained rust-colored façade with slightly worn white steps on either 

side and included a plaque on the door referencing order of service and hours of operation as 
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well as a sign indicating they were closed for tours due to the pandemic. Just outside the church’s 

door was a dark black light post referencing MLK that read “lighting the way” – another 

reference to the historical struggle that defined this place.  

This was yet another profound reminder that I had arrived in a city that was the epicenter 

of the Civil Rights Movement and I presumed that surely this city would be a place where Black 

people were doing reasonably well – no doubt better than those living in Madison, Wisconsin? 

After all, the city had just elected its first Black Mayor, boasted a predominantly Black city 

council, and was a majority Black city. In my own mind, this basic reality portended that Black 

people at least had some access to levers of power that could make a tangible difference in the 

lives of people despite the potential forces of racism. After all, there was some research on larger  

cities such as Washington DC and Philadelphia suggesting this might be the case (Hunter 2013; 

Hunter-Asch and Musgrove 2017). Yet, I was not entirely surprised that for all the civil rights 

gains made during the 1960s, and the symbolic reminders throughout the city, the present-day 

reality for Black people living in Montgomery is the antithesis of the what the civil rights 

movement was about. Here, in Montgomery the day-to-day reality of Black people is rife with 

challenges resulting from racism.  

This reality was made clear in stark economic terms based on 2019 Census Data. An 

individual Black person in the city had an average annual income of $22,137, which is less than 

half of a white person at $42,512. The average Black family had a median income of $45,085, 

which is 1/3 less than white families at $71,878. Nearly 19% of Black people were living below 

the poverty line compared to just 7.4% for whites making Blacks nearly 3 times more likely to be 

poor than whites. Notably, the poverty rates for both Blacks and whites is below the national 

average, which is of little consolation for Black people given the obvious disparity.     

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=IH_e_WhkU5sC&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=black+citymakers+hunter&ots=CQHkl7O1xY&sig=ZSmlnlsX4ABlWZm8rMC3VTJl3Eo
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=C2Y6DwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Chocolate+City:+A+History+of+Race+and+Democracy+in+the+Nation%27s+Capita&ots=HPIeqJfQ69&sig=JKGkhPT-wqOcl0LZA30QanIrwSw#v=onepage&q=Chocolate%20City%3A%20A%20History%20of%20Race%20and%20Democracy%20in%20the%20Nation's%20Capita&f=false
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Education outcomes in the city indicated additional racial disparities. According to 2019 

data from the Alabama Department of Education, just 27% of Black students were reading at 

grade level compared to 60% of white students. In math, just 24% of Black students were 

proficient compared to 55% of white students. In science, the disparity was even more 

pronounced with just 19% of Black students meeting proficiency standards compared to 55% of 

white students.    

Comparatively, Black people across each city were doing worse in different ways. For 

instance, Black people in Montgomery had a median income twice as high as those living in 

Madison. Those living in Madison had a poverty rate three times as high as Montgomery. Again, 

a fundamental question is not merely why, but who can these individuals and families in 

Montgomery (just like Madison) count on to help them overcome the structural racism that has 

made their lives so difficult?  

***  

Two cities, different both geographically, demographically, and structurally, but bound 

by the basic American reality that all too often means Black people are struggling as a direct 

result of racism (Du Bois 1903; West 1993; Kendi 2016). How could a city highly regarded for 

its seemingly liberal character and a city renowned as the birthplace of the Civil Rights 

Movement also be home to such devastating racial disparities? How could two cities boasting 

major and consequential institutions of higher education also be a place where Black people are 

struggling so much educationally? What does it mean that both cities are the seat of state 

government and led by mayors who champion policies ostensibly designed to uplift historically 

excluded individuals and families are unable to achieve the desired results? None of these 

questions is meant to cast aspersions on anyone. But even if they do, the urgency of trying to 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj7o6OMk6P_AhUFhIkEHfHTDGEQFnoECDEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FSouls-Black-Folk-B-Bois%2Fdp%2F1505223377&usg=AOvVaw23e5HcgvWoIAmvd8tK5Ywa
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=SpclDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=race+matters+&ots=oI76wVE2eO&sig=t-TrFQLwcPJcCBJA468KdBQyuxM#v=onepage&q=race%20matters&f=false
https://www.academia.edu/download/78620725/2165.pdf
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understand this issue is worth offending those who are either overtly complicit and/or those who 

believe they are championing efforts to improve the situation. That these two cities both 

represent places where Black people are denied basic opportunities to carve out lives of dignity 

highlights the power of structural racism and its capacity to dictate the life chances of people 

regardless of the existence of policies and other efforts. If structural racism constrained the 

impact of each city’s historical character, institutions, and government, who is left to be a 

champion for those burdened by racism?    

Both cities are also bound by the shared reality that it is Black-led organizations (BLOs) 

who are on the front lines of trying to address the entrenched effects of racism in the lives of 

Black residents. What binds these places together is that they both possess an organizational 

infrastructure of BLOs – organizations where the day-to-day leadership power is in the hands of 

Black people including the individual occupying the executive director role. These organizations 

occupy a unique status on the front lines in each of these places fighting against structural racism 

that is all too often overwhelming for their clients who deal with the disproportionate effects of 

poverty.    

This dissertation is about how these organizations, themselves, are operating within a 

nonprofit sector that is structurally racialized in ways that have a profound impact on their ability 

to carry out a mission in service of clients. In making a solemn commitment and pact to serve 

their clients, overwhelmingly comprised of Black people, to help lift them out of poverty these 

organizations are impacted by the same kind of structural racism whose effects they work to 

limit in the lives of their clients; effects that until now have largely been attributed to their own 

perceived deficiency (e.g. Vaughan 1999). The belief that the success or failure of BLOs is 

uniquely linked to their own perceived deficiency fuels a larger, dominant narrative of the 
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nonprofit sector as a race-neutral space that has been reified by scholars and embraced by the 

general public. Consequently, we are left with an erroneous, but powerful belief, that working in 

the nonprofit sector is one of the few places where those seeking to make a difference are free to 

do so without many of the constraints that are often associated with other parts of society. 

Meanwhile, BLOs continue to experience a unique set of challenges induced by an invisible 

racial structure that also means their clients are not receiving critical support – a gap further 

exacerbated by the State’s abdication of its duty under the traditional social safety net. Indeed, 

for all these reasons, this project joins, and extends, a larger intellectual conversation among an 

interdisciplinary group of scholars including sociologists, organization, and nonprofit scholars 

that helps us understand the nonprofit sector’s racial character and how this impacts the work of 

BLOs.   

***    

A prevailing view of the nonprofit sector as race-neutral can be traced to the influential 

work of scholars focusing on understanding the behavior and composition of organizations 

largely defined by two approaches. The first approach, institutional theory, is a theoretical 

paradigm that helps us understand the various ways in which organizations are shaped by the 

context or organizational field in which they operate (Hannan and Freeman 1974; Wamsley and 

Zald 1973; Edelman and Suchman 1997). According to this framework, because organizations 

are subject to contextual conditions beyond their control, they are compelled to operate in ways 

that conform to the norms within a particular organizational field. A significant contribution to 

this theory is the work of Meyer and Rowan (1977) who emphasized the importance of 

organizational legitimacy and argued that it is gained largely by conforming to the norms of an 

organizational field. Organizational fields are important because they are shaped by political, 
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social, and economic forces that impact their composition and the extent to which they remain 

viable or legitimate (Scott 1961). We also know a key characteristic of the organizational field is 

defined by a basic competition for resources (Scott 2004). The need to be seen as legitimate, 

existence of external influences, and competition for resources creates a unique level of pressure 

for organizations to behave and look a certain way within a field. The work of DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983) that focuses on institutional isomorphism is central to understanding how 

organizations behave within the field. In particular, they argue that organizational fields are 

defined by isomorphic pressures that compel organizations to essentially look like other 

organizations deemed successful by virtue of a particular institutional environment – the 

perceived successful organizations are usually defined by whiteness. The point is that 

institutional theory equips us with a theoretical body of knowledge to understand how 

organizations navigate a particular field – this includes nonprofits. The challenge with this 

approach is that it thinks about an organizational field as static and does not account for how 

other factors, such as race, might influence how organizations behave and/or interact within a 

particular field. It is also a helpful explanation for why we have been limited in our ability to 

broach the issue of racialization in the nonprofit sector because it is easier to point to a variety of 

other factors as having an impact on how organizations navigate the space. For some, it seems 

entirely reasonable that organizations will vie for resources in a competitive marketplace and 

strive towards legitimacy to be stamped as capable of doing work (Davis and Cobb 2010). The 

notion that there might be other factors, such as race, is not central to the institutionalist view.   

Recognizing the need to build upon institutional theory’s general focus on environmental 

factors, and less on issues of race, the second approach, neo-institutionalism, is defined by its 

theoretical attention to questions of agency and power as well as the extent to which 

https://journals.aom.org/doi/full/10.5465/254584
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.soc.30.012703.110644
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2095101?casa_token=Dr1Rd946DG8AAAAA%3A4yEcyvFbNsY89KbQyUuKTCbGbjVAtsSkOw9xuHbNAMLcX8m86ADZ-3E4Pgx81WZ9Vv_lMVUSOLuyN0MVycSfWKscamyx-oFqZBrXtYvBpZTR3oYA-iw
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2095101?casa_token=Dr1Rd946DG8AAAAA%3A4yEcyvFbNsY89KbQyUuKTCbGbjVAtsSkOw9xuHbNAMLcX8m86ADZ-3E4Pgx81WZ9Vv_lMVUSOLuyN0MVycSfWKscamyx-oFqZBrXtYvBpZTR3oYA-iw
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/S0733-558X(2010)0000028006/full/html?fullSc=1&fullSc=1&mbSc=1&fullSc=1
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organizations change. Within this theoretical tradition, scholars have developed a set of ideas 

that critically appraise organizational fields and recognize the dynamic nature of these spaces 

and the organizations within them. For instance, in an influential paper Powell et al. (1996) 

contend that the complexity of an industry or organizational field is central to ensuring 

innovation within a broader network rather than an individual organization. Other scholars 

working in this theoretical tradition have been concerned with how organizations vie for and 

ultimately acquire resources. For instance, Hannan and Freeman (1984) argue that organizations 

compete for scarce resources, including material and nonmaterial, which is central to the creation 

and maintenance of an organization. The larger point of neo-institutionalism is that despite its 

attention to power dynamics, it offers a set of prescriptions that implies all organizations, 

regardless of how they look, should navigate an organizational field by conforming to prevailing 

norms. In this way, neo-institutionalism is not best positioned to engage in a racial analysis of the 

nonprofit sector.     

Nonprofit analysts, too, have also done important work to understand the experiences of 

organizations without largely considering how the sector has been racialized. A significant 

amount of scholarly attention has been documented the distinct historical origins of the sector 

(Salamon and Anheier 1999); explaining how organizations are defined and categorized 

(DiMaggio and Anheier 1990); and analyzing organizations within the sector in regard to their 

relationship with the state, private sector, and other organizations (Anheier 2006). To be sure, the 

history of the sector, the nature of organizations, and the relationships among sector actors each 

provide an important piece of the complex nonprofit jigsaw puzzle. Beyond this work, there has 

been recent interest in the issue of race within the nonprofit sector including how nonprofits in 

general do work in predominantly Black neighborhoods or the lack of Black people occupying 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2393988.pdf?casa_token=Nfw3PsYti4wAAAAA:HCoZKDhSScTNRnq_YkhpaNb3niGRdQELeilK6tEMVatBtjf1gONatrrI2cL2xhyL_2aDZsr48iqDxPoev_xYytllTf0NZRy9S0B_0BJMlkuIogq3oVQ
https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1022058200985&casa_token=0fVt2w36fuEAAAAA:iHEj7mP_vjxWB0y058mdq7bVEOh2IFc1Zn2XTpkBEJMS-5HteA0LpW9TRhhmRzkGwDeRBTMcSAnDm4Ob
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev.so.16.080190.001033?casa_token=sYWH3iw03F0AAAAA:BMULMxuDHHgX7gClgfG215lZLFjBpku9YSeV6uSJPlAqYFjEaohkumEfhBfTD57PkJJHwh6urjKS
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FCpc6YdSAT0C&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=anheier+nonprofit+organizations&ots=XzK9o8A4-B&sig=TRuSMWaMJxJZsEofnJruW1YHvek
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leadership positions (Danley and Blessett 2022; Kunreuther & Thomas-Breitfeld 2020). But, 

much like sociologists, there is a view that race is not an organizing force within the sector itself 

(Coule, Dodge, and Eikenberry 2022). Such a belief is also at odds with a scholarly consensus 

about the myriad ways in which race influences various parts of society (Winant 2000). It is also 

wholly inconsistent with the everyday lived experiences of racial minorities – many of whom 

have or are battling the broad effects of poverty as a symptom of a larger racialized society.  

Considering significant contributions in the organizations and nonprofit literature reveals 

important insight into how best to understand how organizations emerge, gain legitimacy, 

behave, interact, pursue resources, and even survive. It also means an opportunity to bridge of 

each of these important subfields to take an even more critical look at the nonprofit sector. 

Despite these insights, we are left with a critically unresolved issue: to what extent is race a 

central organizing principle of an organizational field such as the nonprofit sector? Put more 

simply, it is imperative that we understand how the nonprofit sector, itself, is racialized in ways 

that profoundly impact the experiences of BLOs and how they are perceived by powerbrokers in 

the field. In trying to understand this process, I also want to stipulate that the nonprofit sector is 

not merely a freestanding structure. Rather, it is also place-based in ways that differ distinctly 

from for-profit sector. That is, a nonprofit sector is both a feature of and embedded within a 

particular place – usually a city – and has a unique relationship to people within a geographical 

place and is heavily influenced by the historical and contemporary reality of a particular location. 

To that end, this dissertation sets out to answer three primary questions:    

1.     How and to what extent is the nonprofit sector, itself, racialized?   

2.     How does racialization influence the behavior, decision-making, and activities of 

BLOs in the nonprofit sector and does this vary by place?   

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/08997640221081507?casa_token=2_LpQNvC6NkAAAAA:brcFwajmyh3NNiegEr4Vy9eHLOVvmnrVGgaIp-4oS6TCJEHp_4B913w37FNcCtg7O7cZ-pZSMR6L
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764020919807
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.169?casa_token=GIer-h7k_a8AAAAA:YkpTRN-8BeexrpLS8O5yFOxsFoRLc6wFg23DSYKl4b0CLtoP-a9sw9LmKvsoSt-essLvXLej3aCi
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3.     What strategies do Black-led organizations use in response to racialization?   

***   

Given that this dissertation aims to understand not only the social reality of racialization 

in the nonprofit sector, but also how BLOs experience this process within the sector, I use 

qualitative data. These data reveal the nature of racialization, its underlying mechanisms, and 

how BLOs navigate and are impacted by this process within the sector. Later on in the 

dissertation I discuss my methodological choices in greater detail both in empirical chapters but 

also as part of a concluding methodological appendix. For now, I want to clearly articulate why 

this issue merits attention now both from an intellectual and practical perspective. While scholars 

across academic disciplines have been concerned with nonprofit organizations, they have yet to 

offer a theory of how the nonprofit sector, itself, is racialized. The absence of such a theory has 

created a significant gap in our ability to understand inequality within the nonprofit sector while 

reaffirming a problematic view of this space as race-neutral. To that end, this is among the first 

studies that advances such a theory and does so by leveraging an impressive, multidisciplinary 

literature, anchored in Sociology and Nonprofit Studies, to specifies not only how the sector is 

racialized and who maintains this system, but also the mechanisms that allow for its persistence. 

In particular, readers will see how I use these literatures in Chapter 2 to reorientate our view of 

the nonprofit sector as race-neutral to one that is akin to a racialized social system defined by a 

clear and dominant schema that standardizes expectations of what it means to be a legitimate 

organization within the sector.    

Additionally, recognizing that the nonprofit sector is always placed-based, I use this 

dissertation as an opportunity to extend the scope of urbanists’ preferred empirical cities. My 

decision to move beyond these prototypical cities stems from the basic fact that too often 
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scholars reflexively turn to these locations as the best place to understand social phenomena. As I 

detail more in Chapter 3, these cities have been critical to so much of what we know about the 

social world including significant processes such as urbanization, stratification, and even 

racialization – a topic central to this work. However, in carrying out such important work, we 

have neglected an entire category of cities that I call middle cities. I define middle cities as 

geographical spaces with population thresholds (e.g. 200,000-300,000) that place them between 

large urban cities and small cities and where social phenomena sometimes differs and mirrors 

what we have historically understood as unique to large cities. It is true that a significant part of 

my definition is population based, but lying between large and small cities makesmiddle cities 

particularly important. Indeed, turning our gaze to these kinds of cities is important because their 

size means much of established theoretical and empirical knowledge may not comport with what 

happens on the ground in these places. For instance, unlike in prototypical cities, medium-sized 

cities may not have access to an extensive network of social support services which might 

exacerbate inequality amongst people – and organizations. As a primary source of support, these 

organizations are significant resources for people who lack access to a robust social safety net in 

middle cities. This means it is even more imperative that we are able to understand how a 

racialized nonprofit sector might inhibit their work on behalf of clients.   

Still more, and of particular relevance for the current study, I show the extent to which 

racialization might differ across place by offering a comparative look at two very d ifferent cities, 

one predominantly white and one predominantly Black. But, as I also discuss in Chapter 3, the 

demographics are not the only ways in which these cities differ. Indeed, beyond race I attempt to 

hold a variety of other factors constant as each city is a state capital, has a similar total 

population, boast similar Democratic-leaning local government, and feature an anchor higher 
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education institution. In this way, I am able to offer a more fulsome account of how each place 

might influence (or be influenced by) its own racialized nonprofit sector.  

While the intellectual merits of this project are important, the practical existence and 

unique experience of BLO is critical to their clients. Black-led organizations, including those 

discussed in this study, represent critical pillars in their communities which gives their clients 

easy access to important services. BLOs are often led by people who grew up in the 

neighborhoods served by their organizations and have encountered many of the challenges that 

they now work to address on behalf of clients. And so, they have a first-person understanding of 

the issues their organizations are working to address, which means they are often best positioned 

to improve the life chances of clients. Later on in this dissertation readers will come to know this 

interconnectedness as constituting linked-fate between leaders of BLOs and their clients which 

inspires a dogged determination effect change in the lives of clients. But, their clients are even 

more important to consider in the context of this project. They are the ones living the day-to-day 

reality of structural barriers inhibiting even their best effort to improve their life chances. And 

because BLOs are more often than not their primary source of support, the effects of racialization 

on the organizations create a dual structural disadvantage in the lives of clients. Additionally, as I 

illustrate in this dissertation, BLOs provide a holistic set of supports to their clients that include 

basic needs such as healthcare, various kinds of social support including mental health 

counseling, advocacy when involved with the criminal justice system, and a host of other 

services. Now, more than ever before, it is imperative that we acquire a full accounting of how 

the sector is racialized, what it means for organizations, and how we can make the sector a more 

equitable place for all organizations. To do so holds the promise of not merely intellectual 

advances, but also improving the lives of those most vulnerable.   
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  Research Plan    

I began this research prior to the pandemic in August 2018 in Madison, Wisconsin and 

moved to Montgomery, Alabama in August 2020 during the pandemic. I focused on Black-led 

nonprofit organizations (BLOs), which I define as having an African American executive 

director and where a majority of individuals working full-time identify as African American. A 

logical question related to my definition of BLOs relates to Board composition and why it is not 

discussed here. While Board composition is important and certainly will be part of a future 

research agenda, I made a decision to focus on BLOs because they do the vast majority of the 

work and experience the nonprofit sector in ways the Board does not. This is not to suggest the 

experiences of nonprofit Boards is not racialized – I believe they are. But, for the purposes of 

this work, I am interested in BLOs navigate a racialized nonprofit sector and their robust 

engagement within the sector is the best chance to understand this issue.   

It is also true that the nonprofit sector within a particular location is vast and includes 

many kinds of organizations. And so, I had to disaggregate organizations by both race and the 

services they provided. Despite both nonprofit sectors having roughly 4000 total registered 

501(c)(3) organizations, very few of these were characterized as Black-led based on my basic 

inclusion criteria. Indeed, in Madison there were about 20 nonprofits and 60 in Montgomery.. All 

of these organizations were largely engaged in antipoverty work. Rather than exclusively refer to 

these as antipoverty, I opt to characterize them as human services organizations. The National 

Organization for Human Services define these kinds of organizations as “…uniquely 

approaching the objective of meeting human needs through an interdisciplinary knowledge base, 

focusing on prevention as well as on remediation of problems, and maintain a commitment to 

improving overall quality of life of service populations.4” (p. 1). These organizations are 
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indispensable manifestations of a basic commitment to social welfare and exhibiting certain 

attributes such as helping improve people’s lives, being guided by a moral compass amid 

emotional work, dependent upon external audiences and environments for success, and other 

factors that allow human services organizations to occupy unique status in the larger nonprofit 

ecology.5 Finally, the BLOs here are human services organizations whose mission, stated or 

implied, is to improve the life chances of primarily, but not exclusively, Black people who 

comprise most of their clients.  

In total, I identified 20 BLOs that met the criteria in Madison and studied 15. In 

Montgomery, I identified 75 that met the criteria and studied 40. Within each organization, I 

interviewed only the executive director. This decision reflects the reality that within BLOs 

executive directors occupy a uniquely powerful role that not only makes them the face of these 

organizations, but centrally situates them within an inverted organizational chart where arrows 

point towards them. Thus, as these data will show, it was not uncommon to encounter leaders 

who engaged in strategic planning, fundraising, and data collection while also performing 

administrative tasks including bookkeeping and even routinely answering general inquiries from 

the public.  

While this dissertation primarily uses interviews, I also strategically use census data, 

observations within both cities, and publicly available information from organization websites to 

add context to the experiences of BLOs. Importantly, none of the information included here is 

attributed to any single organization. I make this choice because throughout research process I 

heard directly from leaders of BLOs express their concern that their organizations could be 

placed at risk within the sector for speaking so freely about their experiences. This concern was 

also a primary reason why I was not able to establish contact with each organization that met the 
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inclusion criteria. And so, I take care to protect their privacy by not attributing information to 

specific organizations.  

A final point that I would like to make about organizations concerns who will not be 

included in this work. There are well known BLOs, particularly in Montgomery, who are major 

players within the nonprofit sector. Among them is the Equal Justice Initiative based in 

Montgomery. Led by Bryan Stevenson, this organization has dramatically improved the nation’s 

access to and understanding of racial injustice. In doing so, this organization has gained a great 

deal of publicity which has led to a very stable financial position where they do not encounter the 

same issues as smaller, lesser-known BLOs. That is not to suggest that larger BLOs are immune 

to racism. Of course, this is not the case. Instead, the position of larger BLOs allows them to 

better mitigate the effects of racism. The BLOs included in study reflect small organizations  

with an average of 3 full-time employees, who do not have well-known reputations or financial 

resources that might otherwise shield them from the most deleterious effects of a racialized 

nonprofit sector. Despite this reality, they are engaged in very difficult work – serving and 

thriving on behalf of their clients.   

It has become commonplace to conclude qualitative studies with a methodological 

appendix that outlines how a researcher carried out a project.6 In addition to providing such an 

appendix, I have also decided to offer methodological insights throughout the dissertation as I 

believe they will be helpful for not only understanding how I embarked on this work, but also 

provide insights into how leaders go about their daily lives within the nonprofit sector. More 

specifically, in the forthcoming chapters, I engage in a more substantive discussion about my 

data collection process including how I used key informants in each city to gain access to BLOs 

within the sector; how I established and cultivated rapport with leaders; and how I gained 
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legitimacy by engaging with them socially, civically, and intellectually. The quotes that follow 

are directly from leaders but are never attributed to individual organizations. As noted, I made 

this decision because across both cities there is a consensus that given how BLOs are impacted 

by racism, attributing quotes to them could run the risk of further marginalizing them within the 

sector. Therefore, I use pseudonyms to conceal the identity of leaders and their organizations.     

Outline of the Dissertation 

In this opening chapter, I have discussed the structural barriers facing BLOs, how 

scholars’ treatment of organizations has not included a robust examination of race, and why 

these issues merit significant attention. The rest of the dissertation is organized as follows: In 

chapter 2, I challenge a prevailing view of the nonprofit sector as race-neutral. To do so requires 

a fundamental reorientation of the sector as race-neutral to a view of it as a racialized social 

system featuring two competing schemas that converge around social and material resources that 

leads to racialized outcomes. From there, I use Chapter 3 to discuss the nonprofit sector as 

situated in middle-cities which moves beyond our preoccupation with large and small cities that 

has largely defined the urban canon. Part of this discussion introduces and distinguishes between 

the two cities, Madison, Wisconsin and Montgomery, Alabama whose nonprofit sectors is where 

the theory of racialization is tested.  Chapters 4 and 5 takes up the empirical cases to understand 

the process of racialization across each city.  I conclude in Chapter 6 with a discussion of how 

we might achieve a more equitable nonprofit sector.  
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Chapter 2: Towards a Racialized Nonprofit Sector    
  

What are popular beliefs about the nonprofit sector? One belief holds that anyone can 

start a nonprofit organization for any cause that they deem important (e.g. Hopkins 2017). 

Another belief is that the nonprofit sector is a de facto tax shelter for the wealthy (e.g. Hammack 

2002). However, perhaps the most dominant belief is that the nonprofit sector represents a public 

good where people seek to have an impact on the lives of disadvantaged groups – services 

historically provided by the State (e.g. Siliunas, Small, and Wallerstein 2018). This prevailing 

view of the sector offers a portrait that makes it difficult to even begin thinking about some of 

the downsides to or challenges associated with operating in the sector and having a maximum 

impact – even though we know these exist (Helmig, Jergers, and Lapsley 2004). Therefore, our 

focus tends to be on all the good things that organizations are doing (Salamon 1994; Alexander 

2003; Mason and Fiocco 2017).  

There are countless examples of well-known nonprofit organizations engaging in 

meaningful work in various aspects of society. For instance, philanthropic organizations such as 

the McArthur Foundation offer financial support to combat climate change and promote criminal 

justice reform. The American Red Cross, Salvation Army, and United Way are international in 

their scope and provide a range of social services that address issues as diverse as disaster relief 

to neighborhood services and virtually everything in between. But, at the community-level, 

despite receiving less attention and often far-less funding, smaller Black-led nonprofit 

organizations are also engaged in important work. For instance, neighborhood organizations such 

as Dion’s Chicago Dream is offering a truly innovative approach to thinking about the intractable 

issue of food insecurity. Despite its small size, this organization delivers 5 days’ worth of fresh 

produce directly to the doorsteps of residents free of charge – a model that fundamentally 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Z1QrDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP2&dq=starting+a+nonprofit+organization+&ots=ODjk-JZmfC&sig=14vKDHjt_ck3gnJJi0iyyheAUNE#v=onepage&q=starting%20a%20nonprofit%20organization&f=false
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0002764202045011004?casa_token=Q10VbURmJh8AAAAA:qAK2mpmFVm0NGwpkUpYBVaifcG9ZlEXfgva5lux8nNVGGZYX762PIWtrUo3XnXVGDwc2NcJvcy8rFw
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0002764202045011004?casa_token=Q10VbURmJh8AAAAA:qAK2mpmFVm0NGwpkUpYBVaifcG9ZlEXfgva5lux8nNVGGZYX762PIWtrUo3XnXVGDwc2NcJvcy8rFw
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JOE-04-2018-0018/full/pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1023/B:VOLU.0000033176.34018.75.pdf
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/fora73&div=72&id=&page=
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.10305?casa_token=_n5IloMN3eMAAAAA%3AmkXtXYiMKdX41Yjp6heV4seVaLdGqoPHhM9zfSkbTbsMj_iOi2QYTAOibyMtQkGIiOB2clm2T_jn7jVT
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.10305?casa_token=_n5IloMN3eMAAAAA%3AmkXtXYiMKdX41Yjp6heV4seVaLdGqoPHhM9zfSkbTbsMj_iOi2QYTAOibyMtQkGIiOB2clm2T_jn7jVT
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-016-9754-8
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challenges the dominant approach to food aid. While different, each of these organizations are 

providing a range of services that have been outsourced by government (e.g. local, state, and 

federal) and having an impact on communities.  

Taken together, these organizations, and countless others, constitute a view of the 

nonprofit sector as a quintessential panacea where any issue facing disadvantaged groups may be 

addressed. It also assumes that the sector is a level playing field where success or failure is tied 

to an individual organization’s decision-making, capacity, or ability to embrace isomorphic 

tendencies thought to be associated with successful organizations (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 

That is, if any nonprofit organization is to be successful it must look and behave in a certain 

universally acceptable way consistent with what is expected in a nonprofit sector that largely 

resembles a white space (Anderson 2015). Part of the challenge with this view is that it 

effectively superimposes perspectives that might not be applicable to understanding the unique 

ways in which some organizations experience and navigate the nonprofit sector. And, it creates 

limited opportunities to contemplate the ways in which organizational outcomes might be 

impacted by factors beyond routine explanations. Indeed, what if there are other factors beyond 

decision-making, size, and conformity that are at play which impact the success or failure of 

organizations?   

What I want to propose in this chapter is that the nonprofit sector, itself, is racialized in 

ways that have a profound impact on organizations led by people of color, particularly Black-led 

organizations (BLOs). At present, while scholars have certainly attended to the intersection of 

race and nonprofits (e.g. Bond, Kenny, and Wolfe 2015; Hum 2010; Besel et al. 2023) we still do 

not have a robust theory that helps us understand the extent to which the sector, itself, is 

racialized. Heeding and extending the call first made by DiMaggio and Powell (1990), I sketch 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2095101.pdf?casa_token=888LsxHSfnYAAAAA:dvdL-IO6y-Lkn8MauS_hdb0Aw3gBv_y-WvvdouaNQK6d3Xb9F45YO6n-MrMJeXitjuwWdxkRl-MWeHCZGu0WjcTXtNqKP_CGCzjv7DP3cCafH82slY1v
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649214561306
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02723638.2015.1049479
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0739456x10368700?casa_token=9InozPXo2oIAAAAA:B8fHhsAGR51YXmtPrqq14evodB8iR2xS_ApvCSpJiiJrgeagOGAaWVrMmB6rzGLdcosgZRW-WyF6
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10999922.2023.2182066
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev.so.16.080190.001033?casa_token=o49ehQODZR0AAAAA:OvOAVQbwcVJL5ADyFiSGDIZ9-103TocEpJadjN2vgGJMf5v83dhjSryVSCnhkH2Z6xF-tTESrqxupw
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out a theory of racialization in the nonprofit sector that I will call the racialized nonprofit 

industrial complex.   

To fully develop this theoretical idea, I must take a number of intermediate steps that 

might be thought of as building blocks. First, I consider an important lesser-known theoretical 

idea, the nonprofit industrial complex, to show how scholars have offered a critical analysis of 

the sector that stops short of a full-fledged analysis of racialization. Then, I briefly review the 

multidisciplinary and multimethodological literature on race and nonprofits to show that, while 

scholars have carefully examined the issue of race, they have not theorized its structural nature at 

the sector level thereby establishing a clear need for a new theoretical framework. To reframe a 

prevailing view of the sector as race neutral, I apply Bonilla-Silva’s (1997) racialized social 

system concept to illustrate how to conceptually understand the sector as racialized. Recognizing 

racialization as a larger process, I turn to the concept of schema to describe the existence of a 

Sector Schema and a Black-led Organization Schema that take very different approaches to 

navigating the sector. By themselves, the schemas represent different views of what it means to 

be a viable organization within the sector. To illustrate how schemas produce racialization, I 

consider the literature on key areas that I refer to as organizational success metrics (OSMs) - 

those areas thought to be central to a nonprofit’s overall success and where racialization has the 

most significant impact. From there, I show the impact of racialization by extending Ray’s 

pathbreaking theoretical framework to the nonprofit sector by particularly focusing on his 

tenets.  Finally, combining these contributions, I sketch out my understanding of the racialized 

nonprofit industrial complex as a theoretical framework to begin evaluating the experiences of 

Black-led organizations as an empirical case.   
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The Nonprofit Industrial Complex 

This dissertation is hardly the first to take a critical look at the nonprofit sector (e.g. 

Mesch et al. 2006; Garrow 2012; Pettygrove and Ghose 2018; Hopper et al. 2021). Rather than 

initially focus on more well-known critical observations of the sector (e.g. Salamon, Hems, and 

Chinock 2000), I want to lift a theoretical perspective often outside the intellectual mainstream: 

the nonprofit industrial complex (NPIC) found in The Revolution Will Not Be Funded (2017). In 

this anthology, various authors offer a critical appraisal of the nonprofit sector focusing on the 

experiences of a range of organizations within the sector. I specifically want to engage the NPIC 

concept because even as it takes a critical view of important parts of the sector it falls short in 

delivering an analysis that ties everything together in a manner that constitutes a racial structure 

– an omission that I discuss in greater detail below. Additionally, consideration of NPIC is useful 

insofar as it specifies key actors that I argue play a significant role in facilitat ing a racialization 

process within the sector.   

The concept of NPIC has its origins with women of color who were devoted to fighting 

various forms of violence, primarily inflicted by the State (e.g. government actors). And their 

efforts were funded by foundations because they regarded the State as deliberately undermining 

efforts aimed at social change. However, they soon discovered that foundations, too, were 

similarly committed to stifling social change based on, among other things, placing restrictions 

on who and what would be funded. Seizing on the need to describe the ways in which the 

nonprofit sector is systematically used to limit progressive social change, scholars and activists 

developed the NPIC concept. The NPIC is defined by Rodriguez (2017) as “…the set of 

symbiotic relationships that link together political and financial technologies of state and 

owning-class proctorship and surveillance over public political intercourse, including and 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0899764006288288
https://academic.oup.com/jpart/article/24/2/381/915920
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/24694452.2017.1402672
https://www.jsatjournal.com/article/S0740-5472(21)00216-6/fulltext
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lester-Salamon-3/publication/241118600_The_Nonprofit_Sector_For_What_and_for_Whom/links/550214040cf24cee39fb2a15/The-Nonprofit-Sector-For-What-and-for-Whom.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lester-Salamon-3/publication/241118600_The_Nonprofit_Sector_For_What_and_for_Whom/links/550214040cf24cee39fb2a15/The-Nonprofit-Sector-For-What-and-for-Whom.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lester-Salamon-3/publication/241118600_The_Nonprofit_Sector_For_What_and_for_Whom/links/550214040cf24cee39fb2a15/The-Nonprofit-Sector-For-What-and-for-Whom.pdf
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/9780822373001-003/html?lang=de
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/9780822373001-003/html?lang=de
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especially emergent progressive and leftist social movements (p. 21-22). There are at least three 

significant features of the NPIC: (1) the system appropriates what counts as social change by 

making a distinction between revolution and reform with a preference for the latter and (2) the 

system is upheld by virtue of an interconnected relationship between the State and foundations 

that express a purported interest in social change while taking strategic steps to undermine such 

efforts. (3) The NPIC is quite strategic in that it represents a government-nonprofit partnership 

that creates a management structure that represses progressive efforts and enhances neoliberal 

movements such as prison proliferation (Gilmore 2017). The critique of the NPIC also includes 

references to Congressional Reports such as one prepared by the Walsh Commission that raises 

important questions about how foundations use wealth and power to advance an ideologically 

driven agenda that is not committed to fostering change. According to INCITE, this criticism 

prompted foundations to take a different approach to advance capitalist agendas that included 

enlisting institutions of higher education that could promote perspectives that appeared as 

neutral. But, the most significant analytic critique offered by INCITE of foundations focuses on 

conservative Republican  efforts to take legislative action that regulated the ability of 

foundations to support liberal causes while also facilitating the rise of right-wing foundations 

working against progressive social change.   

Within the NPIC, contributors in The Revolution Will Not Be Funded meticulously 

explain the varied and sophisticated ways in which progressive social change efforts of 

nonprofits are undermined. One of the most important critiques of the NPIC focuses on the role 

of philanthropy. Allen (2017) discusses the ways in which foundations use their finances to take 

over social movements by exploiting organizations’ need for capital and embracing ambiguous 

organizational efforts aimed at social change. This latter point is interesting because it potentially 
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creates an opportunity to sew divisions among social change organizations in ways that benefit 

foundations. Here, however, the emphasis is on the role of foundations and actors within the 

sector committed to undermining social change. Ultimately, what Allen argues is that the 

philanthropic sector’s primary aim is to include moderate Black nonprofits into an existing 

capitalist structure that gives the illusion of social change but maintains the capitalist, neoliberal 

status quo. Ahn (2017) extends a critique of capitalism, by creating the tax system that allows for 

foundations to be created in an effort to subvert laws requiring taxing of estate funds. And those 

overseeing these foundations are often white, a part of the business class, and allocate very little 

to social change programs. The author concludes with case studies that take both liberals and 

conservatives to task for differentially undermining progressive social change. Taking a more 

aggressive approach, King and Osayande (2017) offer a searing critique of what they identify as 

progressive philanthropy and its impulse towards steering social justice movements in the wrong 

direction. They specifically argue that progressive philanthropy is predominantly white and this 

composition focuses more on the maintenance of white wealth and limits the work of what they 

call “oppressed communities of color.”   

What Allen, Ahn, and King & Oayande describe, along with other contributions (e.g. 

Guilloud and Cordery 2017), is the ways in which actors, principally those who control money in 

the sector, effectively use their power and influence to undermine social justice efforts. Their 

contribution is part of a larger effort within The Revolution Will Not Be Funded to point out the 

ways in which social justice organizations are unable to fulfill their efforts at effecting structural 

change. A key aspect of their approach presents something of an entanglement between boards, 

philanthropy, and the state as the roots of a concerted effort to thwart social change. This is both 

an interesting and important point because it highlights how whites occupy roles in three key 
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spaces that play a significant role in determining the fate of social justice movements. Yet, we 

know the presence of whites, alone, no matter how complicit they are in oppressing minorities, 

does not constitute the kind of racial analysis that we need to fully account for all that ails people 

of color navigating the nonprofit sector. There are other areas within the sector where the power 

and influence of whiteness are also important. Still more, documenting the ways in which 

oppressed people of color are negatively impacted is consistent with a deficit oriented lens that 

does not fully account for how they might work within the NPIC to challenge its impact (Tuck 

2009). Critically, left alone, the NPIC only delivers hints of racialization without fully advancing 

a theoretical framework within which to understand this process in a more fulsome manner 

within the sector.   

There are some aspects of the NPIC that are helpful to building a theory of racialization 

in the nonprofit sector. The framework does specify the actors that I pay attention to when 

developing my own theory of racialization in the nonprofit sector. Indeed, in order for a system 

of this nature to exist and have an impact it must be maintained and facilitated by powerful, 

interconnected actors including the State, Philanthropy, and Nonprofit Organizations & Boards – 

all of which are dominated by whites. But, more than pay attention to these actors, I try to make 

clear not merely what they are doing to undermine organizations of color, but how – the actual 

mechanisms that underlie their power. Additionally, the NPIC specifies in compelling detail how 

philanthropy represents not only an inequitable distribution of resources, but also the role played 

by actors in contributing to this system. Following the money is always a helpful strategy in 

trying to understand the implicit goals of philanthropic actors (Reckhow 2013). While funding is 

a routine topic of importance for scholars and an obvious concern for nonprofits, it is hardly the 

only thing that matters within the nonprofit sector. And the challenge is that if we only focus on 

https://watermark.silverchair.com/haer_79_3_n0016675661t3n15.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA10wggNZBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggNKMIIDRgIBADCCAz8GCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQME7AcCD8bJt2Ly6SAAgEQgIIDEE3aI1Lfp9IaZwUZTDIWEMgJJVB0Rr289aOQh_fUn1PLCeomLJ8ks9tPPcsXRXAnJ8AjqtlDQQFjBmSXBjhGjc-FK8-SY4qCIyp2pYQK6uh8JXlu7B6pZJqFwZCmV8d5G1suIRGunP6Hr4caJN9_w4nE3JX7H8NmuQ3TQGIIJNiOpGxSOSJBWCJvznJFsT5AAnd8ZlB3-rWQyWEYpLiB_kZ2c-JFR9DC4qDiShHei2WhkfvIOrmZ8UWgY-Ht_IVIPpHEkS87fYaFSdhI8CTLxYAN2P-33I0457UGgkX9Ep7d3VjlSq0KEtIg1-1YA2FoTWz5Soe14LhiU3JYSTwZ-K9fKA0aYVZV9iEhl4lPnmm_T0K92Bf9amz7dXm6_lMuPoS5J5VuEtL_BvC41dLDS15mqKtspdsAwEPDKHA-JUY3T0zs3OKnm59WTSSmXviv5WgaBpgBenPb1U3nGlbDctht7qC7EEJgwZUJSALVoBwEE-UJkVzTJjQ_KWUPyfEQr8g9hJKYDWSwZTT_nAfQ9EL7_Su0bp-5z1HOLFPYujnA8n6AmgoCWZmXQnn5kcrx_T-kEaezKv8uI1WrQ5txTB2W28C2_2U1KxaMnuXEN2yhok-Z_-pw4NXf1wKz8N3CJXFs4NPScSCc8kE08SJBiQ16DHB-vYkFRyMJKWyxQ4Z0M1M5uLaOAMAU3fxnaVe3un-fKDv1PH9A53ATlhcwBj29ofS16hlT0ZyuMgK0S24vzxI_365R0Umw02_5SeDp1rDChEUSxtTipGDYNNxj6Rr3AEelzxq1qsPOkTqO87zLW7nTS1Ez0X4B1PXaTk5AXcWCrtXc1vccDs8lda2Z9RCgMCDQcKdJtPVlONNitgd6AkZoDW6IIchgXUKI-o1Zws-5fV4r8E1-40MN1fAnKmdLQ_JAv1Rxh5UuDL8bYxmbCebzNS23M0Y_uNUQfDR-MRPvkaWibNrcRCMZoREdbMKQzW8AXjeEGa1l9COOQlEZOQcQekx7ynR9YutU40aRO9GAhvCgK3rd8rtk7jgLHuw
https://watermark.silverchair.com/haer_79_3_n0016675661t3n15.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA10wggNZBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggNKMIIDRgIBADCCAz8GCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQME7AcCD8bJt2Ly6SAAgEQgIIDEE3aI1Lfp9IaZwUZTDIWEMgJJVB0Rr289aOQh_fUn1PLCeomLJ8ks9tPPcsXRXAnJ8AjqtlDQQFjBmSXBjhGjc-FK8-SY4qCIyp2pYQK6uh8JXlu7B6pZJqFwZCmV8d5G1suIRGunP6Hr4caJN9_w4nE3JX7H8NmuQ3TQGIIJNiOpGxSOSJBWCJvznJFsT5AAnd8ZlB3-rWQyWEYpLiB_kZ2c-JFR9DC4qDiShHei2WhkfvIOrmZ8UWgY-Ht_IVIPpHEkS87fYaFSdhI8CTLxYAN2P-33I0457UGgkX9Ep7d3VjlSq0KEtIg1-1YA2FoTWz5Soe14LhiU3JYSTwZ-K9fKA0aYVZV9iEhl4lPnmm_T0K92Bf9amz7dXm6_lMuPoS5J5VuEtL_BvC41dLDS15mqKtspdsAwEPDKHA-JUY3T0zs3OKnm59WTSSmXviv5WgaBpgBenPb1U3nGlbDctht7qC7EEJgwZUJSALVoBwEE-UJkVzTJjQ_KWUPyfEQr8g9hJKYDWSwZTT_nAfQ9EL7_Su0bp-5z1HOLFPYujnA8n6AmgoCWZmXQnn5kcrx_T-kEaezKv8uI1WrQ5txTB2W28C2_2U1KxaMnuXEN2yhok-Z_-pw4NXf1wKz8N3CJXFs4NPScSCc8kE08SJBiQ16DHB-vYkFRyMJKWyxQ4Z0M1M5uLaOAMAU3fxnaVe3un-fKDv1PH9A53ATlhcwBj29ofS16hlT0ZyuMgK0S24vzxI_365R0Umw02_5SeDp1rDChEUSxtTipGDYNNxj6Rr3AEelzxq1qsPOkTqO87zLW7nTS1Ez0X4B1PXaTk5AXcWCrtXc1vccDs8lda2Z9RCgMCDQcKdJtPVlONNitgd6AkZoDW6IIchgXUKI-o1Zws-5fV4r8E1-40MN1fAnKmdLQ_JAv1Rxh5UuDL8bYxmbCebzNS23M0Y_uNUQfDR-MRPvkaWibNrcRCMZoREdbMKQzW8AXjeEGa1l9COOQlEZOQcQekx7ynR9YutU40aRO9GAhvCgK3rd8rtk7jgLHuw
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FmN-AwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=follow+the+money+foundation+dollars&ots=A4uZZ9aCQ1&sig=0LNL35r9wPXLVk8xclVZJBiGs8A#v=onepage&q=follow%20the%20money%20foundation%20dollars&f=false
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money, we miss so many other ways that the nonprofit sector might be racialized. And so, the 

NPIC’s overwhelming emphasis on funding creates an opportunity to offer an analysis on 

additional issues. The NPIC also shines an important light on lesser-known organizations led by 

people of color (Tang 2017) which are always going to be more susceptible to racism within a 

racialized nonprofit sector. The concern is specifically for social justice organizations, broadly 

conceived, who are fighting to achieve structural change on behalf of racial minority groups. 

But, in today’s nonprofit sector there are many smaller, grassroots based organizations who are 

trying to support clients in meeting basic responsibilities (e.g. Boris and Mosher-Williams 1988; 

Walker 1993; Bulkley and Burch 2011; LeBlanc et al. 2014).   

Ultimately, the overarching aim of those critiquing the NPIC is to fundamentally disrupt 

or even eliminate the nonprofit sector as it currently exists. While a fundamental dissolution and 

replacement of the sector would be the best-case scenario, for now the system is here to stay. 

That does not mean we should not call for reform. Indeed, there are many calls for such changes 

from elected leaders, scholars, and the lay public alike (e.g. Light 2000; Suykens, De Rynck, and 

Verschuere 2018). But, the pursuit of such dramatic change requires an additional set of efforts 

aimed at understanding the nonprofit sector in a manner that illuminates its racialized nature and 

uncovers its underlying mechanisms. The NPIC only provide a starting point for such an 

analysis.   

Race and Nonprofits 

While the NPIC does not provide a robust racial analysis of the sector, there is a 

significant literature focusing on the intersection of race and nonprofits. This literature is a rather 

impressive, multidisciplinary and multimethodological body of knowledge that attends to this 

intersection. But, this breadth and depth also makes it remarkably difficult to delve into for fear 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764098274006?casa_token=zKuqw0V022gAAAAA:zrS5V38biNlILAvnCO7-pzDWseA13i2W9Z_0NUloihubRDJOf2rUHFW10EMQw0zyJEUK60tG-lUjMw
https://scholar.archive.org/work/jg6zcmlwm5c45mzlqzr5zcopmm/access/wayback/http:/www.innovations.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/hpd_0403_walker.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/23048626.pdf?casa_token=u8jYyDhCiWgAAAAA:Me1ynKu8s5AUbKYeOFZCOhstIrf_6x66oZaYKP1NP4w8RDZS_pmCK9UKwbY5IRGhX4sQ_UJ08HVr5Hi8yUGrBoHlQcr8DryL8xdGULUxcnMHHAM241FM
https://foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/download/269/pdf/
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=lbHCvz-Ngo4C&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=light+2000+making+nonprofit&ots=iyvSKBKR7E&sig=7oeeKKUwBGNdx_IsG-0cPM-voIY#v=onepage&q=light%202000%20making%20nonprofit&f=false
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.21347?casa_token=6fQshDDuiNcAAAAA%3AUgWnN4quLVOiKFGJ9Sa5Ydkl74om82vW_FUBrEGpDzeYxJ_wX-Vn2Ua_tk-R-X99918UOcqU-QjzaBh6
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.21347?casa_token=6fQshDDuiNcAAAAA%3AUgWnN4quLVOiKFGJ9Sa5Ydkl74om82vW_FUBrEGpDzeYxJ_wX-Vn2Ua_tk-R-X99918UOcqU-QjzaBh6
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of being too expansive or too narrow. In an effort to avoid either of these pitfalls, and following 

the prescription of Becker (1998), my own approach to briefly reviewing this literature is guided 

by a basic question: What does the literature say about the role of race in the nonprofit sector? 

And I was particularly interested in thinking about the experiences of BLOs as they are the basis 

for this work; though thinking about race in the sector also elicits work focused on other racial 

minority groups. To aid in answering this question I borrowed a useful tool from the Health 

Sciences, COVIDENCE, that helps succinctly organize literature. As I discuss below, the answer 

to this question is summarized in three categories: (1) discussion of d iversity in the nonprofit 

sector with an emphasis on people of color; (2) consideration of the work done by nonprofits 

with minority populations including neighborhoods; and (3) focus on how minority populations 

interact with nonprofit organizations.   

The literature has been quite clear about the lack of leaders of color in executive director 

roles and the need for increased diversity (Medina and Partner 2017). This leadership deficit 

exists despite ample evidence suggesting the benefit of racially diverse leadership in all kinds of 

nonprofit organizations (Fincher, Katsinas, and Bush 2010). In response to this void, scholars 

have examined various ways in which efforts have been made within the sector to cultivate more 

leaders of color. For instance, Hopkins et al. (2019) examined a partnership that sought to 

increase the skills of leaders of color. They found that, while leaders benefited from the training, 

they often did not hold the necessary leadership positions or possess the organizational authority 

to put the skills into practice. Efforts to “improve” the skills of leaders of color is a common 

strategic approach within the sector. One skill found to be important is networking (Johansen and 

LeRoux 2012). Aside from focusing on skills, scholars have also pointed to the importance of 

http://www.digitalhermeneutics.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Becker-1998-Tricks-of-the-Trade.pdf
https://www.battaliawinston.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/nonprofit_white_paper.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.2190/CS.11.4.b?casa_token=OgOjMsWZiaUAAAAA:xhGbr6NlOGxLh7fH3A1mUgS-OF7kjNRHIqRlBtwnxWk5BMXWONRZXZCFOOFAI1djgytUEeEgYw1Iqw
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2153368718809835
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/puar.12017
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/puar.12017
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having a diverse board as an important factor in increasing racial diversity (Lee 2022; LeRoux 

and Medina 2022; Mumford 2022).  

One of the important parts of nonprofit work is how these organizations have become an 

attractive alternative to government services, particularly for people of color, as part of efforts 

aimed at achieving racial justice (Strauss 2017; Besel et al. 2023). Nonprofit organizations 

provide a range of services (e.g. Schwartz and Austin 2011; Meyer 2019; Chiriboga et al. 2019). 

Nonprofits led by African Americans are more likely to provide economic services focused on 

tangibly improving the life chances of clients (Littlefield 2010). Even as nonprofits provide these 

services, there is evidence of racial disparities including racialized perceptions of Black clients 

by white nonprofits (Cox 2009). Smith (2005) found that despite desegregation efforts to 

promote increased access to nonprofit healthcare in Jackson, Mississippi, federal guidelines 

governing reimbursement led to disparities in treatment received by racial minorities. These 

disparities are also evidenced in how nonprofit organizations focused on providing services to 

formerly incarcerated individuals exercise undue surveillance over racial minorities (Prior 2020). 

One way to address racialized delivery of services is for Black leaders working within white-led 

nonprofit organizations to offer insights that counter white-dominant perspectives, address racial 

inequality, and help organizations understand how to become more racially diverse (Fulton, 

Oyakawa, and Wood 2019).  

Given that nonprofits are occupying such a critical role in society, their services are 

central to the life-chances of racial minorities. Hughes (2019) found that African American 

mothers preferred seeking assistance from nonprofit organizations because these interactions did 

not include the kind of surveillance that mothers experienced when seeking assistance from 

government services agencies. This kind of surveillance is consistent with what Enriquez, Vera, 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.21545
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/puar.13534
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/puar.13534
https://scholarworks.uno.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1008&context=ps_facpubs
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1095796016681536?casa_token=owqAW4omz3oAAAAA:zurXNPAgvOliToHUR8HGUOXIsCw8qb1413LXsVwnTzXGbS9TSxriP1M3KTjG_z5svsX8Uz_jkFhbAQ
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10999922.2023.2182066?casa_token=Rg6r-Xjqb9QAAAAA:GU1SiujpVot9BzwDn5zwDk531QN1llrxfdygv2okth9coBdLkaDXtB35dtdEEDwu0nAOWP_QnVDVSQ
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/15433714.2011.542397?casa_token=97iWzcTrpxIAAAAA:dTD3h-tJcbB8Jg5TUb0xTztFA9smFMonO7MBAK-cLZ3qdbc97M0lgGu1pIZdza9MULE_m13TdBRv3w
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1468017318757358?casa_token=PeJdS8HlPVIAAAAA:rjUci-s_32qP59dLQuO1l_Jqu3zUm36PBfAvhNmzFIqJW6CjROrLha7WBEpZ5qAsvnBnNo6MqoSz8A
https://academic.oup.com/innovateage/article/3/3/igz013/5523085
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764009337627?casa_token=ZuhBQQ4l2WYAAAAA:2Jj18-UQYAqVr-qxGeSN3wGsI9G6XMUDRmU8TdP1kztEEkqaOLqX9NKWZCPMjmpbhUC7u6hVG1F7ag
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10999940902910131?casa_token=0VxhuV7sdhIAAAAA:y1h9m7JDf-88fDYMwLcd_b7lV5O9MEj7S9MDJnAi923OOzVH2P4931VJYvVDk6WMqrit0dKWb5HqIA
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1468-0009.2005.00346.x?casa_token=064YbE9y6VEAAAAA:KNTwVVBKK9BLfdtVUwy8RXFVf0cTA7uO9ufDgk2LhPrxKhtIISi0y-ym3iO96Vbd5oxH_HFMI9rcWmh6
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0891241620908651?casa_token=L9yBhx3mQggAAAAA:CvqwQPmgxiChV2m1oJrJUQVtjr5vfnnAjamjJHqqZkL2MCkaW5wGShHI8t2o9TPJZfYv0DGOk-6kaA
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1002/nml.21387?casa_token=TL7JxktVAtsAAAAA:DaEaGaRyeYkuq16Swu-dIH0P_p_dFcE599IszXgG51e2iX5kj08At0YAqwRJIegLf_l47YN7W7b93aTg
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1002/nml.21387?casa_token=TL7JxktVAtsAAAAA:DaEaGaRyeYkuq16Swu-dIH0P_p_dFcE599IszXgG51e2iX5kj08At0YAqwRJIegLf_l47YN7W7b93aTg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0891241618784151
https://escholarship.org/content/qt1qg3d94h/qt1qg3d94h.pdf
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and Ramakrishnan (2019) found in California when nonprofits advocated against racialized 

practices that precluded undocumented immigrants from obtaining driver’s licenses. This kind of 

advocacy is critical particularly in predominantly Black cities such as New Orleans where 

Hopper et al. (2021) found that just one-fifth of Black women were receiving treatment at a 

substance use rehabilitation center.  

Diversity is clearly an important consideration within the nonprofit sector, particularly 

when it comes to increasing the number of racial minorities in leadership positions. And 

nonprofits are carrying out important work on behalf of racial minorities in a number of ways. 

Racial minority clients’ interactions with nonprofits, particularly those led by whites, has led to, 

at best, mixed results. Across the intersection of race and nonprofits what becomes clear is that, 

while scholars have certainly advanced our theoretical, empirical, and practical understanding, 

there remains no clear explanation for some of the challenges facing racial minorities in key 

dimensions of the nonprofit sector.   

The Nonprofit as Racialized Social System  

It is not enough to simply note that scholars have not addressed the extent to which the 

sector is racialized. Instead, there is a need for a robust theoretical framework to explain (and 

empirically examine) racialization within the sector. To construct such a framework, I begin with 

Bonilla-Silva's (1997) racialized social system and extend these ideas to the nonprofit sector. 

Bonilla-Silva's contribution began with a bold and somewhat controversial statement that “The 

area of race and ethnic studies lack a sound theoretical apparatus” (p. 465). I point to this quote 

because the same can be said of the nonprofit sector. At present, we lack any kind of theoretical 

framework with which to understand whether and how the nonprofit sector, itself, is racialized 

which has allowed for a narrative of race-neutrality to be engrained in the minds of both scholars 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt1qg3d94h/qt1qg3d94h.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0740547221002166?casa_token=8aN2M9P03_sAAAAA:RPw3dV4DoegwTCtDcNR5t2Q5IcZDojJBqO4B3Lsi9F5j_efoFzwzBVIud4A6BPmPBniupS7nRw
https://www.almendron.com/tribuna/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/rethinking-racism-toward-a-structural-interpretation.pdf
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and the lay public. The consequences of this dominant perspective are not merely academic. 

Indeed, organizations led by people io color, embedded within communities of color, are tasked 

with carrying out their work in a purportedly race-neutral sector where their success or failure 

is seen as organization-specific rather than structural.   

Before making this critical contribution, Bonilla-Silva offers a critique that those 

studying race and ethnicity often subscribed to a reductionist approach – what he called idealist – 

that reduced racism to a basic consideration of racist ideas. It is these ideas, according to his 

critique, that led to the development of prejudice towards people of color. According to Bonilla-

Silva, even alternatives to the ideological view of racism including Marxist and Institutionalist 

perspectives do not offer an analysis that allows for the study “...of racially stratif ied societies” 

(p. 466). For Bonilla-Silva an idealist view, while a part of racism, precludes us from 

understanding how it shapes the life chances of a racial group and prevents us from readily 

identifying the dynamic nature of racism which might be less visible than more obvious 

ideological examples.   

To address what he observes as significant limitations, Bonilla-Silva offers an alternative 

framework: the racialized social system (RSS), defined as "...societies in which economic, 

political, social, and ideological levels are partially structured by placement of actors into racial 

categories” (p. 469). The identification of racial actors is not only about color, but also about 

certain race-specific characteristics that are socially constructed. This manufactured view and 

understanding of racial actors is critical because it serves as the justification for differential 

treatment including access to various social rewards based on the perceived worthiness of a 

group. Within a social system, the effect of racism portends a structural foundation – one where 

racism is embedded. Within the RSS, racial categorization is hierarchical in nature, which 



 
 

 

 

33 

dictates social relationships among groups. In practice, this means races in a superior position 

have an advantage in various aspects of society (e.g. economically, politically, employment, and 

social estimation such as superficial designations of beauty and intelligence). Taken together, the 

racialized social relations undergird a society's racial structure.   

The operative question is: how does the RSS apply to the nonprofit sector? In short, I 

argue the nonprofit sector itself constitutes a racialized social system that features a hierarchy in 

which white-led organizations are in a superior position and organizations led by people of color 

(e.g. Black-led organizations) are in an inferior position. This dichotomous relationship means 

white-led organizations occupy a position of power and influence within the sector and set the 

standard by which all organizations – regardless of how they look – are judged. An additional 

implication of this hierarchical relationship means that organizations led by people of color are 

disadvantaged in a variety of ways within the nonprofit sector, particularly when they dare to 

deviate from an established set of standards. This reality constitutes the racial structure of the 

sector. Critically, as a racialized social system the nonprofit sector is rooted in and has a 

preference for whiteness.    

The Nonprofit Schema 

Thinking about the nonprofit sector as a racialized social system is the starting point and 

theoretical context for understanding its racialized character. An important question that follows 

this designation is concerned with how racialization is produced within the sector. That is, what 

is the underlying mechanism that facilitates racialization as a process? To answer this question, I 

draw upon a popular concept in the discipline: schemas. The concept of schema has been around 

for decades and has been most prominently associated with the work of Sewell (1992) who 

posited schemas as constituting rules of social life. Following Giddens (1984), Sewell contends 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2781191.pdf?casa_token=ZW_ayP5Hj8UAAAAA:4flfYnvNV0-YfEnIj-AHR99TK5PdjUK_BgMjkD6Kq8tLjVE1OtyaeiTJUt_SHhjh4bMM0WEa2rkyloAKr3UVin9tEUNoQkjI1RevwaO1ciYK412Kbo73
http://eli.johogo.com/Class/the_constitution_of_society.pdf
http://eli.johogo.com/Class/the_constitution_of_society.pdf
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that these schemas are generalizable rules that reproduce aspects of social life. But it is 

DiMaggio’s (1997) work that has shaped sociological utility of schemas. DiMaggio’s definition 

of schema is “...knowledge structures that represent objects or events and provide default 

assumptions about their characteristics, relationships, and entailments under conditions of 

incomplete information” (p. 269). Building on these early contributions, I want to anchor my 

discussion of schema in the important work of Boutyline and Soter (2021) because they set out to 

help sociologists refine an approach to using cultural schemas as an analytical tool. While they 

acknowledge the carefulness of DiMaggio’s usage of schemas, they cite two limitations: (a) there 

exists no clear boundary for what constitutes a schema and (b) the operation of schemas are 

limited to pattern creation which does not include other sociologically relevant functions. Their 

basic argument is that the popularity and utility of schemas have led to an ambiguous 

conceptualization that does not permit sociologists to arrive at correct conclusions and offer 

proper explanations. For them, scholars have too often aimed to overextend the usage of schemas 

which led to a ubiquitous designation – a catch all approach that allows anything to be labeled as 

a schema even when it does not meet the standard.   

To address the limitations of existing schemas the authors suggest that we need to employ 

a functional-level understanding; one that has clear utility and boundaries within sociology. They 

define a cultural schema as “...socially shared representations deployable in automatic cognition” 

(p. 735). Essentially, they argue cultural schemas have three particular features: social 

sharedness, automacity or automatic cognition, and representational character. Social sharedness 

refers to how different schemas constituted agreed upon ways of understanding some aspect of 

the world. But, according to Boutyline and Soter (2021), the cultural dimension lies in the ability 

of the schemas to be replicated amongst individuals. Automatic cognition is about having a 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00031224211024525?casa_token=4JNOgNSPBoAAAAAA:VIVG5SVJU7zFQzS9yuCjvHKU_bIxX3lBHTGCwo7Zb4IuB6J95SIlYKRinWt1zKEHcZcGkQn3hohagw
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conscious awareness of norms that are reflexively deployed in a given situation. The power of 

automatic cognition is tied to: (1) an ability to influence behavior by providing default 

assumptions that basically provides information about ambiguous situations. That is, an 

individual might reflexively know to grab an umbrella if someone tells them that it is raining 

outside. (2) Automatic cognition also allows for a narrow understanding of relevant and familiar 

information which makes a reflexive understanding of some issue easier. (3) Automatic 

cognition has an underlying and familiar cultural script that an induces some behaviors and 

actions within an individual. Representational character refers to the ways in which schemas 

facilitate information about the world – real or otherwise. Such a character allows questions to be 

raised about any given subject. Through this framework, the authors establish a lens through 

which we can deploy the cultural schema concept to important sociological questions.   

What are the implications for the nonprofit sector? I extend the authors’ conception of 

cultural schema and argue that such a schema is also present in the nonprofit sector, which I call 

a sector schema. I define the sector schema as a socially shared set of standards that are 

reflexively and automatically reproduced amongst organizations. This sector schema sets the 

standard and expectations for what it means to be perceived as a successful organization within 

the nonprofit sector. This standard is established by virtue of the IRS, acting on behalf of the 

State, that sanctions who can participate in the sector and under what terms and conditions. As a 

result of these provisions, all actors within the nonprofit sector develop a view of nonprofitness 

that comes to define participation within the sector. A unique dimension of the sector schema is 

all that we know about how it functions on a day-to-day level is rooted in whiteness. That is, 

given that whites dominate the sector, everything that we understand about its structure is rooted 

in the experiences of white-led organizations. This obviously may not be consistent with the 
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experiences of organizations led by people of color, particularly Black-led organizations 

(BLOs).  

While the sector schema is dominant and standardizes participation, it begs an important 

question: how do BLOs respond to the sector schema?  Equally important is how this racialized 

system is implemented?  

Implementation of Racialization 

To understand how racialization is implemented in the nonprofit sector. I turn to the 

pathbreaking work of Victor Ray (2019). He recently offered an influential theoretical 

framework that has dramatically shifted how people think about the question of race and 

organizations. His entry point into this discussion stems from a belief that race and organization 

scholars have diverged in a manner that precludes either from informing the other’s work – a 

disjuncture that he believes prevents us from arriving at a complete understanding of how 

organizations are racialized. He defines racialized organizations as “...meso-level social 

structures that limit the personal agency and collective efficacy of subordinated racial groups 

while magnifying the agency of the dominant group” (p. 36).   

Here I extend Ray’s theory to understand how racialization is implemented in the 

nonprofit sector.  For Ray, within racialized organizations are certain tenets that enhance or limit 

agency; legitimating the unequal distribution of resources; establishing whiteness as a credential; 

and embracing racialized decoupling - each of which I briefly discuss and subsequently use as 

sensitizing concepts (Blumer 1954) for examining how Black-led organizations experience 

racialization in the nonprofit sector.   

In the first tenet, Ray discusses how racialized organizations shape agency. First, he 

suggests racialized organizations dictate how time is spent for non-whites based on their location 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690600500304
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within the organization, which dictates the amount of control they have over their time. Second, 

he suggests time is stolen within racialized organizations because of how it is differentially 

divided between whites and non-whites. The concept of time is similarly important in the 

nonprofit sector given that organizations provide services (e.g. Fyall 2016), are required to report 

data (e.g. Thomson 2010), adhere to regulatory requirements (e.g. Kerlin and Reid 2010), rely on 

volunteering (e.g. Ngah, Abdullah, and Suki 2022) and, of course, pursue funding (e.g. Smith 

and Phillips 2016). Second, Ray suggests that racialized organizations shape agency by limiting 

how people of color express themselves emotionally. Within the nonprofit sector, positive 

emotions have been linked to increased donations and volunteers (e.g. Paxton, Velasco, and 

Ressler 2020).  

In the second tenet, Ray argues that racialized organizations legitimate the unequal 

distribution of resources. According to Ray, this occurs because white organizations are seen as 

ideal types while non-white organizations are seen as problematic deviations. In similar ways, 

the nonprofit sector features an overrepresentation of whites that dominates the landscape and 

situates their interests as the ideal type (Danley and Blessett 2022) Additionally, Ray points to 

segregation as limiting access to resources which leads to majority-minority organizations being 

under-resourced compared to white organizations (Marable 2000; Wooten 2015). In the 

nonprofit sector, funding is a perennial issue facing all organizations, but is especially 

challenging for minority serving nonprofits as they consistently operate on a smaller budget and 

have fewer resources (e.g. Lee and De Vita 2008; Roth et. al. 2015).   

In the third tenet, Ray argues that whiteness is a credential that provides “...access to 

organizational resources, legitimizing work hierarchies, and expanding white agency” (p. 41). 

Effectively, one’s identity as white is accompanied by a number of advantages, particularly in 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/psj.12165?casa_token=kqreKu03XS4AAAAA%3Amo_hGAry3rMxKadcekxwXRDcxoMg9SUylsD908RcQHe-__4TNvMzgKL2MpFwx8tJpbhjv_nrLeg0LORo
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764009360575?casa_token=mX72oR2URYYAAAAA:wO640x8ouQfnynucIJ_evenUZ3ajZ_gZ4YCS4NTuZrWsMou5IabGiozZFSr9K61DT3CcTf7JHADG8g
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764009334586?casa_token=rW7__Djdj8YAAAAA:7uMsr9uG3ksQbf3P4YkixCBUkHERoaOMM9-4_-FJ0mvl5XbjVQsnml3-wKl7ewc2DY4ckIxQIYxebg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/08997640211057409?casa_token=oyihV6nn0zsAAAAA:M5soEJuzFnL_FaRdduXzVohkYC_EmDEhNlCAe-Ud1IrqSZfeXmCQW-KeDGTN026rtdo4jfLTmXaHQg
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/npf-2015-0039/html
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/npf-2015-0039/html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0003122420960104?casa_token=BF5kRSiLpNEAAAAA:KNAERPg5bDp1CY75PccpFYw6zVQ45AsC2AH-c_w5WF0Y6rvCgCToIxOFg63aIpkJKsz_LELDtdF2Qw
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0003122420960104?casa_token=BF5kRSiLpNEAAAAA:KNAERPg5bDp1CY75PccpFYw6zVQ45AsC2AH-c_w5WF0Y6rvCgCToIxOFg63aIpkJKsz_LELDtdF2Qw
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/08997640221081507?casa_token=JGbjl69yPf8AAAAA:y_vkT-LK44Nbv9xECM9ZQZ9htdaIZ9iOG_OnGi_MuOJDRdV3N9FTadUW82peSGTxPUX57w7p6hterw
https://www.roamagency.com/wp-content/uploads/9781608465118-cover.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/31746/411675-Community-Based-Nonprofits-Serving-Ethnic-Populations-in-the-Washington-D-C-Metropolitan-Area.PDF
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/23303131.2015.1050143
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employment contexts. Scholars and practitioners, alike, have documented minority leadership 

deficits in the nonprofits sector by frequently pointing to the lack of leaders of color (De Vita, 

Roeger, and Niedzwiecki 2009; BattaliaWinston 2017); though few substantive explanations 

have emerged to explain this deficit. And, we also know that nonprofit organizations rely heavily 

on volunteers who tend to be overwhelmingly white (e.g. Guttentag 2009). Moreover, as 

resources have become increasingly competitive, the nonprofit sector has encouraged 

partnerships and collaborations as an optimal way to meet the needs of clients.   

Ray’s final tenet, racialized decoupling, points to a disconnect between an organization’s 

commitment to equity, access, and inclusion and requisite policies that ensure these outcomes are 

achieved. In the nonprofit sector, there have been calls for and a recognition of the value of 

diversity (Weisinger, Borges-Mendez, and Milofsky 2016; Weisinger 2017). Yet, the sector 

remains a place where people of color occupy disproportionately fewer leadership roles with 

analysts often citing a need for innovative leadership (Hopkins, Meyer, Shera, and Peters 2014)  

The need to extend and modify Ray’s argument stems from the fact that he is dealing 

with individual organizations rather than an organizational field (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 

The nonprofit sector, as an organizational field, contains a sector schema. Ray’s tenets provide a 

lens through which to understand how racialization is implemented through the sector schema. 

Relatedly, it is important to note that the sector schema is not merely an expression of 

preferences for how organizations should navigate the sector and carry out day to day work. The 

power of the schema is enhanced by being connected to what Sewell (1992) called social and 

material resources. Within the nonprofit sector, social and material resources are analogous to 

organizational success metrics (OSMs) - those key dimensions within the nonprofit sector 

thought to be central to an organization’s success. In the next section, consistent with an Urban 

https://policycommons.net/artifacts/634499/measuring-racial-ethnic-diversity-in-californias-nonprofit-sector/1615800/
https://policycommons.net/artifacts/634499/measuring-racial-ethnic-diversity-in-californias-nonprofit-sector/1615800/
https://www.battaliawinston.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/nonprofit_white_paper.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/jtr.727?casa_token=9-5p0icgDI0AAAAA:3WPWCte-6LhlOQmKJwLKgI4oDpFCXHApIk9iHY6MkR3E1gzRfJ63y_hLxhZ7KO__Ql-aI4FBns7S_4cf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764015613568
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315181585-18/diversity-diversity-management-nonprofit-organizations-judith-weisinger
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2014.977208?casa_token=XPmgKgaW330AAAAA:Jlbccv7q3LIR_DJFeS4nCdRcwirizT9hy3wtxEXWG9kiem6rjJ5GqdGftRaQaUSuzZ_23XhJYTvW5Q
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2095101.pdf?casa_token=H9IzdoIff7AAAAAA:kEvjsXq3WhSElrZxCQDum09me6to8ggacMfP6STojWCC-S-hPeOKVq0XeOQMuZDzuMzYkPrRaPhMhF0ZjbFgNUrVaXq1-hCAAllA6hw3iTAQesWvLaqg


 
 

 

 

39 

Institute (2012) report, I identify and discuss five OSMs: leadership, funding, data, collaboration, 

and volunteering.  

Organizational Success Metrics 

Above I have argued that we should now be thinking about the nonprofit sector, itself, as 

racialized and having a racial structure. This designation is the starting point for the larger 

process of understanding the impact of racialization on BLOs. To fully capture such an impact 

requires consideration of how racialization is facilitated through key material and social 

resources that I referred to as OSMs. In my forthcoming discussion of the primary OSMs of 

leadership, funding, data, collaboration, and volunteering I have three aims: (1) highlighting the 

importance of each for any organization operating within the nonprofit sector; (2) discussing 

how OSMs have largely been understood through a race-neutral lens; and (3) arguing that this 

race-neutrality has prevented us from fully accounting for how and to what extent BLOs might 

deviate from and be impacted by standardized views of OSMs.   

Leadership. There is a consensus that Executive and Board leadership matter a great deal 

for the success of nonprofit organizations (e.g. Herman and Hemovics 1990). There has been 

growing concern about increased turnover in nonprofit leadership (e.g. Executive 

Directors/CEOs) and difficulty in recruiting replacements (Hopkins, Meyer, Shera and Peters, 

2014). Some see this challenge as a result of nonprofit leaders lacking the holistic training 

needed in a competitive sector environment where policy issues and management acumen seem 

to matter as much as constituency issues (Ebrahim and Rangan 2010). Beyond executive 

leadership, nonprofit boards, who often take on greater importance in organizational 

management than in the for-profit sector, are difficult to recruit and lack the training and 

capacity needed to effectively manage the organization (Ostrower 2007). And there is a call for 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.4130010207?casa_token=xq38ZiNen8QAAAAA:1Nmxo4zZ1p2GoTCUteR00ZV5Mb-UzfuNOI8Vm3NMFZjxJK3LIZzmLbecHtzhb_9Bf5nRLbMP6J9Mp-oT
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2014.977208?casa_token=Llw7uQMbouYAAAAA:b3MHqBaKJ4XvYCuf-aX0QVx3rGyMUZgI_YmQ-HJ8TfFGc2JzulsdzTN2FSYmq5b22orKOso4yN_o9A
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2014.977208?casa_token=Llw7uQMbouYAAAAA:b3MHqBaKJ4XvYCuf-aX0QVx3rGyMUZgI_YmQ-HJ8TfFGc2JzulsdzTN2FSYmq5b22orKOso4yN_o9A
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1611810
https://webarchive.urban.org/publications/411479.html
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non-hierarchical and collective leadership structures (Hopkins, Meyer, Shera and Peters 

2014). This prevailing view understands leadership as either individuals or not having skills 

without regard for any other factor that might influence leadership style.   

The question of race and leadership has often been confined to analysts pointing to a 

general lack of leaders of color in the nonprofit sector (BattaliaWinston 207; Thomas-

Breitfeld  and Kunreuther 2017), but that is not due to a lack of experience and capacity of 

prospective leaders of color (Gelles et. al 2009). Instead, analysts cite institutionalized racism, 

from mission statements to white domination of boards (Bell, Moyers, and Wolfred 2006; Board 

Source 2017) as the culprit. Their focus of concern, however, is individuals of color, not 

organizations led by people of color. Thus, we are left with an incomplete understanding of how 

organizations led by people of color are understood within the sector.    

Funding. Funding is the perennial issue facing nonprofits as these access to revenue is 

central to organizations’ capacity to fulfill their mission (e.g. Smith and Phillips 2016). In light 

of the challenge of identifying and maintaining secure funding sources, there is an increasing 

focus on nonprofits diversifying their funding, including engaging in fee for service activities 

(Brooks 2003), and on foundations attending more carefully to nonprofits’ actual financial needs 

(Buteau, Chaffin, and Gopal 2014). Adding to the pressure facing nonprofits is the fact that 

foundations express preferences for business-oriented evaluation criteria and quantitative 

outcomes measurement standards for awarding funding (Incite!, 2017). With respect to the 

question of funding, organizations are judged as viable if they demonstrate the capacity to 

appropriately manage funds based on who works for them and their existing organizational 

infrastructure.     

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2014.977208?casa_token=9xFi3WN-KwIAAAAA:vcNEUqtUIT5WhuDt1dHEA_nMl63ub7I9m9k-A7Uf6RU_2JoqZaNYzXbk6KLj_-BfoOtmA3E4oK2Zbg
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2014.977208?casa_token=9xFi3WN-KwIAAAAA:vcNEUqtUIT5WhuDt1dHEA_nMl63ub7I9m9k-A7Uf6RU_2JoqZaNYzXbk6KLj_-BfoOtmA3E4oK2Zbg
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Californias-Race-to-Lead-The-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap-in-the-Golden-State.pdf
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Californias-Race-to-Lead-The-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap-in-the-Golden-State.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1002/nml.235?casa_token=Vas5M1Q7P38AAAAA:QKZHWyPzUqeURI3MT7PbgD8k1dTgQ1s6ZlH6fMHWEGRhhqWx3pfClwqoSIZBwsKM0g7VlsZj1CvAI653
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/npf-2015-0039/html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/977405.pdf?casa_token=_QY9WBFdASIAAAAA:ehvjeq0yKQ17gEq09g0fIPw6Fc1HEjhR4VU_g2o9s97hwHcwu2oAKwvL9p3fxGS4HNmm3r0oD4OgRoWwGpbqfLQkFCd-EOFD358RBCVSJdkuq8-mjazG
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1202&context=tfr
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While there is a great deal of anecdotal evidence that race might matter in nonprofit 

funding, scholars have sometimes addressed this question by focusing on issues such as how 

neighborhood composition effects funding allocation (e.g. Garrow 2011; Garrow 2014). Beyond 

these contexts, King and Osayande (2017) engage in an important analysis of how progressive 

philanthropy undermines movements led by people of color. An important point made in this 

analysis is the ways in which funding allocations are routed to white-led organizations who are 

committed to minimum change that essentially maintains the status quo. This and other 

contributions move towards understanding race, but stop short in offering an analysis about how 

the pursuit of funding might be racialized within the sector in ways that disadvantage 

organizations led by people of color.  

Data Collection and Management. As funding competition grows, so do the demands 

for justifying funding requests and demonstrating an organization’s impact (Fine, Thayer and 

Coghlan 2003; Umar and Hassan 2019). Nonprofits are expected to “measure” and prioritize 

specific outcomes that take precedence over delivering services to clients in need. Despite these 

expectations, many nonprofits lack the overall capacity to collect the data required of them and 

don’t use much of the data they do collect (Benjamin, Voida, and Bopp 2017; Stoecker 2007). 

Moreover, many nonprofits also have a technology deficit that inhibits collecting data (Hou and 

Lampe 2015; Schneider 2003). Thus, data is seen as a natural component of demonstrating 

organizational capacity and worthiness and when organizations are unable to fulfill these 

requests they are seen as noncompliant.    

Despite the data reporting expectations and challenges meeting these, there is little 

evidence that has sought to understand what this might differentially mean for organizations led 

by people of color. One exception is Schneider (2003)  whose ethnographic research has shown 

https://academic.oup.com/jpart/article/21/3/445/934562?casa_token=FTImOtN7zYoAAAAA:zF0D8NUpi-Hbrdvbg7OWTL6QyJCBhyKIoIRvly7yjT7KbgkWikmrteoHgskYi2L_w6suauYtWZWxLm4
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.10309?casa_token=SlP-8ynRu98AAAAA%3AAx4Z2IY5Q05OV7CBiHQ70ygnaWL6hwPZG9wLdzr6m8Jg0t89-XJOa_f-_9LRe3BcLUKxArlpAOElR4wk
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.10309?casa_token=SlP-8ynRu98AAAAA%3AAx4Z2IY5Q05OV7CBiHQ70ygnaWL6hwPZG9wLdzr6m8Jg0t89-XJOa_f-_9LRe3BcLUKxArlpAOElR4wk
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15309576.2018.1481118
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23303131.2017.1422072?casa_token=tdi8uNj0mYYAAAAA:sF0UiCniBHlwOiqRjVUtLvN2g0G-JfEkMNHKhxNUkFDkziiKwvD1kmOX50n3PEmTWSFN6i6780VfzQ
https://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.journals/jrlsasw34&div=48&g_sent=1&casa_token=k8LtkJib_-EAAAAA:2uFgX1K3K7CWcbxJPaFWqQYGFFQxwngjavN97-HHwdY0LZofYTND768YRgfRIb3_Ll_GJp7bOA
https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/2702123.2702557?casa_token=m8EVjL7ZU0sAAAAA:guVqpQFf_jHGXtqxwf7cefpVGmpQW7MCY01cblpm83VrFpekPXzv9ICRCAgwgjuyChbBln2yJm0Wwg
https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/2702123.2702557?casa_token=m8EVjL7ZU0sAAAAA:guVqpQFf_jHGXtqxwf7cefpVGmpQW7MCY01cblpm83VrFpekPXzv9ICRCAgwgjuyChbBln2yJm0Wwg
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.6?casa_token=qUXODm3M3iwAAAAA:Z3ry20EDdd5Uj0Jyc3NssrWaumjq7dkNdvyGvHvoJlg4H9cYr6mf_j-HA51b68_4OS5ioB1QfxfDrgyy
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.6?casa_token=qRvYfvoSqegAAAAA:713qAWLQENDohwl4K9cXmeG09rO6fvoe2oIn9wwn30xXKFLcGhxjs-FAHUdvkSckyGvbInfb3ln6vruN
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that data expectations are particularly burdensome for nonprofits working in communities of 

color as a result of low funding and staff lacking sufficient knowledge of new technologies. 

Though promising, this study is but one step towards understanding how the nonprofit, itself, 

creates a data structure that uniquely impacts organizations led by people of color. A key reason 

why there might be such a large gap in understanding the role of race in data within the sector is 

because neoliberal forces have made it a requirement to produce such measurable outcomes and 

this standard applies regardless of race (e.g. Bloodgood, Stroup, and Wong 2021; Farmer et al. 

2023). An important question is how racialization within the sector might regard organizations 

who opt to treat data in ways that are inconsistent with the established expectations.   

Collaboration. Funders emphasize collaboration between nonprofits, and among 

nonprofits, government, and business, assuming that collaboration will produce bigger outcomes 

(Austin 2010; Bryson, Crosby, and  Stone 2006). Nonprofits typically provide the justification for 

collaboration, as they lack resources to accomplish objectives by themselves. Collaboration is 

seen as good for everyone, but the best resourced and most established organizations are in the 

best position to benefit from them (Guo and Acar 2005). Given that collaboration is seen as a 

normative dimension of the sector, organizations are expected to be willing to collaborate and an 

unwillingness to do so creates a narrative that an organization might be prioritizing having an 

impact.   

Research on nonprofit collaboration and race has focused on environmental factors that 

make collaborations challenging. For instance, Snavely and Tracy (2022) compare collaboration 

experiences between two rural communities from southern Illinois (predominately white) and 

Mississippi Delta (predominately Black). They reported nonprofit leaders in each location 

identifying trust as central to successful collaborations. While this analysis is promising, the 

https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-021-00396-w&casa_token=3Qc27HxGr1cAAAAA:buMYbYP-GidM_MwxAb3kZSy4WjPie6wTJeqkcegxgzw7xT_QJEy9S3UwHdxtpUxipbB48dKzduZ9Oa3uBg
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/59366/978-981-19-5554-9.pdf?sequence=1
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/59366/978-981-19-5554-9.pdf?sequence=1
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=SiXdWCertoAC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=Austin+2010+nonprofit+funding&ots=kUsXb-HrtE&sig=6Dwbwm2fo2urGl2nJiyYYnkwRDw#v=onepage&q=Austin%202010%20nonprofit%20funding&f=false
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x?casa_token=R5DqgCrP2iYAAAAA:h1F5GebrF5CX-ntQHIuWoNGkkFUy7AOpjTkfsHuEuG5dmHmuwHhHkY__FMLquf_eAbcF_l9-QXibQnRW
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764005275411?casa_token=SRnHPh64MDAAAAAA:0F6ToaXh6x_6olGnUFq8-AzIwQxoq91SZYmaLpo0njzmoDkmSsa_FLM65Z1BTJr8vyTxaAlwcat3oQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764002311003
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authors contend that the challenge of establishing trust equally affects both Black and white 

nonprofits in the same way across each region which does not provide the kind of racial analysis 

that helps understand differential experiences in collaboration. Others have found a general 

disconnect within communities between nonprofit organizations and other stakeholders, 

including community-based boards, which prevents collaborative partnerships leading to 

improved race relations (Hum 2010). There is still a need to understand how a racialized 

collaboration system might impact the efforts for organizations led by people of color to engage 

in equitable collaborations and the extent to which this engagement is exploitative.   

Volunteer management. Volunteers are also crucial to NPOs, and there has been a 

historical shift in volunteering from long-term volunteers to episodic volunteers who only 

commit to time-limited engagements (Cnaan and Handy 2005; Hager 2013). The challenge of 

getting and keeping volunteers has led to professionalized volunteer management, generating a 

large literature on best practices and conditions for volunteer recruitment and retention (e.g. 

Macduff, Netting , and O’Connor 2009; Hager and Brudney 2011; Studer and von Schmurbein 

2013). As long as organizations are expected to maintain a robust volunteer base – within a 

presumed large pool of willing volunteers – any desire not to tap into this base will be seen as 

organizations self-sabotaging themselves and their work.   

There is limited and inconsistent literature on race and volunteering in NPOs. Musick, 

Wilson, and Bynum (2000) found that Blacks are less likely than whites to be recruited for 

volunteering and are less likely to respond to recruitment efforts, except for church-related 

activities. Mesch and colleagues (2006) review literature suggesting Blacks and whites may 

volunteer in relatively equal amounts when controlling for human capital variables, but that 

overall the literature is inconclusive on racial differences in volunteering. They also cite 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0739456x10368700?casa_token=z3RMY6TBTZwAAAAA:yWtxRteXo6bKGL-T1Sr5EPjmbMCsWzRrJkzbOuLqC1Ao6hm0PwO-NAPKZz_7VtS7ZAlpIXDMpwFgTA
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Femida-Handy/publication/294689552_Towards_understanding_episodic_volunteering/links/57dc1e3508ae4e6f1846a19b/Towards-understanding-episodic-volunteering.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/32453492/Hager_IJOVA_2013-libre.pdf?1391540087=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DToward_emergent_strategy_in_volunteer_ad.pdf&Expires=1682548633&Signature=ITixT-fOLVQn-Szw2BPZvBxkR~AK08bPn3NQPRfkoOa0Rmi7c0ASUGECQq7wRGw1l0fmZ1vfSHzHqJwKqyhlfkpEIHlguTM67Ku59Y5HGN1glFLXBgP9bsJSC6qIWwxPFUNi9gQsaw03cf5EZWFpzbkdBc1kH7s7BTbRGa35zHydSBPB-FjnEVboCrffKGwFrPFgjWgtVFn9y3qtUmfUn2wIMr~qdaUAkIQmg0byX8sOP4VaAEBVtCFRwZLLarEYI0-DDUvmVPekBRiEp7VCJ2o155k0bnyY99AKo94EOcUznepsn77fuIbpCgF9aC6vRHC1GygzZFEFPQnw5aoj4g__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10705420903300488?casa_token=BmQbTNGGM54AAAAA:fvDBRhL0dDKHxkqeOrySrs6aKs4gWIDfBNV89tIZrOaJS_GQDjgjOqytCiDNNH2vQLvnjF8zlJCE
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.20046?casa_token=2C5gG3wuHMkAAAAA:85Hf6fLeVAMAXl1CVE4uO5TdQaPxWwOHwt13zHg02-oTvB_edxxZGx5zp39D1gyPj63_yUU5tSMMLTCR
https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11266-012-9268-y.pdf&casa_token=HdbGvsp2Fo0AAAAA:KRG86AAk0u9aKaBjGpNNXR8VUZ_sZS89u9urkyMKQt46_boJtAvK55QTRFAG_vLvDU3_vCzvpGeFW7ZD
https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11266-012-9268-y.pdf&casa_token=HdbGvsp2Fo0AAAAA:KRG86AAk0u9aKaBjGpNNXR8VUZ_sZS89u9urkyMKQt46_boJtAvK55QTRFAG_vLvDU3_vCzvpGeFW7ZD
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3006184.pdf?casa_token=7PczTM0kh6gAAAAA:JZNeu3e88a0k8QmlCVrx6m293QgYncbuw59SGakPBi9PksZvEaM-WimkRUvFJTU0WeYO-Q3TYLInIzzNs_1fjiN6M79-vvoKFVBYkoICztq5Q5uJaEe6
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3006184.pdf?casa_token=7PczTM0kh6gAAAAA:JZNeu3e88a0k8QmlCVrx6m293QgYncbuw59SGakPBi9PksZvEaM-WimkRUvFJTU0WeYO-Q3TYLInIzzNs_1fjiN6M79-vvoKFVBYkoICztq5Q5uJaEe6
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764006288288?casa_token=fFY5yFj0Sj4AAAAA:UBusVzuyNH7iMv-sj0BgSl_DJMa4pUfKVc8Ku6pN96a0RI0XmWDoT4cnnS-06sqPq3yYpPCeFX-Ecg


 
 

 

 

44 

Morrow-Howell, Lott, and Ozawa (1990), who found that Black volunteers committed more 

time to Black constituency members when volunteering, and were rated  higher by them than 

white volunteers. And Boyle and Sawyer (2010) suggest that, to the extent Blacks volunteer less 

frequently, it may be due to how volunteer recruitment campaigns are run, leaving Blacks with 

less information about volunteer opportunities. Yet, we still know very little about how a 

racialized volunteer system within the nonprofit sector might lead to a volunteer base that 

undermines the efforts of organizations led by people of color and their clients.  

The preceding OSMs are important to any organization seeking to work and have an 

impact within the nonprofit sector. They represent critical resources that all organizations – 

regardless of their racial composition – are expected to pursue for the purposes of being seen as 

legitimate. What I argue is that within a racialized nonprofit sector the dominant schema, rooted 

in whiteness, is powered when connected to an OSM because it gets to standardize expectation 

around each of these key dimensions. The result is that organizations led by people of color, 

particularly BLOs, are disadvantaged in ways that undermine their capacity to successfully carry 

out their mission on behalf of clients.   

The Racialized Nonprofit Industrial Complex 

At this point it is important to summarize my theoretical view of the nonprofit sector as 

racialized. I began by considering the Nonprofit Industrial Complex (NPIC) as providing a 

limited analysis of race, but specifying the actors who might be charged with maintaining the 

sector. In an effort to understand the extent to which racialization of the nonprofit sector has 

been addressed, I considered a multidisciplinary and multimethodological literature at the 

intersection of race and nonprofits. Following consideration of this body of knowledge, I 

concluded two points: (1) scholars have been talking about the issue of race in the nonprofit 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/23715273.pdf?casa_token=iXa5Pk6zzsUAAAAA:7gujB4pe8zG3NnMr4xqqt6czjsWrGlOSxJjCRdeaTb008F8HIYgrw_3N-QyHcK2hIgQlYX7I3A7wUpVAhe92cMVgKW055R7j0RDOhLaxGhcmpk8mL8wk
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10705421003753733
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sector and (2) we lack a theoretical framework within which to understand the nonprofit sector as 

racialized. To begin building this theoretical framework I argue that the sector be regarded as a 

racialized social system that places organizations into categories on the basis of race. And within 

this racial structure is a sector schema that standardizes how organizations should look and 

behave within the sector to be seen as legitimate. This schema is implemented by the State and 

nonprofit organizations consistent with Ray’s tenets of racialization that I extend to the sector. 

And the consequences of this racialized process occurs when the schema is connected to material 

and social resources that I characterize as OSMs.   

Moving forward, the theoretical idea that I want to advance is that the racialized 

nonprofit industrial complex (RNIC), is a racialized social system that places organizations into 

racial categories where Black-led nonprofit organizations (BLOs) are regarded as inferior (or 

illegitimate) compared with white organizations under the guise of race neutrality. The system is 

supervised by the State (e.g. local, state, and federal levels), thought to be a neutral arbiter, and 

by funders who control the primary means of survival for organizations. Aligned with these key 

actors, white-led organizations function as an ideal type in contrast to BLOs. Together, these key 

actors use their power to fuel a complex schema that dictates how social and material resources 

are allocated based on taken for granted assumptions about Black-led organizations.   

Now that I have presented my own theoretical framework that will be used to analyze 

racialization in the nonprofit sector, the next question is: where is this nonprofit sector? This is a 

particularly important question because so often any reference to the nonprofit sector tends to be 

shrouded in mystery which may be why some have asked: what is the nonprofit sector? 

(Salamon, Hems, and Chinnock 2000). Drawing upon my own theoretical framework, I argue 

that it is possible to isolate the nonprofit sector to a particular context. Because the racialization 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lester-Salamon-3/publication/241118600_The_Nonprofit_Sector_For_What_and_for_Whom/links/550214040cf24cee39fb2a15/The-Nonprofit-Sector-For-What-and-for-Whom.pdf
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processes involves nonprofit organizations (including the people who lead them), funders, and 

government, I argue the nonprofit sector is situated in a geographical place – a city. In the next 

chapter, I discuss not only how I understand the sector as situated in a city, but I point to 

particular kind of place which I will call middle cities. 
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Chapter 3: Towards Middle Cities 

 

In the previous chapter I defined a racialized nonprofit industrial complex as a racialized 

social system where organizations led by people of color are marginalized. It is a system that 

exists within a city because of both the sheer volume of nonprofit organizations and the varied 

roles they play in this geographical space in the lives of people (Feiock and Jang 2009; Joassart-

Marcelli, Wolch, and Salim 2013). As one might imagine, there are many different cities where 

one could study nonprofit organizations. That so many possibilities exist creates a challenge in 

deciding where to study. Of course, there is always pressure for urbanists to venture into 

traditional empirical sites such as large cities. However, I have made the bold decision to do my 

work in places where scholars have not always paid attention: middle cities. In this chapter, I 

offer a justification for studying a racialized nonprofit sector in middle cities by critically 

examining how and why scholars have focused their attention on certain types of cities, mostly 

large and to some extent small cities. This chapter is organized around three parts. First, I 

consider key aspects of the urban canon and related debates in an effort to highlight how urban 

sociology has been largely defined by a primary focus on large cities I refer to as prototypical 

and, to a lesser degree, smaller cities to the detriment of an entire other category of cities, which 

I refer to as middle cities. From there, I define what a middle city is and discuss why it represents 

a good geographical context in which to investigate racialization in the nonprofit sector. Finally, 

I identify and discuss two middle cities that are the basis for the empirical test of my theoretical 

idea. This discussion of middle cities sets the stage for the forthcoming empirical chapters.  

The Urban Cannon & Prototypical Cities 
 

Literally every aspect of urban sociological inquiry derives from what happens in a city 

(Park 1915; Jacobs 1961; Zukin 1987). If we want to understand patterns of segregation, we look 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/27697913.pdf?casa_token=5t87vI0m4B0AAAAA:O9HNy1ffGMkZcW-4MgOT0eeMqg9tYfR7UfI2Gk_PR8UW9ckzroyZb5ypUG6zOlUDZ2l7vLXXyR3DODJwlT6yK5x2cAqX9ngI-uayMynjN6Kxz3jh0D8S
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2747/0272-3638.32.5.682?journalCode=rurb20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2747/0272-3638.32.5.682?journalCode=rurb20
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/212433
http://www.engime.org/pars_docs/refs/52/51762/51762.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2083243.pdf?casa_token=ERCJC8B4yIUAAAAA:_Aj658UBfkaadnCEOsDyauwHJat-wUuD6JihDDNApDupBrbKENwN824xX93O3CZfKTYUXfpMKXtXlLHDqag3YRdXdMJz382GlYonrnBSNz_m2KjwTfdZ
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towards the work of Massey and Denton (1993) which examines racial segregation in American 

cities. To understand urban crime and deviance we reflexively cite Shaw and McKay’s (1942) 

book that laid the foundation for an understanding of social disorganization in the city. William 

Julius Wilson (1987) set the research agenda on poverty and inequality by documenting how 

changes in neighborhoods including loss of jobs negatively impacted the experiences of African 

Americans in Chicago. Though problematic for his characterization of poor African Americans 

as part of an underclass, Wilson’s work spurred many important debates amongst urbanists (e.g. 

Wacquant 2008). Questions about how residents successfully navigate urban poverty have been 

examined in the work of Mario Small (2004; 2009) and Newman (2000). To understand what 

happens in urban neighborhoods in large cities, we often refer to Sampson’s (2012) extensive 

work analyzing a range of factors why and for whom neighborhoods matter with a particular a 

focus on Chicago. It is true that the aforementioned contributions have largely emerged as a 

result of scholars studying Chicago. But, I argue that Chicago is not an outlier and is, instead, 

part of a larger uncritical impulse by scholars to study issues in certain kinds of cities.  

I also want to make clear that a focus on cities like Chicago is not by accident. Chicago, 

Los Angeles, New York, and other places constitute what I call prototypical cities – large 

geographical spaces with populations above a half million in habitants that represent what 

Krause (2021) has called model cases that are preferred by scholars based on a variety of factors 

including historical precedents. I contend that an overwhelming preference for these prototypical 

cities in the discipline can be traced to various schools of sociology – historically significant 

intellectual contexts based on their generation of ideas central to the discipline. These schools are 

defined by shared theoretical, empirical, and methodological traditions/preferences that pertain to 

a set of research interests.  

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=uGslMsIBNBsC&oi=fnd&pg=PP14&dq=Massey+and+Denton+(1993)&ots=I7cBg3H3_e&sig=iouHTTMjy3seIaRNl-0PdXziZsA
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1943-00271-000
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=N_tVVPXLfMIC&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=wilson+1987+the+truly+disadvantaged&ots=gIqdEpZ7e-&sig=0bovdspgfwtCMFUqWN3ylE_GLz0
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=N_tVVPXLfMIC&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=wilson+1987+the+truly+disadvantaged&ots=gIqdEpZ7e-&sig=0bovdspgfwtCMFUqWN3ylE_GLz0
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/230596972.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=mAtA-on6BJgC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=ml+small+2004&ots=KC_YLhBjQH&sig=s4ijTakJtzot6CtaJJMfxfh3hQk
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=T_ExM8-5AWEC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=ml+small+2009&ots=pGjgJ5lg5V&sig=lz8F420RJnznw79Oq_DQnviGScg
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=3_VvDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA43&dq=no+shame+in+my+game&ots=EPhAV0nOFt&sig=0iBTjD1tg93jV-BQ5bTw0Tvhutk
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=POs5iroB7PsC&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=Sampson%E2%80%99s+(2012)+great+American+city+&ots=GlJKrwKeeg&sig=lhDWvN5cgEOXmwwqcFvmcOBHwqQ
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/M/bo88749683.html
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There are three schools of sociology that have established the prototypical city: Chicago, 

Atlanta, and Los Angeles. I want to clarify that while I discuss prototypicality in the context of 

these schools, I am defining prototypicality in terms of a common location, set of issues (both 

theoretical and empirical), and the establishment of standards set by each school.  

The Chicago School 

In the aforementioned studies, and others within the urban canon (e.g. Gans 1962; 

Anderson 1990), we take for granted a serious definition of what constitutes a city. For both 

scholars and the lay public, a common understanding of the city is this big place with clearly 

defined boundaries, tall buildings, and lots of people which is enough to contribute to a basic 

universal view of this space. If you were to stop and ask the average person what constitutes a 

city they would point to most of the aforementioned criteria without hesitation. This taken for 

granted view of the city is not by chance. Instead, I argue that our preoccupation with these large, 

prototypical cities (e.g. Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles), is the result of a number of 

factors including the role played by various schools of sociology. Chief among them is the 

Chicago School of Sociology – long thought to be the nation’s originator of the discipline 

(Barley 1989). From Chicago, the definition of the city began taking shape as what Park (1925) 

viewed as “...a state of mind, body of customs and traditions, and of the organized attitudes and 

sentiments that inhere in the customs and are transmitted within this tradition” (p. 1). For Park, 

there was just something inherent about the city that could almost be summed up as “we know it 

when we see it…” Additionally, and more definitively, the sociological definition of the city 

reflets Wirth’s (1938) characterization as “...a relatively large, dense, and permanent settlement 

of socially heterogeneous individuals” (p. 8). For both Park and Wirth, the city represented an 

ecologically specific entity; a social laboratory for which sociologists might carry out 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=vLQ00z5tSocC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=gans+urban+villagers&ots=la_vkjA45q&sig=vap3b3YbG164KMZ51qxalBKMErg#v=onepage&q=gans%20urban%20villagers&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=qbBbAAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=Anderson+streetwise&ots=DwGcXthYs4&sig=FjJViIqP2jnYw0yaJyCsBtlKxXQ#v=onepage&q=Anderson%20streetwise&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=kPLvB0lzlRkC&oi=fnd&pg=PA41&dq=chicago,+first+school+of+sociology+&ots=-Rvga8Y1NJ&sig=KkQAzBpTbzgC7B1sQgE3yctQGuU#v=onepage&q=chicago%2C%20first%20school%20of%20sociology&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=VjJGyhdMA_sC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/217913?casa_token=WyMk0y8vy9wAAAAA:nkzW9wm3HRLNQQoOXZ6BNOUK5x7EFKQTbtChlh1rSEE4xa-Q-SSzXdeK9b5CUHqNqqZtgTwb_bA
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investigations that improve our understanding of social interaction and human behavior within 

society.  

A defining feature of this School is its signature city as laboratory ethic that identified 

Chicago as a geographical space within which to understand various aspects of the social world. 

This ethic meant that members of this school saw proximity to the city as an opportunity to do 

their work. A signature way they carried out this work was by utilizing and championing 

qualitative inquiry, particularly by becoming immersed in various communities within the city 

(Becker 1996). This focus on qualitative inquiry led to some of the discipline’s most significant 

theoretical and empirical contributions that constituted an important foundation for what we 

understand as urban sociology (e.g. Thomas and Znaniecki 1918; Zorbaugh 1929; Park 1936; 

Blumer 1969; Shaw and McKay 1942; Goffman 1961). It is no wonder that Andrew Abbott 

(1991), a de facto resident historian of the Chicago School, summed the centrality of Chicago as 

an epicenter for sociological inquiry. Indeed, Chicago has come to represent the quintessential 

prototypical city.   

The reason why Chicago matters so much is that it set the standard for where urbanists 

should carry out their work (Burgess 1925). More concretely, studying Chicago granted scholars 

what might be thought of as sociological credibility – a view that an individual is engaged in 

work that provided a reliable, trusted, and perhaps generalizable view of the urban world. I do 

not mean reliability and generalizability that is central to methodological discourse (Creswell and 

Creswell 2018). Instead, I only mean that historically there was fundamental expectation that 

scholars interested in urban work would be expected to examine these issues in Chicago. And 

any deviation would call into question their ability to credibility weigh on these issues.   

https://www.sfu.ca/~palys/Becker-EpistemologyOfQualitativeResearch.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj0pJrB077_AhV_jYkEHQJnDIwQFnoECB4QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fstable%2F20148405&usg=AOvVaw2sH_UL4c_z6uG4p-sQwT_b
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=7kjAsHdGTeoC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=zorbaugh+gold+coast&ots=vcP8Mpf_dp&sig=FjpJFUURmWLIWpUR6stDsgKDZ4M
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2084475.pdf?casa_token=t8vqdwCDJgsAAAAA:VFOAPU6QiXx45V6T8sFNSMthC_Y8gNFgYdL3Urvxu1kpYemgUzA87aMeSKOaHlIBo1QztxH4qJmDPK4DkRDOMglFajSBKRLlOi46qZVPfqMKW8zxLH4
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=HVuognZFofoC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=h+blumer+1969+symbolic+interactionism&ots=4oWhI8xX9x&sig=ZLMNOfFd3Bba3ola7U7a4FgYS74#v=onepage&q=h%20blumer%201969%20symbolic%20interactionism&f=false
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1943-00271-000
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=be3vAQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR1&dq=Asylums:+Essays+on+the+Social+Situation+of+Mental+Patients+and+Other+Inmates&ots=JpOQGSVIqH&sig=MAffbEHG_wFMkQC4v0YEAkZ9Akw
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1171415.pdf?casa_token=XaYPyuSFSYIAAAAA:kb1djZFBU-qkK8svAMm4X5V-xfhGjnMEzzexPChQju0NkHWzPBzFqDDS1gbqwG95rvyJBEnmcEcq8LbgTUJ0pNBTpwg5Rzi8Lu9vovtHYUTsPgVkiXA
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1171415.pdf?casa_token=XaYPyuSFSYIAAAAA:kb1djZFBU-qkK8svAMm4X5V-xfhGjnMEzzexPChQju0NkHWzPBzFqDDS1gbqwG95rvyJBEnmcEcq8LbgTUJ0pNBTpwg5Rzi8Lu9vovtHYUTsPgVkiXA
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=KGNADwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Research+Design:+Qualitative,+Quantitative,+and+Mixed+Methods+Approaches&ots=XDLfbi-de-&sig=yUvACoQoz8rG8mBA97Mr9ZzC6Ho#v=onepage&q=Research%20Design%3A%20Qualitative%2C%20Quantitative%2C%20and%20Mixed%20Methods%20Approaches&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=KGNADwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Research+Design:+Qualitative,+Quantitative,+and+Mixed+Methods+Approaches&ots=XDLfbi-de-&sig=yUvACoQoz8rG8mBA97Mr9ZzC6Ho#v=onepage&q=Research%20Design%3A%20Qualitative%2C%20Quantitative%2C%20and%20Mixed%20Methods%20Approaches&f=false
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While featured prominently, the Chicago School is not alone in establishing interest in 

prototypical cities. The Atlanta School of Sociology is also an important intellectual context 

within which to understand scholars’ interest in prototypical cities.  

The Atlanta School 

 

A second School that has helped establish urbanists’ views of what constitutes a city is 

the Atlanta School of Sociology. While less heralded, the Atlanta School is central to our 

understanding of the prototypical city because of its historical concern for and interest in the city 

of Atlanta (and deep south more generally). Ensuring an accurate view of the Atlanta School’s 

position in the urban canon has been part of a larger intellectual crusade by Earl Wright to make 

the discipline of sociology understand the School’s contributions. He has been careful to point 

out the ways in which the Chicago School’s contributions were predated by work in the Atlanta 

School (Wright 2017). The School’s seminal contributions have been made by W.E.B. Du Bois. 

It was Du Bois, according to Wright (2000), who is credited with being the first to establish and 

advance a systematic sociological research program (Du Bois 1899). Within this path breaking 

research program, Du Bois and others were principally concerned with the overall condition of 

Black people, not merely for basic inquiry, but to improve their lives – a significant departure 

from Chicago’s emphasis on documenting the deviant behaviors of Black people.  

But, how might Atlanta contribute to the theoretical prototypical city? Wright (2002) 

pointed out that the Atlanta school was interested in urban conditions, particularly during the 

post-emancipation period wherein scores of Black people gained “freedom”. Acquiring an 

understanding of and ways to improve their condition was primarily pursued in cities (Du Bois 

1968). An important piece of evidence that suggested the Atlanta School’s concern with the 

prototypical city is Wright’s (2000) assertion that the Atlanta School’s conference would be 

https://search.proquest.com/openview/79945fa67c74625773ec40634e57986d/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y&casa_token=jSf1CgpMhAQAAAAA:puqdpe5QqG8Ep0rAMowl6ou18sNhbAlPx8CzVutfLoICGC-7QfbaAuN7posT9wuod9-qvv1KjQ
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=w106AQAAMAAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=philadelphia+negro+dubois&ots=ZMvRCq7tUF&sig=aNuTEknEHWl4q8iNbuChD37qJH8
https://search.proquest.com/openview/0dbce97ce88254c7dc07671537ea5505/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=47709
https://search.proquest.com/openview/79945fa67c74625773ec40634e57986d/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y&casa_token=jSf1CgpMhAQAAAAA:puqdpe5QqG8Ep0rAMowl6ou18sNhbAlPx8CzVutfLoICGC-7QfbaAuN7posT9wuod9-qvv1KjQ
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“focused on the concerns of African Americans in cities while Tuskegee focused on agriculture 

and vocation…” (p. 169). The implication, which expressed a clear preference for the 

prototypical city, is that the Atlanta School had a very specific view about what constituted a city 

even if not as clearly defined as what we see in Chicago.   

 It is important to note that the Atlanta School differed in key ways from the Chicago 

School. First, The Atlanta School emphasized trying to understand the nature of racial inequality 

in the cause of social justice, particularly in the South. Second, scholars working in the Atlanta 

School were not merely focused on collecting qualitative data in the form of participant 

observation and interviews. Instead, this school also utilized other methods including surveys 

that were used to provide a more substantive understanding of issues facing African Americans. 

Third, and critically, the school embraced what we now more clearly identify as public sociology 

as it sought to use knowledge to address the conditions facing Black people in the South as a 

result of white supremacy. Last, Atlanta was anchored in the city but also focused on the South 

more broadly in an ongoing effort to both understand and address racial inequality. In this way, 

the Atlanta School’s prototypicality extended beyond a central city, to an entire region.  

Despite these points of distinction, Atlanta should still be considered as central to establishing 

the prototypical city. The school’s work was largely focused on the experiences of Black people 

in Atlanta and the Deep South more broadly. The work of scholars was guided by a shared 

methodological preference aimed at both understanding and interrupting racial inequality. In 

these ways, the Atlanta School’s prototypicality extended beyond a central city, to an entire 

region.  

The Los Angeles School 
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A third, and more recent School, is Los Angeles. In trying to situate the school among 

Chicago and Atlanta, Dear (2003) laments the lack of understanding of the “prototypicality of 

the LA experience” (p. 493) which also offers an initial stipulation of its eventual status as a 

prototypical city. Despite efforts to establish Los Angeles as unique, particularly in contrast to 

Chicago, much of its development aligns with and reifies Chicago’s (and Atlanta’s) emphasis on 

what constitutes a city. Take for instance, McWilliams’ (1973) contribution that characterizes 

Los Angeles as heterogenous in ways that gave rise to the same sorts of social problems scholars 

examined generations before in Chicago. Banham (1971) aimed to distinguish Los Angeles from 

other places, implying that Los Angeles was still worthy of the same sort of study as other 

prototypical cities. And, as Dear concedes, the school emerged “...based on theoretical 

assumptions, and on the view that LA was emblematic of a more general urban dynamic…” (p. 

497) and that those working in the school would make intellectual contributions that “...would 

quickly overtake that of Chicago, the dominant model of the American industrial metropolis” (p. 

497). Ultimately, Dear (2003) concludes that Los Angeles represents a post-modern alternative 

to Chicago. Yet, as Abbott (2002) has pointed out, the preoccupation with Chicago is analogous 

to a phoenix rising given that it constitutes the perpetual prototypical city on which Los Angeles 

seeks to be compared thereby establishing itself as a prototypical city.   

The Chicago, Atlanta, and Los Angeles Schools represent three essential and 

consequential sites that have helped advance our understanding of cities in signature ways. Their 

contributions have revealed foundational theoretical explanations about the ecology and social 

disorganization present in cities; how scholarship can be used in service of racial justice; and 

recognizing how western cities (e.g. Los Angeles) experience similar social problems thought to 

be exclusive to Chicago and Atlanta.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2747/0272-3638.24.6.493
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=jcCrQC8rBPgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA3&dq=McWilliams%E2%80%99+(1973)+los+angeles&ots=nB0lc8J0ZE&sig=EnvU8CgLI-tVz_exG7TDBaO5thM
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ynIqpeK01egC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=+los+angeles:+the+architecture+of+four+ecologies+&ots=Ta7lAK49xh&sig=xNEbGMQZllklWU6nPIZf0z3PM8c
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2747/0272-3638.24.6.493
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1540-6040.00003?casa_token=NFVFP7WXqFcAAAAA:uYe6f6sSxDreIGEFI5nMdaQ2quNnOYbsqLXOGiSUIZRiQPS2G_c-AyVL6bW0NSDJYV977ULydm1i
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 Yet, in different ways, each school is important in establishing preferences for a 

prototypical city. In particular, they help make the point that a prototypical city is more than a 

geographical space that urbanists have constantly studied. Instead, the idea of prototypicality as 

it relates to cities implies a fundamental belief that the best way to make credible theoretical and 

empirical contributions takes place by venturing into one of these places. It began with the 

Chicago School which offered a foundational view of how cities are spatially structured in ways 

that facilitate social interaction as well as understanding how historically marginalized groups 

deviate from social norms. Concurrently, in Atlanta, while the school’s emphasis largely focused 

on documenting and understanding the lived experiences of Black people, it did so consistent 

with Chicago - by focusing on “cities” in direct contrast to rural areas - even if it predates 

Chicago. And, the Los Angeles School is born out of a deep desire to be both seen and shift our 

understanding of cities in a post-modern way, but ultimately ends up conceptualizing Los 

Angeles in much the same way as Chicago thereby establishing it, too, as a prototypical 

city.  Equally important is: what happens to cities that do not fit neatly within either of these 

schools? I argue that we should be thinking about the urban canon in a more expansive manner 

that includes lesser-known cities for what they might potentially reveal about the social world.  

Reification of Prototypical Cities 
 

The theoretical view of establishing large cities as prototypical has not been limited to 

Sociology and some of its most prominent Schools. Indeed, across disciplinary boundaries, 

particularly in urban geography, the prototypical city has been debated in ways that ultimately 

serve to reify its preferential treatment by scholars.  

The debate can be summed up in two camps: those with a strong conception of the city 

and those who oppose this view. Those scholars subscribing to the former are part of what has 
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become known as the Urban Age (Brenner and Schmid 2014); the belief that the majority of 

people are living in cities (Davis 2006). While these beliefs have been persistent, Davis (1955) is 

largely credited with the first empirical investigation that confirmed a reality that more people 

are actually living in cities. The powerful precedent set by Davis led to a proliferation of scholars 

that sought to predict an urban influx of people. Weissman (1965) was among this group and 

even cautioned that such an explosion in urban population would lead to, among other things, 

certain kinds of “dangers” - presumably social problems that have been synonymous with what 

scholars have studied within urban sociology. Moreover, the United Nations, too, from a policy 

perspective, soon embraced the view that the urban age was becoming a reality.   

In the last 20 years or so, the urban age thesis has been embraced by more mainstream 

thinkers and those generally interested in studying the city. For instance, Castells (2002) declared 

that “our blue planet is fast becoming a predominantly urban world” (p. ix). Ash et. al. (2008) 

similarly predicted “...by 2030, nearly 5 billion people will live in cities” (p. 739). When 

scholars, policymakers, and lay public reach consensus, as has been the case with the 

prototypical city, it creates a powerful theoretical and practical view that is difficult to overcome. 

It is no wonder, then, that Brenner and Schmid (2014) pointed out, “...the urban age appears, in 

short, to have become a de rigueur framing device or reference point for nearly anyone 

concerned to justify the importance of cities as sites of research, policy intervention, 

planning/design practice, investment or community activism” (p. 734).   

           Even those who support the urban age thesis have raised questions about the extent to 

which it is sustainable. For instance, Brenner and Schmid (2014), themselves, argue “...the urban 

age thesis is a flawed basis on which to conceptualize contemporary world urbanization patterns: 

it is empirically untenable and theoretically incoherent” (p. 734). For these analysts, the urban 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1468-2427.12115?casa_token=JR7YnLwFw5AAAAAA:ZsbLIXAxaepPtRTfIQ_1xhA7dWRWmvueyT30f7yLyd7dtFrPSyTvrfbvzHpMknuXShR3ITM6jReCAw
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/getFTRLinkout?url=http%3A%2F%2Fscholar.google.com%2Fscholar_lookup%3Fhl%3Den%26publication_year%3D2006%26author%3DM.%2BDavis%26title%3DPlanet%2Bof%2Bslums&doi=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&doiOfLink=10.1111%2Fj.1540-5842.2006.00797.x&linkType=gs&linkLocation=Reference&linkSource=FULL_TEXT
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/221602?casa_token=uMaro1KjjOgAAAAA:-oY8QiAQMWc_xQK-dy-1xnUbHMfL3-NP7PxoxDnsYr9-t2vDJGIuXuDCslKVaWtEYEqypDk4H_g
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/servlet/linkout?suffix=null&dbid=128&doi=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&key=A1965CHM4600005&getFTLinkType=true&doiForPubOfPage=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&refDoi=10.1177/107808746500100105&linkType=ISI&linkSource=FULL_TEXT&linkLocation=Reference
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/getFTRLinkout?url=http%3A%2F%2Fscholar.google.com%2Fscholar_lookup%3Fhl%3Den%26publication_year%3D2002%26author%3DM.%2BCastells%26title%3DLivable%2Bcities%253F&doi=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&linkType=gs&linkLocation=Reference&linkSource=FULL_TEXT
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/servlet/linkout?suffix=null&dbid=128&doi=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&key=000252963000031&getFTLinkType=true&doiForPubOfPage=10.1111%2F1468-2427.12115&refDoi=10.1126/science.319.5864.739&linkType=ISI&linkSource=FULL_TEXT&linkLocation=Reference
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1468-2427.12115?casa_token=h39kGk2BSz8AAAAA:ne549OR8EqS4K549jqnL5mm_ZuKhUAFk83CaQCOJngZDHsnG2bvAel-TOxtVU16iQMttyY8rGiGhuA
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1468-2427.12115?casa_token=JR7YnLwFw5AAAAAA:ZsbLIXAxaepPtRTfIQ_1xhA7dWRWmvueyT30f7yLyd7dtFrPSyTvrfbvzHpMknuXShR3ITM6jReCAw
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age is rooted in arbitrary theoretical and methodological thinking with little justification – a stark 

contrast to even the rigidity of the Chicago School. Importantly, Brenner and Schmid (2015) 

eventually conclude that the city as conceptualized in the urban age is no longer recognizable 

because the urban has expanded beyond prototypical conceptions of the city. Thus, theoretical, 

methodological, and empirical investigations must adapt to this changing urbanism. The 

implication of pursuing a flawed view of urbanism, based primarily on urban age thinking, could 

potentially lead to a belief that all cities are alike and experience problems in the same ways. 

This is the reasoning that has undergirded my own thinking in identifying middle cities as 

important deviations from prototypical cities and capable of offering a unique portrait of 

urbanism, particularly as it relates to questions of racialization in the nonprofit sector.  

We should take critics of the urban age as a starting point for a more fulsome discussion 

of how focusing on the prototypical city is limited. Their assertions imply that analysts have 

presumed that these prototypical sites represent the holy grail of doing empirical work; 

essentially suggesting theories and findings offer the definitive word on all issues within the 

field. But, even as this belief has generated important theoretical and empirical insights, it must 

not negate the need to pursue inquiry in other places. 

Limitations of Prototypical City 
 

 Urban scholars have continually pursued their research agendas in these prototypical 

cities, with few questions about the utility of these spaces (e.g. Krause 2021). Still, as I seek to 

deviate from these sites towards middle cities, an important question is how and in what ways is 

the prototypical city limited? I argue they are limited in at least three key ways: (1) scholarly 

work done in these places often offer a homogenous view of marginalized groups; (2) these 

https://www.academia.edu/download/57556204/Brenner_and_Schmid.CITY.2015.pdf
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/M/bo88749683.html
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places are prone to confirmation bias; (3) they present logistical complications that impact our 

ability to study them.  

One limitation of studying prototypical cities is that scholars often provide a homogenous 

view of marginalized groups as powerless and at the mercy of social structures. Take, for 

instance, how urban scholars have thought about the ghetto – a place thought to be where 

problematic Black people reside. Wilson’s (1987) The Truly Disadvantaged was an agenda 

setting work for its consideration of how Black neighborhoods became socially disorganized. 

While he was right to document the ways in which structural changes led to decline of Black 

communities, Wilson’s characterization of Black people as an underclass was a significant 

catalyst for conservatives and others to offer a homogenizing and deficit-oriented view that 

attributed the shortcomings of Black people to a purportedly indigent culture (Lewis 1966; 

Banfield 1974). Beyond the obvious issues with Wilson’s perspective, the reason why this 

approach, and others, is problematic is they assume marginalized groups are solely at the mercy 

of the structures shaping their lives. It is true that some scholars have attempted to interrupt this 

narrative by pointing out how notions of the ghetto are theoretically unsound (e.g. Small 2008), 

how marginalized groups are actually thriving amid structural constraints (e.g. Newman 2000), 

or how living in these spaces are actually defined by a logical code of the street (e.g. Anderson 

1999). Notwithstanding these contributions, a dominant view of Black people as of and from the 

ghetto has persisted (Anderson 2012). Such a dominant perspective precludes us from 

understanding, for instance, how BLOs might challenge the existence of and successfully 

navigate an RNIC, which I discuss in greater detail in the next chapter. Left unchallenged, 

researchers would be prone to only focusing on the ways in which BLOs are stripped of agency 

within an RNIC. 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=N_tVVPXLfMIC&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=wilson+1987+the+truly+disadvantaged&ots=gIqdFnTdl8&sig=SfDDlvoTO3kfR1-yydFik2cHN1w
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24931078.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/671986.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6040.2008.00271_8.x?casa_token=-2hBUG-tSXUAAAAA:n4Gw_wzH-ZYhDsYXqOzDBVnUm5J6ujbZWN1TR67ecNR2oKLZZfddDg2NWckRglWumD85d7OXIbG5HA
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=3_VvDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA43&dq=no+shame,+newman+2000&ots=EPhAU1mTFp&sig=HJySVdMnc0StIt-M3am_-ybngxs
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002716212446299
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Another reason why studying prototypical cities is limited is because their selection is 

prone to bias. I do not mean to engage in debates about researcher bias that have often been 

associated with carrying out qualitative research projects (e.g. Guba and Lincoln 1994). Of 

course as others have pointed out, such views are misguided and fail to appreciate the unique 

ontological dimension of qualitative methods that make them so well-suited to answer particular 

kinds of questions (e.g. Small 2009). Instead, I contend urban scholars exhibit a form of 

confirmation bias in frequently turning to prototypical cities to study social problems (Watson 

1960). Confirmation bias has been described as strategically identifying and using evidence that 

is consistent with preconceived notions about the world (Nickerson 1998). In urban scholarship, 

confirmation bias can be extended to the ways in which scholars reflexively make decisions 

about the kinds of cities that merit study. As established by the Chicago School, among others, 

prototypical cities have been the place where important theories have been developed to explain 

social phenomena. And because these breakthroughs have been achieved by studying these kinds 

of cities, scholars make an unconscious decision to study them. Indeed, as I embarked on this 

work I, too, thought that I had to study Chicago because that’s just what urban scholars do if they 

want to be taken seriously. I thought no matter what I would study it made sense to at least use 

Chicago as part of a series of cases because I was prone to the same confirmation bias that has 

guided the case selection of scholars doing urban work. But, as George and Bennett (2005) note, 

this approach is uncritical and could lead to undeveloped or even incorrect theoretical 

presumptions about a place that could be taken as generalizable.   

A final reason why prototypical cities are limited is because their composition forces 

researchers to make difficult decisions about what parts to actually study. That is, prototypical 

cities tend to be very large and vast places that can be thought of as sometimes studying many 

https://miguelangelmartinez.net/IMG/pdf/1994_Guba_Lincoln_Paradigms_Quali_Research_chapter.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1466138108099586?casa_token=0pFA_-NtKikAAAAA:xhWSs42NCyPljT9eAbxrIK-QJj1OfW_DSvqPtnMQstew-rJ16jiNdRKjq8I93v0lZQP9PlP3VkW_tQ
https://bear.warrington.ufl.edu/brenner/mar7588/Papers/wason-qjep1960.pdf
https://bear.warrington.ufl.edu/brenner/mar7588/Papers/wason-qjep1960.pdf
https://www.donchristoff.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/nickerson1998.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=JEGzE6ExN-gC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=George+and+Bennett+(2005)+&ots=HN6k38n1Vu&sig=3uCgaALoP3KhrUYpH3Q6QIGptIo
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cities within one depending on the neighborhood that a researcher decides to study. Thus, the 

size of the city carries the risk of offering a homogenous portrait even though they are diverse. 

Still more, even if strategically identifying a neighborhood within a city one is only able to 

understand a tiny facet of its diversity. And on the question of neighborhoods, we know very 

clearly that these matters in remarkably different ways within prototypical cites (Sharkey and 

Faber 2014). Overcoming this challenge is not entirely difficult for those using quantitative 

methods because when studying a place like Chicago, researchers can readily access datasets that 

provide a representative sample of the city (see, for example, Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 

1997). However, when carrying out a qualitative study, researchers must make many more 

decisions about how best to do their work. Rather than become consumed with qualitative and 

quantitative debates, I instead seek to make the point that carrying out a qualitative study in a 

prototypical city involves a number of factors and will inherently require researchers to make 

decisions that lead to a homogenous view of the city.  

 Addressing these limitations is not meant to imply that we should never study 

prototypical cities. Indeed, the theoretical and empirical record makes clear their value and I 

suspect that my own future work around racialization will inevitably return to one of these places 

because there is value in trying to understand how their complexity might impact something like 

a racialized nonprofit sector. Instead, what I am arguing is that there are more places that 

scholars should consider when trying to understand various aspects of the social world. That is, 

as I will argue, middle cities are unique in that they represent the complexity seen in large cities 

but, crucially, their smaller size makes it easier to understand the whole without neglecting the 

diversity along with seeing the uniqueness of the city as a whole and avoiding confirmation bias. 

https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-soc-071913-043350?casa_token=lEzqpiC9sg8AAAAA:P9mcmDlijhdsRkxaVQu2J4eikZqgwrTGNPOilEncAI1vNj5lWV_p8Q8MCiwFOgPHWH8pNZIi5t9B
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-soc-071913-043350?casa_token=lEzqpiC9sg8AAAAA:P9mcmDlijhdsRkxaVQu2J4eikZqgwrTGNPOilEncAI1vNj5lWV_p8Q8MCiwFOgPHWH8pNZIi5t9B
https://www.science.org/doi/pdf/10.1126/science.277.5328.918
https://www.science.org/doi/pdf/10.1126/science.277.5328.918
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Despite this promise, calls to venture beyond the prototypical city has led to increased interest in 

small cities.  

Shifting to Small Cities 
 

 Interest in small cities is not new as scholars have long been interested in these places. 

(e.g. Bryce 1977).  However, recently there has been an increased call by scholars to deviate 

from the dominant conception of the city and focus on small cities (Bell and Jayne 2006; Ofori-

Amoah 2007). For instance, Ocejo, Kosta, and Mann (2020) led a symposium aimed at setting a 

research agenda for scholars to refocus their theoretical and empirical gaze on small cities. Here I 

take a moment to briefly summarize their argument because I think it provides a succinct critique 

of the omission of small cities from the discourse and an argument for why they remain viable. 

One of their most important arguments characterizes scholars as uncritical for the longstanding 

belief that larger cities are indeed the only places where urban issues can be understood. Instead, 

the authors argue that our focus should be on urban processes and the extent to which they differ 

in places such as small cities. For the authors, shifting the focus is central to understanding core 

urban topics in other, smaller cities that allow scholars to refine important theoretical 

explanations.  

 For all the focus on small cities and the localized nature of processes, I argue that there is 

still a lack of reflexivity in defining these places regardless of the issues that scholars study. For 

instance, Nevarez and Simons (2020) examined how a metropolis impacts population change in 

small cities which they define as having a population between 6,000-30,000 people. Reese and 

Ohren (1990) conducted a study on the distribution of municipal services and described small 

cities as suburbs. Kashem and Gallo (2023) found that less minority participation in community 

planning within small cities which they defined as those places with a population of 50,000-

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00420987920080321?casa_token=KOQYoWW7hJgAAAAA:XYmuT6EDxpTmduvYzxlVc2pVNLTxswf7M61JsYh-iQoMxjJEMK3sUOe0MbMek2jslff0FvvF9nge
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=brF_AgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Small+cities:+urban+experience+beyond+the+metropolis.&ots=67-0dICxSc&sig=HWkYxc0TpUuBsSBbkLy9O_K0174
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00330120802115425?casa_token=PgLcr4AY7BkAAAAA:qE3G8WE5zm58I0ZCZex9A8CTHhIF__gOuA-TbWUbqAdam3WN-xjwpOTVTDwgyRGImDN65Ht_HESz
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00330120802115425?casa_token=PgLcr4AY7BkAAAAA:qE3G8WE5zm58I0ZCZex9A8CTHhIF__gOuA-TbWUbqAdam3WN-xjwpOTVTDwgyRGImDN65Ht_HESz
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/cico.12484
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/cico.12429
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/01900699008524681?casa_token=0DydR35saXwAAAAA:qDwe3PWr2_L_AsrUstPx5c6MvP5jHSL5RBwdVeO7yb6erT-KgW5ph04VsRwFBwcJiU3K37i6SlYc
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/01900699008524681?casa_token=0DydR35saXwAAAAA:qDwe3PWr2_L_AsrUstPx5c6MvP5jHSL5RBwdVeO7yb6erT-KgW5ph04VsRwFBwcJiU3K37i6SlYc
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning/article/viewFile/6607/6607
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100,000. These and other studies are consistent with Bell and Jayne (2009) 100,000-person 

population threshold as constituting a small city. 

 The point that I am trying to make is that even as scholars have shifted their focus from 

prototypical large cities to small cities, they run into the same problem: an uncritical view of 

what constitutes a small city. The shift comes off as merely an interest in trying to deviate from 

prototypical cities with the only justification being that small cities are understudied. Part of the 

problem with such an uncritical approach is that it leads to perspectives that are of limited value. 

Urbanists would be wise to heed the advice of Desmond (2014) in both understanding and 

making a decision about the kind of city as the basis for study. While it is true that Desmond is 

advocating for a relational ethnography that eschews places, his emphasis on the importance 

associated with selecting an object for study has important implications for refining how scholars 

understand and decide to study cities. Following his prescription, urbanists would do well to 

emphasize the nuances of cities that contribute to a more refined conceptual understanding that 

extends beyond simply characterizing cities based on size alone – a stark, but necessary 

deviation from the Chicago School emphasis championed by Wirth. As a result of this reluctance 

to take care in offering a conceptual view of what constitutes a city we have been left with 

generic views that Desmond describes as un-relational and part of a larger un-constructivist 

view. More to the point and relevant to this current work, it omits an entire category of other 

cities that merit consideration; places that I refer to as middle cities. In the next section, I define 

what is meant by a middle city to establish this as a place to examine racialization in the 

nonprofit sector.  

Defining a Middle City 
 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11186-014-9232-5
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I have argued that our understanding of what defines a prototypical city and small city is 

the result of a taken for granted impulse towards going to these places. The prototypical city has 

dominated urban sociology and those frustrated by this reality went to the opposite end of the 

spectrum to shine a light on smaller cities. Either approach is guided in different ways by size 

consistent with early theoretical explanations defining a city based on size, density, and 

heterogeneity (Wirth 1938). This makes a lot of sense and has led to some really important 

contributions. In the process, it has also led to the creation and reification of rigid categories of 

what constitutes a city whose theoretical utility is limited. And, as Mario Small has pointed out 

in critiques of the ghetto, once a theoretical idea becomes ingrained it shapes our entire view – 

even if it is not a completely accurate rendering of some issue. More problematic is that even this 

basic conception of cities has left out an entire category of cities that I refer to as middle cities. 

Rather than follow the same uncritical pattern of only defining middle cities by virtue of size, 

density, and heterogeneity I take a different approach. It is certainly true that we need a 

population threshold to differentiate between different kinds of cities, but there’s an additional 

set of components that make for a more theoretically precise conception (Desmond 2014).  

To get closer to such a conception, I propose we think about these geographical spaces as 

middle cities. Here, I briefly turn to the systems of cities literature to properly situate and define 

middle cities and to avoid the limitation of only describing cities based primarily on population 

thresholds. The basic idea behind the theory is that it aims to explain differences between cities 

with a particular emphasis on large and small cities within a hierarchical system. Larger cities are 

at the top of the hierarchy because of their big populations and capacity to provide a broader 

range of services to meet the needs of people. Among the most common features is a central 

employment center for different industries; global connections including hosting multilateral 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/217913?casa_token=KohPcpMfE94AAAAA:rJMpFV-8A0F3puf8tsWct5c5D77QgJ2Xqhmu5DgSZ3xRWxL-27BzwoZwnOXOBag9X3kfjHBmArY
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11186-014-9232-5
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corporations; and a robust knowledge infrastructure beyond educational institutions to include 

think tanks and other sites of innovation. In contrast, smaller cities provide more localized needs 

of smaller populations including basic services (e.g. grocery stores, healthcare, educational 

institutions); cultural and social centers (e.g. theaters, community centers); and niche amenities 

(Abdel-Rahman and Anas 2004).  

Within the system of cities theory, middle cities are not explicitly discussed. I extend this 

theory to include middle cities and define them as cities with a population of roughly between 

200,000-300,000, usually a state capital (Carroll and Meyer 1982), and includes many of the 

same aspects of the hierarchy as it pertains to both large and small cities. That is, middle cities 

are often central within a metropolitan area and represent a hub for surrounding municipalities; 

include a diverse population; contain major research institutions; and are home to a significant 

cultural scene. The point is that middle cities are in the center of the systems hierarchy and 

therefore exhibit many of the characteristics of those above and below – smaller and larger cities. 

And, of course, my decision to theorize a middle city is consistent with sociologists who have 

always affirmed the basic point that place matters (e.g. Gieryn 2000; Kim, LaGrange, and Willis 

2013). Simply stated, we know that place matters in a variety of ways including how people 

interact with one another and access resources. I contend in this work that place has a significant 

impact on the nature of and responses to racialization within the nonprofit sector.  

Studying Racialization in Middle Cities 

 

An important question is why a middle city would be a good place to study racialization 

in the nonprofit sector. This is especially important because, as I noted earlier, urban scholars 

often primarily venture into large cities and sometimes small cities to carry out research. And, as 

noted earlier, before I even embarked on this work I thought a prototypical city such as Chicago 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1574008004800099?casa_token=CQT7a-2bBI4AAAAA:QDl0b99T9VZ2Z-CGkAWYR1hDutlloo46WZ46z4qdlUXoyLMRbr6r4vwZKsgWOjl_r35bqMnF
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.463?casa_token=0t8e50K0fp0AAAAA%3AgD3sF-0-JpnRvcNqVnzVQXZm_IydCs2QZY37n53-gK2d1yXQcQPoSnWLeh4sO1jJ2KI8ikKDaKGR
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1078087412465401?casa_token=Qrp6494oGk8AAAAA:js9SY3Rc1sQJs7NUhg3QfFT3d09dTSub_qBsvyYRlubk3VmiuevHkaqBOg4NqZrv1EvFFna9qLys
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1078087412465401?casa_token=Qrp6494oGk8AAAAA:js9SY3Rc1sQJs7NUhg3QfFT3d09dTSub_qBsvyYRlubk3VmiuevHkaqBOg4NqZrv1EvFFna9qLys
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made the most sense for understanding this issue given its size and long history of community 

engaged work by nonprofits. Notwithstanding this reality, I argue a middle city is a good place to 

study racialization in the nonprofit sector for a variety of reasons. Chief among them is that they 

exhibit a relatively large and accessible organizational infrastructure of nonprofits. Middle cities, 

because they are smaller than large cities, tend to be more intimate and tight-knit across the city 

that can lead to a more manageable research setting. That is, it can be easier to get to know key 

informants who possess unique, localized knowledge of a particular space based on their 

privileged status as members of a community (Bernard 2011) who are critical to understanding 

local dynamics. Since I wanted to study racialization in the nonprofit sector, particularly in a 

place with a limited number of BLOs, it was imperative to be able to gain the trust of those 

individuals. Still more, as I will discuss later, middle cities are actually home to the kind of racial 

disparities that make for an interesting case to understanding the existence of structural barriers. 

Now that I have offered my definition of what constitutes a middle city and explained 

why they are good places to study racialization, I want to move towards a more robust discussion 

of two empirical middle cities that I studied as part of this work: Madison, Wisconsin and 

Montgomery, Alabama. In particular, I want to offer a contextual portrait of each city in a 

manner that helps understand each in the context of this work. In the next section I discuss each 

city in four ways: (1) an explanation of what led to the initial selection including demographics; 

(2) consideration of each city’s state capitol and what it means for the nonprofit sector; (3) the 

economy of each city; and (4) a brief consideration of each city’s history and what this means for 

studying BLOs in a racialized nonprofit sector. Each of these key areas offer important context 

for understanding Madison and Montgomery as empirical sites.  

Madison, Wisconsin as a Middle City 
 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=2Fk7DwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Research+Methods+in+Anthropology:+Qualitative+and+Quantitative+&ots=HcwAN7mI6j&sig=rzJMJPEByrsbysAgafulWScw5v8#v=onepage&q=Research%20Methods%20in%20Anthropology%3A%20Qualitative%20and%20Quantitative&f=false
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In this work, I identified two middle cities as good places to study racialization in the 

nonprofit sector: Madison Wisconsin and Montgomery, Alabama. Before discussing each, I want 

to make clear that the decision to study these cities is not by accident. Madison and Montgomery 

are two cases that allow me to hold a number of variables constant (e.g. population, state capitol, 

presence of major university; local democratic control) to really understand how BLOs navigate 

and respond to a racialized nonprofit sector in places with completely different racial 

compositions and the extent to which the nature of an RNIC varies by region/place.  

Admittedly, my decision to study Madison began in the same way many researchers 

select a site: convenience (Bryman 2016). After all, I had just moved to Madison and already 

knew I wanted to study nonprofits following work I carried out in Chicago as part of a health 

disparities program that brought me into contact with Black-led nonprofits. And, upon arriving in 

Madison I discovered that nonprofit organizations in the city were engaged in a range of social 

service-related activities as well as pursuing racial justice which suggested that there was an 

active nonprofit sector. And it was a good thing that organizations were so engaged because even 

though I was studying the sector in 2018-2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic, there were other 

national issues that necessitated increased efforts by nonprofits. The Trump Administration was 

advocating immigration policies widely regarded as racist, unarmed Black men, such as Stephon 

Clark and Bothan Jean, were killed by the police which prompted national protests including by 

Black Lives Matter. Madison was already a liberal place featuring a number of white-led 

nonprofits and activists committed to racial justice. But, in the context of these events, the city 

was an important site of protest in pursuit of racial justice. 

Against this backdrop, in preparing to embark on this work, I soon discovered that 

Madison was more than a sample of convenience that represented an ideal place to study 

https://ktpu.kpi.ua/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/social-research-methods-alan-bryman.pdf
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nonprofit organizations because within the larger nonprofit organizational infrastructure, 

numbering some 4000, was a small group of Black-led nonprofits. On the surface, and because 

of previous research I had undertaken, I thought that BLOs in Madison would be experiencing a 

unique set of challenges. After all, there were only about 20 organizations in the city that met my 

inclusion criteria. This fact alone at least suggested that they were marginalized in the city. But, 

these suspicions were confirmed after I had a chance to talk to a fair amount of people on the 

ground prior to beginning this work in 2018. They told me stories about how Black nonprofits 

were shut out of funding streams within the city and had difficulty working with white-led 

nonprofits in this predominantly white city. Those conversations yielded important anecdotal 

evidence that Black nonprofit organizations were experiencing a unique set of challenges that did 

not comport with a prevailing view that all nonprofits experience the same challenges and in the 

same ways. Nor with the view  that the nonprofit sector was a race-neutral space upholding the 

public good. Moreover, these initial insights piqued my interest and were consistent with what I 

experienced working in Black nonprofits in Chicago. But, Madison was different because for 

BLOs there were so few of them operating in a city with some of the greatest racial disparities in 

the nation as outlined in the Race to Equity report I discussed in Chapter 1. This contemporary 

reality meant an increased role of BLOs in the lives of marginalized people and was enough to 

merit consideration of how BLOs in Madison navigated a potentially racialized nonprofit sector 

in the course of doing their work. 

Madison is a city of 250,000 people and is very clearly predominantly white. The white 

population in the city is 176,000 or 80% while African Americans make up 21,000 or only 5%. 

These numbers indicate that African American occupy a marginalized status in the city. Black-

led organizations are also a decided minority numbering about 20 based on my inclusion criteria.   
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Madison is also a state capitol in a state where Republicans dominate the legislature even 

though the governor is a Democrat. Their dominance has led to a number of public policies that 

have an impact on racial minorities including the recent $36 million-dollar proposed budget cut 

to the UW System in an effort to halt funding of diversity and inclusion initiatives. Additionally, 

they have enacted legislation that makes it harder for citizens to vote and have attempted to 

overturn the 2020 presidential election. Still more, Republicans have limited union rights and 

collective bargaining. The reason why these issues matter is because they create an even more 

difficult environment for marginalized groups in addition to the glaring disparities documented 

in the Race to Equity report. Given that marginalized groups are unable to count on the state as a 

source of support, BLOs occupy an even greater role in Madison and it is important to 

understand how these organizations are hindered in their efforts to support their marginalized  

clients.  

Given its status as a state capital, there is an attendant government workforce present in 

the city. By being home to a world-class research university, much of the economic activity of 

the city takes place within the University of Wisconsin-Madison. The city also has a significant 

healthcare sector with a variety of hospitals and medical research facilities. The city's population 

constitutes a highly educated workforce. On the surface, this suggests an environment where 

racial disparities are limited and that nonprofit organizations, regardless of leadership, should be 

able to draw upon the considerable expertise of the city to push their work forward. Yet, as the 

next chapter makes clear, the opposite is true for BLOs as they navigate the racialized nonprofit 

sector.  

But, Madison also has an interesting history of race relations that makes it an important 

place to examine racialization in the nonprofit sector. Like large cities, Madison has a history of 
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housing segregation that prevented African Americans from living in certain parts of the city. 

These policies were challenged as part of robust civil rights movement activism. The city has a 

major, well-resourced, predominantly white university that on the surface could be a significant 

benefactor to BLOs but, instead, has a largely adversarial relationship with these organizations. 

The tensions between the university and BLOs stems from years of mistrust and exploitation that 

also coincided with these organizations being routinely shut out of competitive funding 

opportunities.  

Thus, as a middle city, Madison is a good place to examine how BLOs navigate a 

racialized nonprofit sector. Though, it given all that I outlined above it might seem like an 

obvious choice that necessitates consideration of a comparison case.  

Montgomery, Alabama as a Middle City  
 

By itself, Madison is a fascinating case for all the reasons I discussed above. However, it 

was also a unique case: a middle city that is a center of state government with a predominantly 

white population, small number of BLOs, heavily influenced by a predominately white education 

institution, a politically liberal place, home to extraordinary racial disparities, and in the northern 

United States. Given these dynamics Madison was an obvious place to study racialization in the 

nonprofit sector. But, I knew I wanted to also study a case that was less obvious than Madison. I 

wanted a comparison case where it was possible to hold as many variables constant as possible 

consistent with established research norms (e.g. Babble 2020). And I didn’t just want any 

comparison case; I wanted another middle city. And I was fortunate to be aware of cities that met 

my criteria. And following a conversation with my advisor I identified Montgomery as a 

prospective site. I took advantage of a small research grant that allowed me to travel to 

Montgomery in February 2020 – shortly before the world would change as any of us knew it. I 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=5mf6DwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Babbie,+E.+(2016).+The+Practice+of+Social+Research&ots=Bmxb93NwcO&sig=DaBgcCSLVxezagPAoal0IEDgflo#v=onepage&q=Babbie%2C%20E.%20(2016).%20The%20Practice%20of%20Social%20Research&f=false
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had a simple task when venturing to Montgomery: to acquire a general sense of its nonprofit 

sector and some initial insights into the experiences of BLOs. And I knew this trip would be 

especially important because I had no ties to the south at all. In fact, this would be my first trip 

ever to the state of Alabama.  

When I arrived in the city I was able to meet with a librarian at Alabama State University, 

who had relocated from New York City 20 years earlier, who had a deep sense of the nonprofit 

sector. He provided me with some initial insights, and contacts, about Montgomery and its 

nonprofit sector which suggested that it would be a good candidate for a comparison case. The 

most significant thing that he revealed is that Black nonprofits in the city were still working to 

address many of the issues I thought were largely resolved during the Civil Rights Movement 

which was anchored in Montgomery. 

Following our meeting, I had a pretty good sense that I would decide on Montgomery as 

my second case. But, what sealed the deal was a visit to an old missionary Baptist church in the 

city. My own pastor in Chicago had recommended this place and so I planned to visit while in 

Montgomery. I entered the extremely large church with rows and rows or red pews that seemed 

to extend into the rafters. I ended up taking a seat behind a woman, Miss Janice, who made small 

talk after recognizing I was new. She was very interested in where I was from and when I told 

her she invited me to meet the pastor of the church who was in his office. We exited the 

sanctuary and walked down a series of corridors and finally reached  his office. When we entered 

there were three other guests and an associate minister in the office. I introduced myself and told 

him that I was completing a PhD in Sociology from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

Following this brief meeting, I returned to the sanctuary and reclaimed my seat behind Miss 

Janice just before the start of the service. When the announcements portion of the service began, 
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the Pastor came to the podium and acknowledged visitors generally and specifically mentioned 

the elected official who had been in his office during my earlier visit. After acknowledging him, 

to my shock the pastor called my name and requested that I stand up. Nervously, I complied. He 

introduced me and told the large assembled congregation that I had been visiting Montgomery 

from Chicago (by way of Madison) and was completing a PhD and that I was there to do 

research on nonprofits. I waved and the crowd applauded. I knew then that Montgomery would 

be the place I’d live. After the service there were so many people who approached me and 

provided their contact information and expressed such a strong willingness to assist in my work 

– quite different from the Madison experience. I later learned that as an outsider, credibility in 

Montgomery was deeply tied to relationships with people. 

 I arrived in Montgomery during the COVID-19 pandemic. This historic, predominantly 

Black city of 200,000 people – 60% of whom were African American – was in the midst of yet 

another turning point in its history. The city had just elected its first Black mayor and his 

presence had inspired a great deal of hope that change would come to the city. And BLOs, who 

numbered about 60 n the city, had long established a close relationship with the mayor which 

was another feature of the middle city; the capacity to engage political leaders in intimate ways. 

Montgomery is a state capitol in a deeply conservative state led by both a Republican 

legislature and governor. As such, the state has followed a national trend of conservative-leaning 

states in enacting public policies that have been harmful to minorities. For instance, the state has 

enacted an incredibly restrictive abortion law; suppressed voting rights; and curtailed welfare 

programs designed to help the poor. These and other public policies have contributed to an 

erosion of a localized social safety-net that has placed even more pressure on BLOs to intervene 

in the lives of their marginalized clients.  
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Given its status as a state capital, the government sector plays a significant role in the 

city's economy. The presence of state and federal government agencies, as well as military 

installations like Maxwell Air Force Base, contributes to job opportunities and economic 

stability. In recent years, Montgomery has seen growth in the manufacturing sector, particularly 

in automotive manufacturing. The city is also home to assembly plants for Hyundai and Kia, 

which have brought investment and employment opportunities. The automotive industry has had 

a positive impact on the local economy, attracting suppliers and related businesses to the region; 

though there is some question about the extent to which they are paying residents a living wage. 

Other notable sectors in Montgomery's economy include healthcare and education. The city is 

home to several hospitals and medical centers, providing healthcare services and employment 

opportunities. 

It goes without saying that Montgomery has a rich and complex history, particularly in 

relation to the civil rights movement in the United States. The city was once the capital of the 

Confederate States of America during the American Civil War. However, it gained significant 

prominence during the civil rights era of the 1950s and 1960s. Montgomery was the birthplace of 

several pivotal events, including the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which began after Rosa Parks 

refused to give up her seat to a white passenger. This boycott, led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 

was a significant catalyst in the civil rights movement. The city also saw important events like 

the Selma to Montgomery marches, which played a crucial role in the passage of the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965. It is notable that many of the Civil Rights Movement’s most iconic BLOs 

are actually no longer active in the city.  

Montgomery's culture is deeply influenced by its civil rights history and its 

predominantly Black population. The city is home to numerous landmarks and museums 
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dedicated to the civil rights movement, such as the Rosa Parks Museum, the National Memorial 

for Peace and Justice (also known as the Lynching Memorial), and the Dexter Avenue King 

Memorial Baptist Church. These sites attract visitors who want to understand and pay tribute to 

the struggle for civil rights. 

*** 

It is these two cities, Madison Wisconsin and Montgomery, Alabama, where I carried out 

this critically important work to understand the experiences of BLOs in a racialized nonprofit 

sector. And, in the next two chapters readers will be able to understand not just how BLOs in 

each city navigate the sector, but also how they do so differently based on these very different 

places.  
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Chapter 4: The RNIC of Madison, Wisconsin  

  

In the two previous chapters I spent considerable time laying out key aspects of this dissertation 

in preparation for a robust analysis. I acknowledge it has taken some time, but for good reason. 

As I noted, because we literally lack a theoretical framework within which to even identify, let 

alone understand, how and in what ways the nonprofit sector is racialized, there was a clear need 

to develop such a framework. To make this central contribution, I drew upon and combined 

literatures and developed a novel theoretical framework that I called the racialized nonprofit 

industrial complex (RNIC). I defined the RNIC as a racialized social system within the nonprofit 

sector that places white-led organizations and BLOs into categories based on their composition. I 

contend within the RNIC, the nonprofit sector is structured by an unwritten set of rules, which I 

call a Sector Schema, that sets the terms of legitimacy within the nonprofit sector. The Schema, 

which is incorrectly presumed to be race-neutral, is based on the experiences of white-led 

organizations which further marginalizes BLOs who are unable and, often by necessity, 

unwilling to adhere to its terms. But, as I show in this chapter, rather than remain idle in the face 

of this structurally schematic marginalization, BLOs develop a counter-schema – a conscious or 

sometimes unconscious response that draws upon their unique insider-status and connections to 

their clients. This counter-schema constitutes their effort to engage key aspects of the nonprofit 

sector on their own terms as the most logical way to meet the complex, multidimensional needs 

of their clients which often extends beyond the constraints on what a mission should be 

according to the sector schema. I argue that when the Sector Schema and BLO Counter-Schema 

converge around material and social resources that I called organizational success metrics 

(OSMs), a racialized outcome is produced. Furthermore, I argue this process is place based and 

this chapter begins with the case of Madison, Wisconsin. In particular, I organize this chapter by 
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(1) explaining the sector schema as it pertains to five OSMs: leadership, funding, data, 

collaboration, and volunteering; (2) illustrating how the schema impacts the work of BLOs; and 

(3) describing how BLOs respond to the sector schema with their own counter-schema.  

Racialized Leadership   

  

Leadership is one of the most important social resources that an organization possesses 

while operating in the nonprofit sector because it offers a signal of its legitimacy within the 

sector (Parsons 1960). The leadership schema in the sector is characterized by a number of  key 

features. One such feature is the expectation that organizations will exhibit a bureaucratic model 

of leadership (e.g. Selznick 1943). Within this model organizations are expected to operate under 

a pyramid organizational structure/chart (Saiti and Stefou 2020), formal board of directors (e.g. 

Brown and Guo 2010), an executive director, and a narrowly-tailored mission.   

A deeper part of the leadership schema stipulates that the relationships between leaders 

and clients should be one dimensional whereby organizations provide services allowed for within 

the narrow scope of their mission while organizational staff maintain professional distance 

(Corey, Corey, and Callanan 1988). This schema is enhanced by the overwhelming whiteness of 

nonprofit leadership (Fredette and Bernstein 2019). Because such leaders do not share the 

racialized identity of Black clients, they are by necessity socially distanced from them. This 

reinforces an expectation of professional distancing as a standard that establishes legitimacy 

within the sector. White-led organizations in the sector can adopt this model without asking deep 

critical questions and enjoy its benefits.  

Many of the BLOs in this study adopted a counter-schema of leadership. The counter-

schema begins materializing by virtue of the unique lived experiences of leaders. That is, the 

BLOs in this study have certain experiences that inspire them to begin a nonprofit in the first 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2085448.pdf?casa_token=LlULeY_STNIAAAAA:zdwQ9dv1AvgJjqRsbhLhRTlfCSGT-fWCcppY-7NVcklZmTnD2DrCeuq3RWd4K5nCOkaiTr9J-CWFSU3t5TqNKk736P2qqQJ6ub4ZVmMKh36NnpZs6z4Y
https://oxfordre.com/education/education/abstract/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-709
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764009334588?casa_token=kJWpFmowRXwAAAAA:N9aAq5JEm1qMqsmYEbgE1lbLfvV_XytQnG_CC40smaVxt2kZZD57h4itpZ_U2fnjp6G51H2sgqhGkA
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-98463-000
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764019839778?casa_token=46jQPBeRzrUAAAAA:3w1uBTg_Tr26OThK6KRkzsFBAJC8bEu860I8yC8J7MpQ0VO9-XRCR2NjYfUUmunOnxuUjkMm1VLu2Q
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place, which some scholars have called biographical leadership (Shamir, Dayan-Horesh, Adler 

2005). The essence of biographical leadership is how leaders use their biographical or lived 

experience to develop traits, values, beliefs, and skills that define an approach to leading an 

organization. In Madison, biographical leadership often developed by virtue of difficult life 

experiences including dealing with violence and a disrupted family:  

I am from one of the murder capitals of the world and I just feel like not having a father 

in my life drove me to do the work that I do. I know I was missing that in my life and I 

wished I had a father to guide me and tell me the things that I needed to know earlier on 

in life. I find myself being called Dad by a lot of kids; they yearn for it because a lot of 

kids that I work with don’t have a father figure in their lives.    

In the above instance, this leader obviously grew up in a difficult set of circumstances and 

suffered the traumatic consequences related to violence and disrupted families that researchers 

have documented (e.g. Golombok, Tasker, Murray 2006; Singer et al. 1995). Rather than be 

defined by this reality, this leader used it as an opportunity to start a nonprofit organization 

where he could provide opportunities for young people who grew up in similar circumstances. 

For him, the challenge of growing up fatherless and surrounded by violence equipped him with a 

unique perspective that allowed him to successfully intervene in the lives of young people. But, 

crucially, it afforded him an insider-status that solidified an intimate relationship with clients 

who might otherwise be skeptical. Other leaders were similarly guided by biological leadership: 

A lot of it stems from the fact that I was a teen mother; had my kid before my 15 th 

birthday and have been working since I was 14. I watched my mom and aunts be on 

government programs and ended up being left behind; they were conditioned not to see 

themselves outside of that dependency. I was never a fan of having to stand in line to ask 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1742715005049348?casa_token=8mbDccdMZX4AAAAA:pDbwN4Gk3XAS7bVDvd2SI9_TMPhbWKppmVzvR9pUsHr8VlyuQx4IIBTmElKrKCzYT_C5SI7GIFdzxQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1742715005049348?casa_token=8mbDccdMZX4AAAAA:pDbwN4Gk3XAS7bVDvd2SI9_TMPhbWKppmVzvR9pUsHr8VlyuQx4IIBTmElKrKCzYT_C5SI7GIFdzxQ
https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1469-7610.1997.tb01596.x?casa_token=VLPuHCfJnFgAAAAA:HMPBmprpP9UaY5cwWv4V21HaMA9KFywGfTfASa6ZK34PqrklUDVpowIcazhifutIB5W_V4oHPgW2S63u
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-33144-001
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people for something or tell my personal business for food stamps. I remember shoveling 

snow to get Pampers for my kid and I didn’t have any support.    

In the above quote, this leader recalls how being a teen mother was a catalyst for developing 

agency and a sheer desire to do whatever it takes to improve her circumstances. Her reference to 

relatives being relegated to government programs and ultimately left behind is important because 

it suggests something about the inability of these resources to fully meet the needs of clients 

(Elliott et al. 2021). And, according to this leader, it was a central reason why she started a 

nonprofit for Black women who were not just dealing with teen pregnancy, but also issues of 

domestic violence and challenges with finding stable employment. This leader’s interest in 

starting an organization to offer holistic support for Black women also reveals another important 

dimension of the counter-schema: mission drift – a dynamic organizational mission in response 

to on-the-ground realities facing clients. Research has suggested that adhering to a strict, narrow 

mission can be helpful for organization in accomplishing their goals (e.g. Bryson and Alston 

2010). But, BLOs cannot afford to adhere to a strict mission because, as noted, part of their 

decision to start nonprofits in the first place stems from a deep understanding of the issues facing 

their clients. Take, for instance, one leader who started a nonprofit to help Black families 

navigate the complex contours of the criminal justice system. Again, based on his own 

experience being incarcerated – “caught up in the system” as he put it – he wanted to serve as a 

source of support and broker between Black families in the city and local law enforcement. He 

recognized that young Black people, especially males, were having uniquely difficult 

experiences with law enforcement (e.g. Hall, Hall, and Perry 2016). He specifically recalls one 

instance in which he was trying to support an individual, but soon encountered many more 

family members who needed assistance:  

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/23780231211031690
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=wJA1jzIAwb0C&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=Creating+and+implementing+your+strategic+plan:+A+workbook+for+public+and+nonprofit+organizations.+&ots=mWjjEETJJe&sig=tjJEbvgn5iYHV0ZsZtFrY3hLx3Y
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=wJA1jzIAwb0C&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=Creating+and+implementing+your+strategic+plan:+A+workbook+for+public+and+nonprofit+organizations.+&ots=mWjjEETJJe&sig=tjJEbvgn5iYHV0ZsZtFrY3hLx3Y
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/71445/Perry18_rev_Black_and_blue.pdf?sequence=1
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We have one boy in a [Black] family who has issues and is living in a house with 15 

people. His older sister is a high school dropout. He has a brother who is a father of 2. 

They are facing homelessness and eviction. So, we are helping all 15 of them. We are 

helping his sister get a GED. We are helping the brother get prenatal care. They weren’t 

talking to anybody and tried to do it on their own; they were shocked by the help we were 

giving them. They didn’t have to make 50 phone calls [to different organizations and 

government services] to get the help they needed.   

The reason why this quote matters so much is not only that it reveals how BLOs are predisposed 

to mission drift in service of clients. But, it further reveals the extraordinarily difficult 

circumstances facing clients that are further exacerbated by the erosion of services formerly 

provided by virtue of a government safety-net (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). Still more, the 

point that this organization intervened to provide support rather than requiring this family to 

engage multiple organizations reveals a final part of the counter-schema. BLOs assume an 

identity that Mary Pattillo (2013) has called a middleman – a role defined by its capacity to forge 

connections between low-income Black people and broader market resources. In the nonprofit 

sector, BLOs are similarly regarded as brokers on behalf of clients, but they are often inclined 

towards defending their clients against racialized perceptions. As one leader recalls:  

I gave a presentation to a potential funder on the characteristics of leadership. And one 

gentleman [representing a white-led organization] got up and asked: ‘why are these Black 

women having all these babies in Allied Drive [prominent local Black community] and 

their fathers are nowhere to be found and why don’t they want to get married.’ I told him 

this is a stereotype and was not true and I know a lot of Black men and women who are 

http://urban.hunter.cuny.edu/~schram/cruikshankdtp.pdf
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together in this same area. I offered to take him to the community and get educated. He 

declined.  

Here it is fairly easy to see some of the challenges facing BLOs as they seek to work on behalf of 

clients who are encountering structural barriers. They are not only providing a range of services, 

but they are also standing up against racist perceptions of clients.  

 Despite developing a leadership counter-schema, BLOs are never fully able to be seen as 

fully legitimate within the sector. When they tried to challenge the Sector Schema in these ways, 

their legitimacy was called into question in often subtle ways. BLOs often reported being seen as 

“community organizers” within the sector. And while many of these leaders have a history in 

community organizing and see it as an entirely viable mechanism through which to affect 

change, they recognize how this designation is used to delegitimize them within the sector. 

Moreover, as they enacted a counter-schema – deviating from the leadership schema – it often 

led to their professionalism being called into question.  

Racialized Funding 

 

Funding is the perennial issue facing all nonprofit organizations (Akins 2015; Scott 2003; 

Anheier and Salamon 1998; Anheier 2006). The core of the funding issue boils down to 

organizations needing money to do their work (Kim 2017). All aspects of funding in the 

nonprofit sector are dictated by the most powerful and complex of all the RNIC’s schemas. 

Given its power, the data suggests BLOs frequently deploy counter-schemas in response to this 

particular schema and achieve less success in mitigating its impact. An initial dimension of the 

funding schema is a prevailing narrative of limited funding within the nonprofit sector. This 

sentiment is despite a recent 2019 report from the National Center for Charitable Statistics 

indicating $2.04 trillion dollars of revenues reported by organizations. The belief that funds are 

https://www.proquest.com/openview/7bf7913d7e0ca7b254b1785493e86ee1/1?cbl=18750&pq-origsite=gscholar&parentSessionId=XBcZs5LY4RVpMSZDBVdOyLM9iDIfQ0YqP9%2F9NnwtP00%3D
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Katherine-Scott-10/publication/254343618_Funding_Matters_The_Impact_of_Canada's_New_Funding_Regime_on_Nonprofit_and_Voluntary_Organizations/links/552d61060cf21acb0921741c/Funding-Matters-The-Impact-of-Canadas-New-Funding-Regime-on-Nonprofit-and-Voluntary-Organizations.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=7Xm7AAAAIAAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR6&dq=.+The+nonprofit+sector+in+the+developing+world:+A+comparative+analysis&ots=I_c_O3_2TM&sig=JJDUC4FxhwiTdjZERN3pr6M6MVo
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=e5aa8b5a8792747e1e4c1a4ebc06260da0e720ed
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764016662914?casa_token=szFKnfUPlJ0AAAAA:DsdAK711PipmdlJGBEESCSQxfalvf-43gjXSAoJdx2QR4jPhPmVWrlDQ89S08buqObCrSVEWu7mabQ
https://nccs.urban.org/project/nonprofit-sector-brief
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limited sets a tone that all organizations will have difficulty getting funding for their work which 

also serves to preempt any thoughts of bias against Black-led organizations.  

There are several additional aspects of the funding schema that involve how 

organizations pursue opportunities, spend and manage grant money, and appease funders. 

Pursuing funding opportunities in the sector involves identifying or being made aware of 

opportunities through various networks or requests for proposals that are theoretically open to all 

organizations (Bryson 2018). Most organizations pursue funding primarily through private 

foundations and government funding (Anheier 2005). These opportunities are most often 

available to organizations who demonstrate the “capacity” to achieve an optimum outcome in 

service of clients (Prentice and Brudney 2018); outcomes usually rooted in neoliberal 

preferences (Hasenfeld and Garrow 2012). Capacity is understood as having a requisite number 

of full-time employees possessing specialized skills within a traditional organizational chart. 

BLOs in Madison had an average of 3 full-time employees which necessitated an inverted 

organizational chart where arrows point towards the Executive Director – rather than away as in 

a traditional organizational chart. Relatedly, organizations are expected to have a staff member 

who specializes in grant writing. A majority of BLOs in Madison did not have a designated staff 

member who specialized or even focused on writing grants. The question of capacity is further 

understood as being able to demonstrate an organization’s ability to fulfill a funder’s desired 

outcome (Carman 2009). That most BLOs do not have a designated grant writer does not mean 

they are incapable of demonstrating in writing their capacity to meet a desired outcome. Indeed, 

their insider-status and unique vantage point often equipped them to speak directly to a number 

of funding opportunities. For instance, some BLOs in Madison focused on issues related to 

education and intimately understood the issues facing their predominantly Black school-aged 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=xqVFDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR14&dq=Strategic+planning+for+public+and+nonprofit+organizations:+&ots=VsikUKhals&sig=ir-fnBjba3dGPmuzrUSWuoBlBIA
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=e5aa8b5a8792747e1e4c1a4ebc06260da0e720ed
https://jpna.org/index.php/jpna/article/view/118
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/666391?casa_token=sFo7Jj9bgJ4AAAAA:5ZkYGWt5WNfmBw54R4TaANjVHvwsytP9982FeQrPxuSA4PwwlCseI6FfTL093jWy6nzt8qb86e8_
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0275074008320190?casa_token=b3HXDjXqN78AAAAA:kALXFiB4dMoSawEdpN8yFSZbsU8_JxldID63T0paWvcjt1w2hSsvPRIsRZWFBT0tScajx9aldJvWxQ
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client. Such knowledge made clear that they would be capable of using relevant grant funding to 

find solutions that would genuinely make a difference. 

Another aspect of the funding schema concerns when organizations are selected for 

funding. Funding opportunities tend to be quite specific and require organizations to engage in 

work consistent with the priorities of the funder – often quite narrow in scope and part of a larger 

undemocratic philanthropic process (Saunders-Hastings 2017). And because white-led 

organizations are judged to have the capacity to meet these mandates, in addition to maintaining 

professional distance with clients, they are in a stronger position to receive funding. But, as I 

have argued, BLOs serve clients who deal with the multidimensional effects of poverty. This 

unfortunate reality often precluded them from ignoring these needs, but it also carried a risk of 

losing funding as one leader pointed out:  

When they [white funders] donate, they want to advise and consent. They try to tell you 

what to do, which may not be consistent with what you are doing. When I began doing 

something beyond my mission, a donor took my funding away because they wanted me 

to have a singular focus and I could not convince them that this person you want me to 

reach has many other issues.  

This quote highlights an inherent tension between the funding schema and the work of BLOs. On 

the one hand funders, perhaps well-intentioned if we give them the benefit of doubt, aim to fund 

organizations who are going to follow a particular script and pursue narrowly tailored outcomes. 

On the other hand, BLOs in Madison primarily served clients who are symbolic representations 

of the need for structural change and racial justice that is often undermined by funders under the 

guise of “we know best” attitude or, worse, a blatant desire to stifle social change.  

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/694103?casa_token=dNgS6XqFhIMAAAAA:RBr-ecCb2bujYQfxRgfDP7D9DB03KGyWlw7tQipN9n5Ec8x_nbBlmIO3CfczpHNQuHSblKIssy-Z


 
 

 

 

81 

Even when funders are not overtly undermining the efforts of BLOs, they do so through 

other means such as imposing visible and invisible reporting requirements. Researchers have 

long documented the reporting challenges facing nonprofits and the implications for future 

fundraising efforts (e.g. Petrovits, Shakespeare, and Shih 2011). But, these challenges are 

exacerbated for BLOs in Madison who are already encountering capacity issues while trying to 

support their clients. Indeed, as one leader notes, meeting funder requirements was often a 

difficult process and required trying to strike a balance with serving clients:  

There were all these little traps and things that we didn’t know. I remember being 

surprised by the general requirements in terms of reporting; we had to change billing 

patterns and the kinds of people who could work with us. Some funders required monthly 

check-ins and other things that distracted us from doing our work on behalf of clients 

who needed us.   

For a high capacity white-led organization these sorts of requirements are not difficult to meet. It 

might also be more manageable for a small white-led nonprofit who is not serving the same 

population as BLOs. But, for BLOs, all of whom recognized the importance of meeting financial 

reporting requirements, the level of engagement, such as check-ins, seemed uniquely 

burdensome. More than burdensome, I argue the existence of another part of the schema that I 

call racialized control – funders’ use of potential or actual funding to cultivate relationships with 

BLOs, claiming credit for supporting a marginalized organization while preventing them from 

challenging structural racism. As this BLO representative describes: 

I met with a foundation and submitted a letter and got selected. But, when I went to meet 

with them in person, I felt like somebody was going to treat me like a pickaninny. The 

way the conversation was going, he was talking about all the Black people he was 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/29780234.pdf?casa_token=d3gKXz36XUYAAAAA:zLmmxh2-anJvagpDEJuCunthrban-9uA5onZWP3CYU0rWhs6A7aThQbWvNbhyUV-7pHtMSi0g0-GqXmuit4nbnvvDxqtmEUgNILPLMpCelG0U8QoDsTc
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hanging with. I thought about it as him saying let me tell you about all these Black people 

I control. When I was sitting there, I thought I was just one more Black person in a basket 

that he gets to manipulate with funding.    

On its face, the racialized control exerted over BLOs in Madison is problematic. But, the control 

is extended to preventing BLOs from speaking out on issues of racial justice. While I was 

conducting the research there was a great deal of unrest in the nation and locally, including the 

Race to Equity report that highlighted racial disparities. At the time, BLOs saw it as their duty to 

speak out against these disparities. But, as one leader recalls, funders were more interested in 

censoring their comments than helping to resolve the situation:  

When a report came out that highlighted the racial disparities present in the Black 

community, I expressed my opinion to several different people and talked about how bad 

the condition was for Black people in Madison. After speaking out, a major organization 

made clear that it was not my responsibility to discuss these issues. They wanted to 

censor me. The same organization called a meeting with a significant number of other 

organizations in the community, not to address the substance of the report, but to discuss 

how to respond to the resulting criticism. The real issue was that me speaking out was 

taken as calling white people racist. And I learned from my white friends that there was 

nothing worse in life [than] being called racist. One white friend told me that next to the 

death of her child, being pegged a racist is the worst thing in life. And so, the damning 

report, and me speaking out offended them and threatened my organization.   

This leader, and others, fully recognized how this report crystalized the experience facing Black 

people in Madison. From their vantage point, this was an opportunity for the philanthropic 

community to come together and think about ways that funding could be provided to address 
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such glaring racial disparities. However, as noted above, this was used by funders as an 

opportunity to prevent white powerbrokers in the city from appearing racist (Sue 2013). This 

point is particularly salient when understanding Madison’s reputation as being a very liberal city 

filled with purportedly well-intentioned white people. The desire to suppress BLOs is further 

seen in how funders pull what I call racialized strings – using the influence of funding to prevent 

BLOs from using their work to challenge structural racism. One leader whose organization was 

being funded recalls how a funder pulled on racialized strings:   

I had issues with a [white] funder that began treating me like an enemy. The leader of that 

organization was very powerful and controlled a lot of businesses. It’s like being on a 

plantation. She told me that when you step out of line people will use a whisper campaign 

and take their money away from you. She said ‘that’s what we do here.’ She was 

basically letting me know what she would do if I stepped off the plantation. And it 

happened, one of the funders came to me and pushed a piece of paper across the table 

indicating how much they were funding my organization. And then the funder said I was 

the 2nd largest recipient of their funds and that I was not doing what they asked me to do 

and basically told me if I kept it up my funding would be at risk.   

As this quote illustrates, in various ways BLOs are at the mercy of different aspects of the 

funding schema. Even when they are funded, they face the looming threat of losing funding if 

they refuse to comply with funder requests against speaking truth to power. It is also worth 

pointing out that a majority of BLOs in Madison are shut out of funding all together. This reality 

is consistent with research documenting funding disparities between organizations, particularly 

BLOs (Garrow 2014). In an effort to challenge the funding schema one leader subscribed to what 

I call racialized finesse – a sensationalized account of already existing hardships experienced by 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0033681
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24484847
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people of color. As this leader notes, BLOs often perceive they would achieve more funding 

success by shaping proposals with “what is often seen on TV in impoverished African 

countries,” something white-led organizations typically do, because it will make funders feel like 

they’re having a more significant impact: 

I was frustrated with being denied funds, so I requested  successful applications to review 

from a number of funders to see what people were doing to get funding. I thought it could 

be helpful for my organization. After reading, I immediately saw these proposals as a 

finesse and remember thinking: funders need to change the process because it encourages 

a finesse. I thought back to when I was in school writing for a scholarship and sitting 

down with the advisor and she wanted me to finesse my story. I didn’t need to add 

anything else to the story; my reality was already really hard to overcome, but she wanted 

me to finesse the story even more. That is what I saw in those proposals; in too many 

instances, funders encourage finessed stories, which increased the likelihood of getting 

funding.  

In addition to being a strategy to understand what successful white-led organizations were doing 

to increase the chances of funding, it illustrates an important contrast in how these organizations 

and BLOs see the experiences of their clients. Still more, it underscores a tension that potentially 

requires BLOs to make a choice to sensationalize the hardships facing their clients in ways that 

are consistent with what scholars observed about how social attitudes further contribute to the 

exploitation of marginalized groups (Gans 1995). Because the schema structures how 

organization, pursue funds, spend and manage money, and are forced to engage funders, some 

BLOs in Madison devote a final counter-schema that involves simply returning money or 

ultimately withdrawing from the philanthropic system all together:  

about:blank
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We have had to return a check to a funder because we couldn’t do what they wanted us to 

do – things that we could not do. It would have cost us a lot of money including ongoing 

operating costs. You have to have funding to pay people, pay utilities, and other things. It 

was not that we did not want to do it, but it was just not time to do so; we were not in 

position.  

Or, as one leader was forced to do: find alternative ways to pursue funding:   

I just tried to do my own thing with fundraising and using innovative approaches that 

open up opportunities where we don’t have to continue our mission. That is why we use 

things such as card tournaments, day parties or things adults want to do that is fun and 

ultimately produces revenue for our program. I have also used GoFundMe for our 

programs.   

The above counter-schema represented a difficult step for each of these leaders. However, that is 

one of the most powerful residual effects of the funding schema; its unequal distribution of 

resources caused BLOs to become frustrated and ultimately lose hope in the existing 

philanthropic system. Yet, as BLOs in Madison also discovered, operating outside the standard 

rules does not exempt BLOs from the pressures of data.  

Racialized Data 

 The collection of data is understood in the nonprofit sector as central to demonstrating an 

organization’s impact and improving its future fundraising prospects (e.g. Beer 2015; Carman 

2009). It is typical for any organization that receives funding primarily from a foundation or 

government agency to produce data from programs supported by the funding. BLOs are no 

different in understanding this requirement as one leader noted: “You have to use it [data] 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2053951715578951
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0275074008320190?casa_token=EYtoJ0tK3fkAAAAA:n25xJG8HI34bslnuVhmK5odbeZproAwAD9hAkv5kAutg0kKS2GgkHrJA8dSvdi1ySHys3odF_iXhNg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0275074008320190?casa_token=EYtoJ0tK3fkAAAAA:n25xJG8HI34bslnuVhmK5odbeZproAwAD9hAkv5kAutg0kKS2GgkHrJA8dSvdi1ySHys3odF_iXhNg
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because it’s the only way to grow” signaling their recognition of the basic requirement to use 

data. This fundamental expectation of data reporting sets the stage for the data schema.  

Within the nonprofit sector, the data schema dictates organizational impact as consistent 

with neoliberal standards (Peck 2010). I have previously mentioned neoliberalism and want to 

briefly discuss what I mean by this concept as it relates to data reporting in the sector. A central 

aspect of neoliberalism is its emphasis on quantitative efficiency which translates to expectations 

of types of data deemed acceptable in the nonprofit sector. To achieve efficiency in reporting, the 

data schema establishes the kind of data that organizations are expected to collect. This translates 

into an expectation that organizations will produce primarily quantitative data that neatly 

summarizes an organization’s work and demonstrates to the sector and its powerbrokers that the 

organization is having an impact and, importantly, serving as many people as possible. It  

effectively means the more people an organization can document as being supported by its work, 

the more legitimate it is seen within the sector. It creates an incentive to “count” as many people 

(or things) as possible. In Madison, this standard is especially important because while the Black 

population is smaller than the white population, a significant percentage of Black people are 

facing a number of challenges in education, housing, and employment among other aspects of 

life. And, organizations are expected to show that they are reaching as many people as possible 

to address these issues.  

For BLOs in Madison the underlining neoliberal emphasis on quantitative data presents a 

very difficult mandate for them to fulfill because of the nature of their clients and work. As I 

have indicated, BLOs are working with people who present issues often beyond the scope of 

their mission. Because they share linked-fate with clients they are less inclined to turn them 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=8scYfU2ieMEC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=Constructions+of+neoliberal+reason&ots=E3q8RBV56A&sig=QydUpieCyitYDgzaqOqkp37EqmM
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away. But, in their sheer desire to help clients, BLOs run up against challenges with accurately 

measuring the impact of the work as one leader recalls:  

Our work is not measurable in the way that most funders are looking for measurable 

results. We have accomplished some really important things, but we have been 

unsuccessful in quantifying some of the work that we do. How do you measure work with 

a student who is coming from a family with so many needs that we support? I like to tell 

my story about how my organization is supporting people and am always told this is a 

nice idea, but it is rejected because of the measurability thing.  

This quote references the meaningful work done by BLOs that is not always measurable in the 

ways that might be expected under the terms of the data schema. But, importantly, it also raises 

the preference of BLOs to tell the stories of their clients which underscored another part of the 

data schema that I call a data mismatch – a basic tension between expectations of the data 

schema and BLOs’s insistence on treating their clients as more than a number. This mismatch is 

perhaps best summed up by one leader who lamented, “I’m like dang, they don’t want no 

stories?”. This reference to stories was a significant revelation and counter-schema deployed by 

BLOs. For BLOs, it is critical fully tell the stories of their clients as the best evidence that they 

are making a difference. Take, for instance, one leader who started a nonprofit to provide direct 

supports to students who were struggling with behavioral and maturity issues because of 

childhood abuse as well as reading and math.  

There is a young Black boy in the 7th grade and he was reading at a 2nd or 3rd grade 

level and dealing with so many other issues at home. I was trying to figure out what was 

keeping him from reading effectively. Sitting with him and supporting him. Through this 

engagement, I saw his dramatic improvement and increases in his reading score. I saw the 
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confidence in everything else he did just grow from there. He was no longer the one who 

was sitting in the back of the class getting in trouble. Now he is the one sitting in front of 

class and participating and turning in his homework. I even saw it in how he approached 

girls because he was no longer shy or afraid that his reputation would be perceived 

negatively.    

We know from research that Black boys have to overcome particularly challenging 

circumstances in and out of the education system (e.g. James 2012; Magnuson and Waldfoel 

2008). Rather than only focus on strategies that could be measurable based on data schema 

standards, this leader’s opted to engage with the student, and it obviously made a difference – not 

just in test scores – but all aspects of his life underscoring how BLOs in Madison are concerned 

about the whole person rather than reducing them to an anonymous data point. In addition to 

underscoring a need for the whole client, BLOs also endeavored as part of a counter-schema to 

ensure that their intimate understanding of clients’ experience led to the kinds of qualitative 

stories that could inform practices that actually address their needs as one leader affirmed:  

We want to capture what they [clients] are experiencing and the impact of the work. We 

have created a qualitative theory of community transformation based on data from 

community meetings, interviews, and observations and put some strength behind what we 

do. We are capturing data that allows us to tell the story we want to talk about; what 

Black people want, what they are facing; what their outcomes are – funders might not 

want this, but we want it.    

This leader defiantly captures the spirit of BLOs’ understanding of data but, crucially, their 

desire to challenge the data schema by embracing data practices consistent with the lived 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0042085911429084?casa_token=q8LgHu_d-ZQAAAAA:jTWb7QMitcEKN6ERY2tec1uG_4kPz6qI4ZHTO129w53ausMGZfghMfuJAdknNo1Vj6XNkoMDBtmZzg
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experiences of their clients. In doing so, they hear directly from clients which provides a more 

accurate understanding of their day-to-day reality.  

A final reason why BLOs in Madison are so deeply committed to seeing the whole 

person is because of what I refer to as data trauma – the experience of Black clients having to 

constantly explain their circumstances to strangers, usually government social and welfare 

services, while simultaneously being forced to cope with the reality of their circumstances with 

little prospect of getting the assistance they desperately need. One leader is mindful of the 

damage done when they are required to present their traumatic selves for simply for data 

reporting requirements:  

So many of my clients must tell complex stories about the issues they are facing. And, to 

have a chance at getting support, they are required to subsequently fill out paperwork and 

all these things. Meanwhile, the same issues persist, and you still don’t have assistance.  

While BLOs are challenging the data schema in all the ways I described above, their lack of 

willingness to conform to the schema feeds into perceptions that they are not, by themselves, 

competent enough to meet sector standards. This feeds into pressures for them to “collaborate” 

with white-led nonprofits.  

Racialized Collaboration 
 

 Within the nonprofit sector, there is an expectation that organizations will collaborate 

with one another to support clients (Page 2003; Sowa 2008 Selden, Sowa, Sandford 2006). 

Leveraging organizations’ experiences and resources has become particularly important in light 

of the increased role of nonprofits in providing services formally provided by government 

agencies (Skocpol 2003). The unavoidable need for and expectation of collaboration lies at the 

core of the collaboration schema as nonprofits forge partnerships in the name of progress 

https://academic.oup.com/jpart/article-pdf/13/3/311/2723951/mug026.pdf?casa_token=NM6o6jE6Qy4AAAAA:8vcMp6u8UK3YW57stYAZ5f6Z48s-6BgN7xs3MYpw1IEaXxNtzvjTyTjc0f0A6F9Wx_laAo5fh0U-oik
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0095399707313701?casa_token=07rBbr9LJnwAAAAA:NM9xd7YMsBVXZiSs8qCgxPZ4YmGm67x8pAJBKfa9K2HQkiwqaU62wv3YmVeaT1Wu006XYewUMedquQ
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00598.x?casa_token=_xInWL12OWkAAAAA%3AG1aRVrMhQeSA_O7MMdRm21T2RDC7BpAv84P_ScWeNIZaYsEfymrnXuRp481LdjGsSsph8FOa4D-h92AU
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=jbBWNLkChrIC&oi=fnd&pg=PR11&dq=Diminished+democracy:+From+membership+to+management+in+American+civic+life&ots=AtZA0u7GXD&sig=iTtlfm6QN1jbdZk0kxC7M67JEnc


 
 

 

 

90 

(Snavely and Tracy 2000). And because collaboration is such a basic expectation, scholars have 

offered theoretical and empirical explanations to ensure robust and meaningful collaboration 

between organizations (Goldkind, Pardaani, and Marmo 2013; Prolx, Hager, Klein 2014; 

Chandler 2017).  

A key part of this schema dictates that organizations judged to be most “capable” – 

returning to the capacity issue – should be where BLOs turn to forge collaborations. But, for 

BLOs in Madison, already marginalized in a variety of ways within the RNIC, collaboration was 

often an opportunity for well-funded white-led organizations to take over programs that were 

developed and conceived of by BLOs. One leader addresses this challenge during a previous 

experience where they were asked to collaborate with a well-known white-led organization under 

the promise that it would increase a prospective program’s impact:  

That is also part of why collaboration is so tough because we don’t want someone to 

come in and take over our programs. Collaborating should be a give and take process or a 

compromise situation. I have been a part of situations where a different, more well-

known white organization wants to come in and take over or control the work we are 

doing. What I have been doing and working on they want to take it as if it is their own 

without doing any work. They offered to promote it and get more publicity but required 

their name to be put on it and my organization removed. I rejected their offer and 

wondered why it couldn’t just be about supporting clients whom I was already effectively 

working with.   

This experience addresses BLOs’ risk of having their programs co-opted by white-led 

organizations. Regrettably, this type of co-opting is consistent with what scholars documented in 

terms of how Black people have not been given recognition for contributions in various contexts 

http://maaz.ihmc.us/rid=1M2FDPKL0-1CPTJX6-126X/Snavely%20&%20Tracy%20(Collaboration%20Among%20Rural%20NP%20Organizations).pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/03643107.2012.674478?casa_token=bBjghvXHFf4AAAAA:IzVUoHUp6bN_2fsXxD29P0sbIHY85BXIijvlXJcdQ2JKCShmLtpHMfuhOLlKXcWVgOPzvPOYj9fWxA
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mark-Hager/publication/275109770_Models_of_Collaboration_between_Nonprofit_Organizations/links/59bc2e2a0f7e9b48a28e21c3/Models-of-Collaboration-between-Nonprofit-Organizations.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/23303131.2016.1229708?casa_token=Z3m1SggFmXsAAAAA:PSse9yajmeJM5CtyNH3naoypp44NClDZBejJcL-GtoFHMY1I10GuSgQFxtfk_oIqbLaU0TsU22vCyA
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(Higginbotham 1992; Bonilla-Silva 2006; DiAngelo 2018). But, it also references the 

considerable strength of BLOs as organizations capable of conceptualizing programs that can 

actually have an impact on their clients. Part of the BLOs’ strength in Madison is their access to 

people. As noted earlier, BLOs and Black people are a decided minority in the city and are each 

marginalized which further contributed to linked-fate. In this arrangement, BLOs’ clients 

become a prized resource under the collaboration schema as more well-funded white-led 

organizations encounter difficulty in gaining access to a skeptical Black client base as one leader 

pointed out: 

What I have learned is that Black clients are the resources. So, you have white-

led organizations who have the money but can’t connect with the Black clients. Our 

worth is that we can connect with Black people on the ground and build capacity with 

them while white-led organizations cannot.   

More than the advantage of linked-fate, BLOs have racial credibility with clients because they 

have not only experienced similar hardships, but they have demonstrated that their organizations 

are serious about intervening in the lives of clients. That these clients are understood as the most 

valuable resource under the collaboration schema means there are greater opportunities for 

BLOs’ access to be exploited. And, as a leader notes below, white-led organizations have tried to 

use BLOs to gain access to Black clients only to take credit for a program put on by his 

organization: 

We [BLOs] have tried to do a lot of work with white-led nonprofits, but it has not always 

been an equitable collaboration. We have bad blood with white-led organizations that 

prevent successful collaboration. They assume our connection to Black people can 

be leveraged so that they can take credit for reaching our population 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/494730?casa_token=hHSlTOjtR4EAAAAA:TPZcalm4JClxdoCniBsXsifWGbwzGJf1Qjf54efXIZ8WlIdHrtaCkEuhwI0WRV-1hyVScdzXvb1t
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=HKJE4rVZG1EC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=racism+without+racists+&ots=leIWAQL6Z2&sig=FNamATyt5FGk2uVrxrX8oEbJ830
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C14&q=DiAngelo%2C+R.+%282018%29.+White+fragility%3A+Why+it%27s+so+hard+for+white+people+to+talk+about+racism.+Beacon+Press.&btnG=#:~:text=White%20Fragility%3A%20Why%20It%27s%20So%20Hard%20for%20White%20People%20to%20Talk%20About%20Racism%3A%20by%20Robin%20DiAngelo.%20Boston%3A%20Beacon%20Press%2C%202018.%20%2411.00%2C%20paperback.%20158%20pages.
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by putting on superficial programs. There are several white-led organizations that did 

work in the predominantly Black part of the city. They had the money but couldn’t reach 

the same audience that we could. They had this program idea and mentioned our name to 

get access and never gave us credit for all the work that we actually did.    

And it is not just that they try to exploit access to clients or take over program; white-led 

organizations often shift the labor onto BLOs. But, as I mentioned earlier, BLOs in Madison 

understand the considerable risks facing their clients during a potential collaboration with a 

white-led organization. Rather than see Black clients as a superficial opportunity, BLOs see them 

as human beings who deserve respect and dignity. This reality is tied to a counter-schema 

employed by BLOs that rejects collaboration with the aim of protecting their clients, as one 

leader noted: 

I find that white-led organizations use you as a platform to move their agenda along. For 

example, we have a lot of Black clients, but to make the program work white-led 

organizations have the resources, but they shift the bulk of the responsibility on our 

shoulders. You will find people in this city saying that I am hard to work with because I 

don’t play that [expletive] and I won’t collaborate if I feel like it might harm my clients. 

When it comes to working with families, they are precious to me. And for me, if I feel 

like you are out for show I won’t partner with you.    

Even as BLOs take steps to protect their clients, they are faced with the reality of the 

marginalized status and the need to provide much needed resources for their clients who are 

struggling in the city. A final counter-schema that BLOs deployed was seeking collaboration 

with other BLOs in the city. In addition to the challenge of not many BLOs in the city, this 

counter-schema was undermined by the collaboration schema that sought to pit BLOs against 
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each other. The manufactured tensions are created by the collaboration schema which sorts 

BLOs into two categories: Old Black Madison and New Black Madison. The former represents 

BLOs who have been in the city for a while and have manageable relationships with white-led 

organizations and power brokers in the city. However, New Black Madison represents newer, 

younger BLOs who seek to disrupt the status quo. Under the collaboration schema, both are 

sometimes pitted against each other as one lead reflected on:  

Sometimes funders try to get you to say negative things about other organizations. I never 

take the bait. Some donors try to drive the competition by the way they structure the grant 

competition to appeal to some organizations more than others. They speak negatively 

about other Black organizations in the meeting and you leave the meeting wondering 

whether they will do the same thing to you. 

In a city like Madison where white people are in positions of power and influence it can induce 

and manufacture conflicts between BLOs in a way that undermines the larger effort to achieve 

racial justice. And the reality of BLOs’ challenges is further observed when seeking volunteers 

to help support their mission.  

Racialized Volunteers  

Like collaboration, volunteers are a critically important part of the work done by 

nonprofit organizations (Isham, Kolodinsky, and Kimberly 2006; Bowman 2009; Mellor et al. 

2009). That volunteers are understood to be so important to the work of nonprofits is an 

important part of the volunteer schema. In Madison, a city known for its liberal character and 

overwhelming white population, the schema also implies there are more than enough prospective 

volunteers to support the work of organizations. As such, organizations should have access to as 

many volunteers as they need to successfully carry out their mission.  

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764006290838?casa_token=lvvYOlVyBEkAAAAA:kIhFH9wUfN-3r2ZIniNL0pfvnR0V6RZeN4WeBKu-SzALSEyMure0UmyLYRTbeHtdkWNh7Q3XpXE1Lw
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.233?casa_token=_5PojTJMLnUAAAAA:Id5yZ0L3AysY8-r24I-5pZFW0AGnD6KeZOz7H8Ni4Poa8ak3nTFdu42OKVD--w7qosmjEUSLvxu_r7Pb
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764008317971?casa_token=CW6iVNv-UjQAAAAA:4UhsWWd8SDy-CfaMFpTLHtUPdqf86ZfFd74_TzSU1ZzLDaEoKVUQv091L31xx_omsCqye6LNHMOjqQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764008317971?casa_token=CW6iVNv-UjQAAAAA:4UhsWWd8SDy-CfaMFpTLHtUPdqf86ZfFd74_TzSU1ZzLDaEoKVUQv091L31xx_omsCqye6LNHMOjqQ
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But benefiting from and accessing this volunteer base in Madison is not a simple 

proposition for BLOs. According to the 2020 U.S. Census, 78% of the Madison population is 

white which means they comprise a significant majority of available 

volunteers. Additionally, given income and life expectancy disparities between whites 

and Blacks, those people with “biographical availability” (McAdam 1986) — people who have 

extra time because they are young and receive parental income support or are retired with a 

pension, are the most likely source of volunteers—the volunteer base is structurally racialized.   

Additionally, an underlying aspect of racialization “blames the victim” rather than the 

system (Wright 1993) for poverty, and further penalizes those suffering by limiting poverty 

amelioration to a low-paid or unpaid workforce.  Government and funder actors in the sector 

expect that all NPOs will be able to easily tap into what appears to be a vast resource of white 

volunteers to carry out their mission. This reality affirms the power of whiteness as a credential 

because it exposes the belief in the sector that white people, including those without any 

documented relevant skills, are appropriate volunteers for BLOs. The white volunteer is seen as a 

key to an organization’s success regardless of the racial makeup of the organization or its 

constituency. Additionally, white volunteers can help create legitimacy for BLOs among white 

government officials and funders in the sector.     

However, for BLOs, having access to a large white volunteer base comes with the 

challenge of ensuring their cultural competency whose absence can negatively 

impact clients (Jovanovic 2012). As I have stated, the challenges facing BLOs’ clients are 

complex and one of the reasons why they turn to these BLOs is because of a belief that they will 

be seen, heard, and respected rather than judged on the basis of their hardships. To ensure this 

standard is upheld, taking time away from directly serving their clients, BLOs in Madison spend 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2779717.pdf?casa_token=7ipsHT7nW24AAAAA:rIclvD0lqbzo2efePEsk4WBCtaVJ2tFwKlstcKPtS8Eptq-Vo-ktH3n1NkOns5tikWDnDvoDUxqk13VYC-NIK5BI450tW6T_EL_kvLkBG5EcF25VPve_
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1993.tb00127.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1049909111410415?casa_token=MAErJa8XZoMAAAAA:m5LMBkxt0xW2DoPhNCL3duh7ApG2aT7At-jP2OPzYYWdzkDknUf7m4Ss4vSo4n2v7kLTRhf2ckYK8Q
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a great deal of time educating, supervising, and repairing rifts sown by white volunteers. While 

this race work is very difficult, BLOs are acutely aware of how the absence of cultural 

competency can impact their clients, as one leader recalls:    

There was a young lady, a white woman, who was pursuing a graduate degree and 

wanted to volunteer. I thought she would be good based on her profile. And she asked if I 

could give her a success story; I told her the story of when I went to pick up 

a Black client and took him to the doctor to get three teeth pulled and he wanted to take 

medicine at home because he couldn’t afford to fill the two-dollar prescription, which I 

paid. She replied in a sarcastic tone: ‘come on, he couldn’t afford two bucks?” 

Afterwards, I walked her back to her car and she gets into a brand-new Maserati. Great 

person, but she would never step in our place because she could not appreciate the 

circumstances of the man and our clients. She clearly lived a privileged life and did not 

understand the struggles of our Black clients.   

The experience with this prospective white volunteer underscores the challenge faced by BLOs 

in Madison; the notion that there are all these willing white volunteers whose help they could 

use, but who also fundamentally misunderstand the hardships faced by BLOs’ clients. And, 

reluctantly, this leader had to deploy the counter-schema of declining the free labor that comes 

along with volunteers because it could exacerbate the already difficult circumstances facing his 

clients – many of whom were dealing with chronic health challenges with very little support 

beyond what the organization was providing.  

But, the absence of cultural competency carries consequences beyond white volunteers’ 

erroneous perception of clients, BLOs also recognize that volunteers do not always share their 

desire to achieve racial justice by dismantling structural barriers as one leader pointed out:  
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I am just very conscious about who volunteers for my organization because I have 

watched how they [white volunteers] work. And sometimes. you put white people in 

place with Black people who really shouldn't be in those spaces and do not help us 

restore Black families.   

In addition to the obvious skepticism expressed by this leader, it became clear once again how 

their work aims to do more than provide basic supports to offer clients temporary relief. Instead, 

BLOs in Madison are fighting for lasting change and often encounter volunteers who are there 

temporarily which is not conducive to achieving the long-term aims of organization. 

Recognizing the challenge of navigating a predominantly white volunteer base, how it 

impacts their work, and the reality of already facing capacity restrictions, BLOs enacted an 

additional counter-schema, which was a strategic and conscious view of volunteers as more 

than a temporary source of support to meet a particular need. Instead, BLOs often began 

identifying potential volunteers in clients who come to them for sources of support. These 

individuals, by virtue of their insider-knowledge and shared oppressive experiences, eventually 

become a part of the organization as a more long-term volunteer and, in some 

cases, assume a full-time role which one leader described:   

As a service organization, in the course of providing services to [Black] clients, they end 

up becoming more than a volunteer. We have worked with Black people who have come 

through our doors and not have the capacity to change their own circumstances but are 

now leading change. They become a permanent fixture in our organization and use their 

experiences to develop ideas and programs that support Black people who deal with 

issues that they have been able to overcome.   
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This is a notable example of how BLOs seek not only to provide support to clients, but also 

empower them to be active in trying to affect structural change in their lives. Moreover, taking 

this approach allows BLOs to resist the pressures imposed on them by the structurally racialized 

volunteer base and the legitimation that having white volunteers can confer. They instead 

work to change their circumstances of their Black clients and, through that process, identify the 

kind of volunteer that both understands the organization’s mission in a way that potentially 

allows them to support other clients struggling to overcome similar structural forces.    

Conclusion 

What I have tried to describe in this chapter is how BLOs have to navigate the contours 

of a racialized nonprofit industrial complex (RNIC). The RNIC schema in Madison is 

particularly powerful because BLOs operate from a marginalized perspective because there are 

so few of them in the city. This reality means an increased likelihood that they will face 

structural barrier in doing their work. Within the RNIC, they face legitimacy questions about 

their leadership, questions about their capacity to manage funds, pressure to produce particular 

kinds of data – even if unhelpful, pressure to collaborate with white-led nonprofits, and reliance 

on volunteers who are not equipped to engage their clients.  

In the face of these challenges embedded within a complex schema, BLOs in Madison 

enact various counter schemas with the aim of reclaiming agency of their organizations with the 

explicit goal of supporting their clients. Madison is an important case study within which to 

understand racialization in the nonprofit sector. But, it is not the only case and as I show in the 

next chapter, there is a need to further interrogate the racialized nonprofit industrial complex in a 

city where Black people a majority of the population and wield power that was not present in 

Madison.  
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Chapter 5: The Montgomery Sector  

  

The Madison, Wisconsin case was an opportunity to really begin understanding the 

impact of racialization within the nonprofit sector. It revealed the ways in which racialization 

impacted the experiences of BLOs across key areas that I have called organizational success 

metrics. As a practical matter, that Madison features racialization in the nonprofit sector is hardly 

surprising. One need only take a look at the Race to Equity report that detailed sweeping racial 

disparities that persist between Black and white residents in the city. And, because Black people 

in Madison are a clear minority it increases the likelihood that they would be marginalized. 

While important, the existence of racialization in the Madison sector raises more questions that 

cannot be answered by solely focusing on a predominantly white city. A critical question 

concerns the extent to which a predominately Black city also features a racialized nonprofit 

sector and how this process is facilitated. To understand this issue further, I examine the 

nonprofit sector in Montgomery, Alabama – a predominantly Black city situated in the Deep 

South – that is similar to Madison in many ways except racial demographics. Montgomery is a 

middle city of 200,000, a Republican-controlled state capitol, a Democratic mayor and city 

council, and home to a major university. The major difference is more than 60% of the 

population identifies as African American according to the most recent census.   

Montgomery, Alabama is a remarkably consequential city as the epicenter of the most 

well-known civil rights movement in American history. So much of this history has come as a 

result of well-known nonprofit organizations such as the Montgomery Improvement Association 

(MIA). The MIA was by many people, most notably Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and was an 

important facilitator in many of the tactics used during the movement including the Montgomery 

Bus Boycott. Against this backdrop, I came to Montgomery expecting to find this majority-Black 



 
 

 

 

99 

city as a place where Black-led organizations were thriving. In particular, given its history, I 

expected that most of the well-known BLOs would be engaged in work to improve the lives of 

Black people in this city. I quickly discovered this was only partially true. Of course, BLOs such 

as the Equal Justice Initiative had carved out a significant footprint in Montgomery as it sought 

to impressively document past injustices including lynching. Still more, this organization is an 

important place for people to receive legal representation to help challenge wrongful convictions.  

But, to my surprise, historically significant organizations that I fully expected to see doing work 

in the city such as the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) were literally no longer in 

existence. I remember being excited about the prospect of touching base with the MIA before I 

came to understand the city’s nonprofit sector. I sent countless emails and visited the website 

only to discover this organization was inactive within the sector for reasons I would later 

understand. In fact, when I mentioned my desire to talk to organizations like MIA, people on the 

ground frequently laughed. The absence of these organizations had been the source of a running 

local joke based on the fact that most people in the city understood the historical impact of the 

organization and couldn’t believe they were no longer active.   

Alongside the historical shadow of the MIA and other well-known BLOs, when I first 

arrived the very first notable landmark I saw was the statue of Rosa Park which was set at the 

iconic bus stop that inspired a critical part of the Movement. Yet, in this predominantly Black 

city, Black residents did not appear to be reaping the benefits of the civil rights struggle. An 

obvious marker of this reality was the significant homeless population in the city’s downtown 

area and the many residents wandering up and down Dexter Avenue – the vast majority of whom 

were Black – with obvious signs of drug addiction and mental health issues – not unlike what 

one might find in Madison on its iconic State Street. What was immediately clear is that this city 
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was a place where Black residents were struggling to live a basic quality of life. In some ways, 

this was not as surprising given the structural barriers that exist in all aspects of society. But, 

given the centrality of nonprofit organizations to the civil rights gains surely BLOs in *this* city 

would be in a position of strength relative to what I observed in predominately white Madison, 

Wisconsin.  

It is true that the legacy of BLOs in this city is quite impressive. But, as I later 

discovered, within the broader constellation of BLOs in this city was a group of smaller anti-

poverty BLOs, similar to Madison but many more, numbering about 40, that were embedded 

within high poverty neighborhoods, particularly in West Montgomery, and engaged in the 

difficult day-to-day work of supporting Black Montgomery residents. What I want to do in this 

chapter is tell the story of the racialized Montgomery sector and how these small, lesser-known 

organizations are navigating these experiences on behalf of their clients. In particular, I discuss 

an important contextual point about how I connected with a key informant which offers a hint 

into how religion makes the Montgomery sector a unique place. Then, as I did in the previous 

chapter, I discuss racialization in the sector by focusing on organizational success metrics that 

both describes the sector schema and how BLOs are responding in carrying out their 

organizational missions.  

***  
  

I came to Montgomery not knowing a single person. I had never even visited the state 

before. And so, like a good qualitative researcher I sought contacts on the ground to make 

inroads within the sector. It helped that I had gained Visiting Scholar status at Alabama State 

University because I later learned that this was the most revered institution in the city and the 

people I needed to know most had strong ties to the campus. This was quite different from 

Madison because while the University of Wisconsin-Madison was quite prominent in the city, 
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among BLOs it was not very well regarded due to years of exploitation. That exploitation made 

it challenging to connect with BLOs in ways that simply did not exist in Montgomery.  

The day after arriving in the city I visited campus for the first time to connect with a man 

whom I had met via email after reading about his role in managing the University’s archives and 

working in the community. He was a New York transplant to the South and had been in the city 

for nearly two decades. Because of his experience in the city he had deep knowledge of the work 

being done by various people including nonprofit organizations. In addition to connecting me to 

key people, he also connected me with one of his colleagues whose office was across campus in 

the student center. This connection proved to be decisive as his colleague connected me with a 

member of his fraternity who worked for the Montgomery Chamber of Commerce. From there, 

he connected me to the most important contact that would be the defining aspect of this work in 

Montgomery. This critical contact, Kevin, was so full of life, passionate, and woven into the 

fabric of Montgomery in a way that endeared him to so many people in the city. I later learned 

that people thought about him as a quasi-politician for his unique ability to connect with people. 

He agreed to meet me for coffee in a local coffee shop – the only one in the downtown area  – 

which made it a central meeting spot for many of the movers and shakers in the city.  

Here, I need to take a moment to explain the dynamics of downtown Montgomery. I 

decided to live downtown because I thought it would be like most central parts of a city: 

bustling. There was some evidence of this but, like most places, the pandemic had a significant 

impact on local businesses which significantly reduced pedestrian traffic. On my way to the 

coffeeshop I passed by various businesses and clubs that were once bustling with people but now 

closed. Once I arrived at the coffee shop I noticed its cosmopolitan nature and how it stuck out 

among otherwise vacant buildings and businesses – many of which had closed since the 
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pandemic. In fact, the coffeeshop could have easily been among the many in downtown Madison 

but was the only one in downtown Montgomery. I walked in and saw a man, who was an artist, 

drawing a picture of everything going on in the building. He was particularly focused on 

capturing the interactions of patrons who were sitting, doing work, or in meetings; another signal 

that this was an anomaly in Montgomery and a place where my work could get some traction.  

As I looked around I saw Kevin, a Black man in his mid-40s, engaged in conversation 

with people. Perhaps sensing that I was looking around for him, he approached me and we sat 

down for our very first conversation. I told him about the work that I planned on doing in the city 

and why I thought this was important. It immediately resonated with him because of the work he 

had done in a previous nonprofit prior to starting his own. But, there was something else that 

struck me about Kevin – he was a person of deep faith and was unafraid to show it; often doing 

so in humorous ways so as not to offend nonbelievers. It was not uncommon, as I later frequently 

observed, for him to quote scriptures while in the same breath quote from old rap artists such as 

Wu Tang. His expression of faith reminded me of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, which I had 

passed on the way to the meeting. Aside from its obvious connection to Dr. Martin Luther King, 

part of its symbolism is how it represented an important proxy for understanding a significant 

reason why Black leaders in this city decide to start nonprofit organizations in the first place: 

they feel called.    

The specter of religion echoed throughout every aspect of this city including the 

nonprofit sector. To be sure, in Madison there was a clear Black religious presence, but it was 

not as overt as Montgomery; BLOs in Madison, even those with a religious affiliation, did not 

describe their work as rooted in some obvious religious belief which highlights a critical 

distinction of place. In contrast, every nonprofit leader I encountered in Montgomery made clear 
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that their faith in God played a central role in all they did as leaders within the sector including 

the decision to start their organizations. It is consistent with what scholars have examined about 

the intersection between nonprofit management and religion (e.g. Chaves and Tsitos 2001; 

Filistrucchi and Prufer 2018). Of course, that Black leaders in particular are inspired to use 

religion as a way to make an impact has been a constant theme in the literature (e.g. McRae, 

Carey , and Anderson-Scott 1998). But, when we think about the intersection of BLOs and social 

service-based work it is often tied to a particular religious space such as a church (e.g. Lewis and 

Trulear 2008). However, in Montgomery, it was in the context of BLOs that this religious ethic 

was also pronounced. Beginning a nonprofit journey with the aim of making a difference is best 

summed up by one leader who recalled a personal experience that was a precursor to his 

nonprofit work:  

The Lord was speaking to me that I was going to be a spiritual father to a lot of young 

men and starting a nonprofit was the best way to answer this call.  

Even as BLOs in Montgomery were guided by deep religious beliefs, it is important to note that 

they also sought to distinguish themselves from organizations that sometimes sought to perform 

a litmus test that included exposing those in need to religious services or indoctrination. Indeed, 

every leader that I spoke to as part of this study, including those doing their work within an 

actual church, made very clear that they do not set a religious litmus test for people to receive 

any services they provide. Instead, they saw themselves as guided by a larger purpose or 

mandate to intervene on behalf of those in need. It was a combination of their recognition of all 

the issues facing people within the city and the intrinsic desire to make a difference that guided  

their efforts. While scholars have endeavored to understand the relationship between people and 

a particular religious faith (e.g. Tangenberg 2005), it is more difficult to understand the extent to 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764001304003
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/abs/10.1287/mnsc.2017.2945?casa_token=FiwFnadka38AAAAA%3AvCx3rZQ32FNQsuW1tKGsGjnE7cUgWuJ5s4XN6UvMka19BDujz4spcNbw8fm2FwXSCIzrXiA9oZo-&journalCode=mnsc
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/45056539.pdf?casa_token=sl4AOBQPPl4AAAAA:MnpFUDTJasgHiZ19HGnX6cjvEHnv68FqlwoHWimvqs34Z5GubRri7zDVQLkb4vWNZ2xZXB_c5FUKz341eDy2IEnqrudqHhnCOG2DNL1IPeZPTFHNIUMr
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/45056539.pdf?casa_token=sl4AOBQPPl4AAAAA:MnpFUDTJasgHiZ19HGnX6cjvEHnv68FqlwoHWimvqs34Z5GubRri7zDVQLkb4vWNZ2xZXB_c5FUKz341eDy2IEnqrudqHhnCOG2DNL1IPeZPTFHNIUMr
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1558/blth2008v6i3.343?casa_token=O0Ik3ciJmnMAAAAA:jS6rmFxRXodLGfdx5G5X-M3yBz_vu1kEQMOTkuiHXg40bQPg9hMt_pPQb8Y73rUOJ7l1qcg7hi32
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1558/blth2008v6i3.343?casa_token=O0Ik3ciJmnMAAAAA:jS6rmFxRXodLGfdx5G5X-M3yBz_vu1kEQMOTkuiHXg40bQPg9hMt_pPQb8Y73rUOJ7l1qcg7hi32
https://watermark.silverchair.com/50-3-197.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAtowggLWBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggLHMIICwwIBADCCArwGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQM7nLcO7pzS1Pw4euRAgEQgIICjS0aBGk0xJg4APHEoK1EohQXbDO-ifJIxzTj7x-XMDywanwhlcRkAjTzBhEVeUPWX9wiYmMIqYLNl0GILzemHeFFrS-3o1PEO4p272AzxFlfFOezYjtUSVzX93Wc95URcSHwEvtzM903TJxJgNa95ZihvMU7ZmlbpexUSZ3Ksn41kKpkQDMREQM9EVIykkNDZl4mEd_qaguzmuN3IaYqiCWmH_WNX9W4y_Fa0SC_T79cCo116pzLgwQaKaAHzHkHu3s7VdvqF_ZDcV6tzK3dh5M0v9q4XswQpzweW_LpBSSoXelS6JeH9dy9nZt0ZhDOQrZEM_KfCEatAF1zEz0HZr49GTPVuVcYd_iAD5xnlzWy7yi4GAwIgrVYq_k_eFrCOdb4kLSySOtqpwiZ9EyOdCPETqLRlgAA3Y3wnYq2tIZ5koifhS5d9oQYQzOw68WYVQuAoCupJeJ5eOez9c7ToylUdIDFNspqr-yU-0qtYZQ8ldYdB5Fq7w87YzTOpSxsq9iSetC6Tbcb3u-VHINGOaKHmxREbVaixAelDIiCLxTwqNJkXTnYW3aCrLmB6KmR_imSR95HfyDGMgBRRytR15pDRFSmNTvZkOuzngrf5VjrpkQ3jI17TbrhCi80KlLuMCbxHgxtxVrh0_GZesR9RWCIU74pMbK60M7NGpNhh8hMJUxLi_Qb1KICIw4LjvkFzxiKijYDyQdUeZr0NHhN0n1ZcWtPrYb6irgk5A7rRM7HeFQVQneAvjWPwsZSFf3HwfXUTf0_GZA7UjBVhc19BYXfttcLJoiETcRBtE62xqTg3mpZ-PMjlJISqUVtnTCdsvvUgi3UbPoAd-JZTnySzOFEC0_cli33Cu6T5Eny
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which such efforts are guided by intrinsic beliefs (McRoberts 2004). Yet, as one leader pointed 

out, there was a clear opportunity to use religious faith as a catalyst to effect change:  

I had already been accustomed to being involved. When I was at Tuskegee [University], I 

was involved in religious outreach that helped me develop love for people. For me, this 

type of work was important because it allowed us to bring the church principles and  

evangelism to the community. We could get involved in a deeper way by doing nonprofit 

work – it allowed me to get a paycheck but also use the work as an extension of the hands 

and feet of Jesus Christ. I could reach people and build God’s kingdom, which was 

basically uplifting people through nonprofit work.   

That leaders are guided by religious principles and recognize how such beliefs can be central to 

positively impacting the lives of disadvantaged groups is notable. Coupled with the power of 

BLOs in Montgomery, largely because of their critical mass in contrast to Madison, made me 

initially believe that within this particular nonprofit sector, BLOs would be thriving in ways that 

were in stark contrast to Madison. Yet, despite the unyielding faith of all the leaders in this study, 

they were still faced with and working within a racialized nonprofit sector that shaped every 

aspect of their operation – all of which I show below across the same key organizational success 

metrics that were central in Madison: leadership, funding, data, collaboration, and 

volunteering.    

Racialized Leadership 

  

To understand the leadership schema of Montgomery’s nonprofit sector requires an 

understanding of the regional context. For starters, Montgomery is perhaps the most well-known 

place for the existence of white supremacy given the various ways in which whites sought to 

undermine the rights of people of color (Bonilla-Silva 2001). Most prominently, the historical 

record of the civil rights movement makes clear all the ways in which Black people were 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/4127620.pdf?casa_token=an6oOJoUXBwAAAAA:vRt_PicempPj0DseKmhx55Vb04uye2iLxV2zVc1nm0Uj-s4tr1earTfjLsn-XME7gO_3RxebPlGL7ijBuLdVpohMDgYjkbItMcQccGnljZfrHJLqqIyC
https://www.hartfordschools.org/files/Equity%20Page/Bonilla-Silva_2001_copy.pdf
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subjected to second-class citizen status and treatment in this city (Morris 1986). The structural 

imposition of white supremacy created a dynamic that privileged whiteness in leadership roles 

and afforded them opportunities that were not available to Black people (Logan 2011). To that 

end, in this sector, whites are often regarded as the most legitimate in terms of being able to 

address problems – even those facing people of color (McIntosh 1990). Related to this point, and 

similar to Madison, there is an impulse towards identifying white leaders as engaging in 

necessary reconstruction work to atone for the ways in which they undermined Black people in 

the past. Ironically, the sector leadership schema exploits historical injustices in ways that 

empower whites and reflect what some have called white guilt (e.g. Steele 1990)  

In contrast to the sector schema, as a counter-schema, BLOs are guided by a Civil Rights 

Movement ethic in a manner that makes them quite well-known and visible within the sector and 

local community. Those leading BLOs in this city are natives of the Deep South, primarily 

Alabama, but also Georgia, Mississippi, and Louisiana. This is significant given the importance 

of each state to the civil rights movement. BLOs have been heavily influenced by their unique 

vantage point of the Movement which impacts how they lead organizations. They understand, for 

instance, the power of being charismatic in a manner that both inspires those whom they serve 

and stands up against white supremacy. Indeed, in this nonprofit sector, the BLO Leadership 

Schema is reflexively deployed to represent the interests of those in their community. Take, for 

instance, a local Pastor who leads a BLO and travels throughout the city promoting the wellness 

of Black people as part of his holistic plan to empower. One day, during a ribbon cutting event 

where his organization was receiving a donated building, he came to the podium and confidently 

extolled the virtues and impact of his organization in the Black community. He also forcefully 

called out white supremacy while the city’s previous white Mayor and other white powerbrokers 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/sites/mlk/files/03_02_br_carson.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1062726X.2011.605974?journalCode=hprr20
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED355141.pdf#page=43
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41211829.pdf?casa_token=1KvkywmqWHgAAAAA:kpRWoDphsHGM42sSQGSkOAGr-NtnP2oQx3Gf3RJjIEXpQAW_ZVm9dLq6f3UG2gkVjXLeRShjs_TsIs77au04XKBw_PhIDuFc4XnnbGtT33PMhMumg9Jk
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flanked him. I was surprised by his forthrightness because I had been used to leaders in Madison 

being punished for speaking out in this way or having their leadership questioned as community 

organizations.  

The challenge with this dynamic is that the sector schema and BLO schema conflict 

around questions of what constitutes the most effective leadership in the sector. Whereas the 

sector leadership schema standardizes leadership as white and an opportunity for whites to make 

up for past injustices, the BLO leadership schema expects Black people to charismatically wield 

power without regard for the existence of white supremacy and to best serve their clients. This 

conflict creates a crisis of legitimacy where whites receive particular accommodations in the 

course of doing their work that are not afforded to BLOs as one leader noted:  

Because they are white [led-organizations] donors have to make sure that they are 

comfortable to do this work. There was one instance before I started my own 

organization where I was about to quit because the [white] CEO basically delegated the 

work to me and I was doing that job and my full-time job. It was a difficult situation 

because I really believed in the impact we were having on Black people. I told him that I 

would either quit or find another job.     

This question of accommodation is particularly relevant in Montgomery because nonprofit 

organizations are often situated within the communities they serve as part of a larger community 

development strategy that appeared unique to this place. One of the truly unique aspects of BLOs 

working in this sector is their larger commitment to making a place-based difference including 

changing how communities physically look in addition to improving the overall well-being of 

Black people. A prominent example of an accommodationist ethic for whites is evidenced when 

white leaders make a decision to move into a Black community to do work. Montgomery is a 
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segregated city where Black communities are saturated with social problems. In particular, the 

West Side is known for its many issues and is often a place where whites are induced to move to 

carry out their nonprofit work. This is where racialized leadership becomes even more 

pronounced as those in positions of power are deeply committed to ensuring that the conditions 

under which whites are working are as ideal as possible as one leader pointed out:   

Oftentimes white people did not want to move in a Black community because of its 

reputation for crime and blight. But to make it easy for them [whites], those people in 

power [funders] worked to make sure a white leader and their family is comfortable 

living in the Black part of the city. That means a lot of benefits for them including living 

in a nice renovated home when all other homes in the neighborhood are the opposite. 

White leaders leverage relationships to get comfortable in the nonprofit sector. A lot of 

them also get vehicles as part of moving into the Black area.    

For context, urbanists have a very particularistic view of downtrodden Black communities. Rich 

ethnographic accounts recall the physical disrepair of these communities resulting from 

disinvestment and other factors. Perhaps surprisingly to those who have contributed to this 

empirical record, Montgomery is similar to these traditional urban areas. An area where BLOs 

are doing extensive work is at the intersection of Early and Oaks streets in Montgomery. In 

addition to abandoned businesses signaling a lack of organizational resource infrastructure, the 

intersection is defined by dilapidated homes. It is not unusual to walk down the street and be 

reminded of an infrastructure that looks more akin to a traditional Chicago “ghetto” such as 

Englewood. Additionally, the majority of BLOs’ efforts takes place on the city’s West Side, 

where white nonprofit leaders were inclined to move and frequently encountered homes that had 

broken windows and worn siding. It was often hard to imagine that someone was living in these 
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homes, but I frequently observed people coming in and out - going to and from the local car 

repair shop at the corner of Oak and Early. Against this backdrop the sector leadership schema 

believed so much in the legitimacy of whites that they moved here as one leader pointed out: 

When you’re white and moving into the hood, they want you to do the work and they 

believe that if the white person is not doing the work it won’t get done. Because of that, 

they get showered with all sorts of things.  

Another part of the sector leadership schema in Montgomery is the professional distance that is 

maintained between organizations. For white-led organizations, this is not difficult because there 

are so many BLOs in the city that it decreases the likelihood that white-led organizations are 

going to be as engaged with Black clients. However, similar to Madison, the BLO leadership 

schema is rooted in deep engagement with communities, not just because BLOs are embedded 

within their communities, but also because it represents an opportunity to have an optimum 

impact. BLOs in Montgomery do not merely share a unique relationship to their clients through 

linked fate, but they are also embedded within their communities - physically and otherwise. An 

important site for such embeddedness is the West Montgomery community called Washington 

Park: 

We work directly with members of the community and we use artistic expression to 

engage them. And so, our bylaws are purposely structured to include that we are not 

merely an arts-based organization, but also home to an art gallery. This was important 

because we wanted to give people an opportunity to show their work and eliminate the 

barrier that was present in the city that was disconnecting the art community from Black 

artists.   
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Leadership in the Montgomery Sector is different because of the ways in which the civil rights 

movement impacts the region. Many of the BLOs report being inspired by the legacy of the civil 

rights movement which creates a set of expectations that people are born leaders.  

Racialized Funding   
  

Consistent with a dominant perception within the national nonprofit sector that there are 

limited resources, it was rather unsurprising that funding is also the perennial issue facing all 

nonprofit organizations in Montgomery. But, in contrast to the northern United States, the Deep 

South has a complicated historical fundraising structure for Black organizations that has made it 

particularly challenging to consistently secure funding (e.g. Gasman and Drezner 2010; Walters 

and Wallis 2021). Part of the challenge for BLOs in Montgomery, which is a key part of the 

sector funding schema, is a prevailing perception that they are somehow incapable of adequately 

managing funds which serves as a justification for the unequal distribution of resources. This 

kind of racialized skepticism has historical precedent in the Deep South where Black people (and 

organizations) encountered white powerbrokers whose trust they had difficulty gaining (e.g. 

Branch 2007). One leader captured the contemporary reality of this trust deficit in the nonprofit 

sector: 

It takes a lot of effort as a Black organization to get money. White funders embrace 

stereotypes thinking that we [BLOs] mismanage money and have ulterior motives for the 

money. They think we are here to do something for ourselves. Those are the norms that 

you deal with every day in Montgomery. These are daily beliefs that white people have of 

us in the nonprofit sector. I have seen my white brother [leader of white-led organization] 

go to the same funder and get $10,000 and I get $1,000 and the funder thinks it is fair 

because they think the white organization will manage the money better. In reality, I had 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764009333051
https://www.jpna.org/index.php/jpna/article/view/590
https://www.jpna.org/index.php/jpna/article/view/590
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=3gQN-jK8JI0C&oi=fnd&pg=PT9&dq=branch,+t+2007&ots=IqeC_5Hib-&sig=ykLBtiOmshO6WAqhW205j2sl6VM
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a surplus and showed the ability to manage money and he had a deficit and they thought 

he was doing better than my organization.  

On the one hand, there is nothing surprising about racial stereotypes impacting the ability of 

BLOs to secure funding in the nonprofit sector (Greenwald and Banaji 1995). On the other hand, 

and what’s different, is that white funders also project the same kinds of racial stereotypes onto 

BLOs to imply that they would misuse funds as a justification for not giving them money. 

Because of this reality, a significant dimension of the sector funding schema in Montgomery 

entailed a unique permission structure; one where BLOs would have to seek permission from 

more credible white organizations and leaders who have power within the city if they wanted to 

be competitive for funding (e.g. Mills 1965). One leader recalled seeing this permission structure 

in action: 

I wanted to schedule a meeting with a [white] funder to discuss ways that my 

organization could get some support and I wanted to bring my [Black] colleague to the 

meeting as well. When I reached out to the funder I was told explicitly that I was not 

allowed to bring him and the only way I could get the meeting was if I bought Jim – a 

long-time white nonprofit leader in the city with whom I had worked with previously. 

This permission structure underscores how whiteness can be a credential in the pursuit of 

funding within the Montgomery sector. Within this permission structure, BLOs are not only 

regarded as incapable of managing funds, but also face a perception that they are not in charge of 

an organization that is receiving funding from a white funder, as one leader pointed out:   

When I first started working in my nonprofit as CEO I had white females working under 

me in administrative roles. Every time someone walked into the door they went to the 

white female because they thought they were in charge. I have been in the office by 

https://doi.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F0033-295X.102.1.4
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1956-08224-000
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myself and people wanted to leave a check for the end of year contribution and I almost 

have to pull out ID to assure them that leaving the check in the office was ok.  

The important part of this experience is that more than being skeptical of management capability, 

this leader was essentially criminalized in the course of leading his organization. This is 

consistent with what Feagin 2020 has called the white racial frame – a historically reified view of 

Black people as dangerous and as criminal. Still more, BLOs in Montgomery experienced 

additional complications under the sector funding schema that illustrated a distinction in how 

white-led organizations and BLOs pursue funding which one leader described as the White Ask 

and Black Ask:  

The white ask does not come with proven results. You don’t have to prove anything when 

you are a white-led organization. The white ask can be simply because they know the 

funder and are a part of the white community or the white infrastructure [e.g. unseen 

country club]. The Black ask is very different: we are required to prove our results. And 

even if it is effective, it is coming in the form of my Black skin and does not always get a 

favorable result. I remember one instance where we applied for funds and actually got 

selected after putting together a long application. But, someone I know from a white 

nonprofit who had clout and status and could pick up the phone did not even submit an 

application and got selected. White orgs have an advantage and start out ahead.  

This above quote captures the different sets of expectations that face BLOs in Montgomery in 

contrast to white-led organizations when pursuing funding. And how BLOs have to work twice 

as hard to achieve results that are more readily available to white-led organizations (Pattillo 

1999). A related part of the sector funding schema is an extension of what BLOs experienced in 

Madison that required BLOs in Montgomery to not only engage in a form of mission drift, but 

https://www.lawfoundation.org/s/WhiteRacial-Frame3-11.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=-R4CAAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=black+picket+fences&ots=PA2ovOFh-v&sig=VnM3aMaDeDHc_zTR0yNodiFXQHw
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=-R4CAAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=black+picket+fences&ots=PA2ovOFh-v&sig=VnM3aMaDeDHc_zTR0yNodiFXQHw
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also be required to invest their own organizational resources to be competitive for funding. Two 

leaders recalled this experience:  

The biggest challenge is knowing what’s your money and what’s not your money. With 

grants in Montgomery, they are set up in a way that can easily pull you outside your 

mission. Not all money is our money, especially if it compromises our mission. For 

instance, we got money from a funder and there were restrictions on it but it was a 

sacrifice and we had to give the money back.  

Finding a grant has been difficult because some funders require a high cash match which 

required us to put up cash as well. That hurt us early on because it took cash from us and 

also inflated our budget. 

A final part of the sector funding schema concerns a similar exploitation as BLOs experienced in 

Madison. BLOs in Montgomery were often subjected to funders who were interested in using 

their clients as props. But, as the leader below noted, these sorts of requests were routinely 

rejected: 

They dangled a carrot and what comes along with taking their money. There have been 

funders that have come along and requested pictures with black kids for money. We 

declined this request because we didn’t want to exploit our clients. 

This is an example of how BLOs in Montgomery began using a funding counter-schema to just 

outright refuse to accept money from white funders if they deemed it to be potentially harmful to 

their clients.  

An additional powerful BLO funding counter schema in Montgomery was the capacity of 

organizations to self-fund themselves because they often worked full-time jobs outside of leading their 

organizations. One leader captured this unique capacity:  
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I get tired of begging people for money. Most people can give us basic non-monetary stuff like t-

shirts. I am not being mean, but our guys are in the hood and they can’t use that kind of stuff. I 

am a Black man who has a professional background and most funders I encountered thought I 

should use my own money and they often just gave money to organizations led by white men. So, 

I just started giving my own money to the organization and that is how we are funded and not 

beholden to the priorities of white funders.   

 Racialized Data 

 

 The data schema in Montgomery exhibited similar characteristics as in Madison. There 

was a basic expectation that all organizations will collect data to confirm who they served, 

success of programs, and overall organizational impact. In Montgomery, the data schema also 

has a neoliberal dimension that drives funder demands that organizations be accountable to 

funder expectations. And, like Madison, BLOs in Montgomery understand the importance of 

collecting data to be seen as legitimate within the sector. More than understanding the 

importance of data, BLOs seemed to embrace (and use data) in more substantive ways than those 

in Madison. For instance, one leader recalled the importance of data as a central strategy to 

standing out in the sector: 

We have been using data for a very long time which some funders regarded as impossible 

for a Black organization in the city because of their stereotype against us. One reason 

why we are emphasizing data more is because we want to contrast with what white 

organizations are doing. We want to prove that we are a legitimate nonprofit and we can 

show that with evidence. 

When I spoke to this leader and others I thought they were conforming to the sector data schema 

without any serious objections. After all, within the RNIC across each city, data appeared to have 

the most straight-forward schema that made it difficult to argue that it is racialized. Again, 
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nonprofit analysts have been quite consistent in discussing the importance of evaluation and data 

collection (Fine, Thayer, and Coghlan 2003; Carman 2011; Coupet and Berrett 2018). But, as I 

learned in Madison and Montgomery, consensus should not preclude us from interrogating the 

extent to which data might be racialized. Indeed, in the Madison case, I argued that data is 

racialized by, among other things, inducing data trauma within BLOs’ clients to appease funders. 

But, the data schema in Montgomery is also racialized in ways that emphasize quantitative 

experiences that reduce clients to data points. The primary way in which it is racialized is the 

belief that BLOs are uniquely opposed to data and would rather just operate in absence of 

demonstrating an impact based on the sector’s expectation – one usually rooted in a neoliberal 

ethic that places an emphasis on numbers.  

In response to the sector data schema, as was the case in Madison, BLOs in Montgomery 

used a data counter-schema that fully embraced qualitative data. But, in stark contrast to 

Madison, BLOs in Montgomery were more successful in collecting and utilizing qualitative data. 

They were often embedded in impoverished communities within the city where they frequently 

came into direct contact with residents who relied heavily on their services. And because of such 

close contact, many of the BLOs in this city were intimately familiar with not only the 

challenges facing clients, but how the work of their organizations had a positive impact. Still 

more, they understood the power of hearing and telling the stories of clients based on their civil 

rights ethic. One leader provided a succinct summary of the centrality of storytelling in the work 

of BLOs in Montgomery:  

We want to tell the story of our clients and the work of our organization because when 

they get out of prison they ended up doing lots of things that allow them to live a good 

life. We know just counting them as part of our program is not enough.   

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.10309?casa_token=ESmqAjOSQiYAAAAA:CvY65hLxRQE07ETfHbBMNAWEQ4rVCqjfagD3KiI74PxgzYqNJiJUn9MzPRZ2MdxC4Z_9L2MnUS7rGyE
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41104065.pdf?casa_token=yKMgdSmtGxkAAAAA:HkJhmVCUkCEFsxEjP8ZSJ8HJDt_vKgWo1JVrEE3CnpYwr8fTdmGSWLBatNVIpztMbMBjxjiP9FKjipZ-bby8f0vJryWAcYJYpyhjN8TCXToIydxZV_0
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/nml.21336?casa_token=g3ucIcR35dIAAAAA:tQewIe7RvZarszHR3FUdx0IlRR5_M06vfZvnZfNmZpBHwugJSvy9OwhdgQ2aLSvd7VyIpEY5eY0TcbQ
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There is already a body of knowledge that has documented, through storytelling, the importance 

of work done by Black organizations (e.g. Carson 1995; Morris 1984). But, in this historic city, 

that means always telling the story of clients in a manner that seeks to empower them.  

Another way BLOs challenge the sector data schema is by making their own 

determination about what kind of data matters for their organizations. This is difficult because 

the literature has been prescriptive in identifying the specific kinds of data that matter for the 

success of organizations (e.g. Herman and Renz 2008; Sowa and Selden 2004). Making matters 

worse is that conforming to this standard is also tied to funding (Benjamin 2010). Yet, the 

success of BLOs in Montgomery stemmed both from being embedded within communities 

served by their organizations and, like Madison, because they were deeply committed to not 

requiring clients submit to intrusive data collection just to receive services. One leader 

summarized this data preference of BLOs in Montgomery:  

One of our volunteers is a data whiz and created forms that makes it easier for us to 

collect data. That has allowed us to use qualitative data and other cool data stuff in a 

really streamlined way. But, because of the kind of clients we work with – mostly those 

who are just getting out of jail, we make a point to not have a litmus test in providing 

services.  

In addition to demonstrating engagement with qualitative data, BLOs were mindful of the ways 

in which data requests might impact the kind of services they are able to provide their clients. In 

this way, they often tried to strike a balance between making these requests and serving 

vulnerable clients. More concretely, as a data counter-schema, BLOs in Montgomery are mindful 

of data trauma and take a similar approach as those in Madison in rejecting the kind of data 

https://danleahy.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Origins-of-the-Civil-Rights-Movement-by-Aldon-Morris.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.195?casa_token=aBx9l_O4Yc8AAAAA:69CYCOm6gRIyrz_dfJ2zoN4Vb6Xfnjt4OsOPRKQq-Ac8x98Y_U1arByz_R5ovPet1laeQGRNuSovdtU
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764004269146
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.20001?casa_token=rDUDlQ9_XIAAAAAA:31gaj1gspOeY2FmEuRWcGs76ziQWvguYtMOfW_vbTTQlHWizzxCEyUWG2BwNF4lY1gnTnCw_zoMfaLs
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requests clients frequently have to respond to when seeking government services as one leader 

pointed out:  

We do not want to contribute to the shame that people feel. We want to know what kind 

of family or friend support network that people have and other things that can help 

support clients. We don’t want to interrogate them in a way that seems invasive or make 

them relive their experience with the government. In fact, we don’t even have time (or 

the desire) to collect that kind of information.  

It is worth pointing out here how BLOs are attentive to more than the needs of clients. Instead, as 

the quote above notes, they are deeply committed to preserving the dignity of clients rather than 

relegating them as part of a culture of poverty that presumes they are responsible for their own 

downtrodden condition (Small, Harding, and Lamont 2010).  

Ultimately, while the sector data schema is one where powerbrokers are more easily able 

to claim race-neutrality, it is hardly free from having a racializing effect on BLOs. And, in 

Montgomery, this racialized impact is best understood by requiring BLOs to produce data on 

their work and clients which reduces each to a metric rather than an actual human being. But, 

like Madison, but in a more powerful way, BLOs in Montgomery are better positioned to use 

their own data counter-schema to produce qualitative data and protect the dignity of their clients.  

Racialized Collaboration    
  

We already know that perceptions of limited funding availability and impact as measured 

through data means that the nonprofit sector is a place where collaboration is a basic expectation 

of all organizations (e.g. Suarez and Esparza 2017). Scholars have discussed the possibility and 

benefits of all sorts of collaboration including with government and the private sector 

(Brinkerhoff 2002; Gazley 2008; Austin and Seitanidi 2012). And I learned that these 

expectations were a central part of the collaborations schema in the Madison sector. Similarly, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0002716210362077?casa_token=whys12sk2SsAAAAA:r8BoEVrHnE28ceRWYWmGBG8bPDhmn3SqshH9Id7OSWI84SlU91VAYj6cDHyNgfI5G4-ANFrb9AMU
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0275074015619482?casa_token=isJlcQfqSE4AAAAA:1H1w33GMFKHGyL-2zlerJiFQaxHzpvYAwlvWgNzxHDuLfQcXbJf9-V_Iz07xmnKvvs5ezB6aIb4d
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/pad.203?casa_token=6oY5shZ6FRQAAAAA:wJVbt4nRUdw_fvhOS-17b6_TQokRgPntPFbSodJxYAt8pC7ZI38wThGpD00Chzpi36_0jqHIVwABVEQ
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00844.x?casa_token=8U4vU6hMPfsAAAAA:AXDcF7RQYHSFrO4cYcKYS8GF6TJXM3Jkcc0IVK2by80XLhjZ2KBGKCLfeXScbKdsO2j2hc1RY-ntv9g
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764012450777?casa_token=mTeSzSnoGmMAAAAA:85toIAycETWbTUl9qIiERc-IncqqCkG9PQXZ26s_gpP1IgbfBqrAMarNMuOj0aEW4oRbZX3sL5Fv
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BLOs also understood the importance of collaboration as one leader pointed out in a nod to the 

white power structure in Montgomery: 

You have to have the buy-in from the white community and that means collaborating – 

even when it isn’t in the organization’s best interest. 

The buy-in that this leader discusses is an indication of how BLOs need the stamp of approval 

from whites that what they are doing is somehow legitimate. This often took place during 

collaborative partnerships. But it also point to highlights how white engagement is decoupled 

from a sincere commitment to racial equity in ways that empower BLOs. 

Another part of the sector collaboration schema is how BLOs seek to accommodate 

whites. Subscribing to an accommodationist approach is not particularly new in the Deep South 

(Payne 2007; Fairclough 2001). And this was something that guided the approach BLOs took to 

collaboration in the interest of doing their work as one leader noted: 

It is really a survival skill to be able to deal with the individuals who you are trying to 

impact while also trying to deal with white collaborative partners that you don’t like. And 

you have to come off as though they are giving you the ideas even though you are the 

pinwheel of success because in Montgomery you don’t want whites to see you as uppity.  

Prominent civil rights activists including Malcolm X warned against such an accommodationist 

approach. But, in 21st century Montgomery, BLOs in pursuit of supporting clients were willing 

to accommodate white organizations and concede their own agency. However, we should not 

think about this solely as a concession made by BLOs. Instead, this was part of their own 

collaboration counter-schema. The challenge BLOs face in collaborating with white-led 

organizations was similar to what BLOs faced in Madison--takeover--as one leaded noted:  

 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=4eh_iGj2bzsC&oi=fnd&pg=PR13&dq=I%27ve+Got+the+Light+of+Freedom:+The+Organizing+Tradition+and+the+Mississippi+Freedom+Struggle&ots=nVrQHeuvhT&sig=Q2HV680aBZZMP9Gu3nhWD5X-kBY
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=WFSgLg1S7gIC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=To+Redeem+the+Soul+of+America:+The+Southern+Christian+Leadership+Conference+and+Martin+Luther+King,+Jr&ots=eec8UN_Y7q&sig=6r7MZ8gsbH8OHIlGre_49WBOBCo
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I remember one instance where we wanted to do a program. We had to go out and do all 

the risk including going door to door to get our kids to participate in the program. Once 

we identified the participants and put on the program we had a white organization show 

up and expressed an interest in collaborating after we had done all the work and they 

wanted to take credit for the entire program. If it is going to be a collaboration it should 

be mutually beneficial. There are a lot of white groups in here [Montgomery] that make 

this difficult because that is not their angle.  

Another part of the sector collaboration schema was the imposition of views onto the clients of 

BLOs as one leader recalled during a collaboration experience:  

We have collaborated with white organizations. We did an enrichment program in the 

public housing community. They wanted to come out and assist with an already captured 

audience – a group of low-income Black residents that are suspicious of outsiders. They 

wanted to present their ministry and show they were engaged with Black people. I am not 

prejudiced toward collaboration. But, it has to be a true mutual collaboration where 

everyone does work. 

Like in Madison, BLOs in Montgomery were sensitive to how white-led organizations sought to 

establish partnerships without making contributions to a particular program. But, as I discussed 

earlier, BLOs are also sensitive to how these collaborations might potentially create a litmus test 

for clients, particularly when it came to partnering with religious organizations. As noted, BLOs 

in Montgomery, while guided by a religious ethos, do not require clients to share such beliefs. 

While the collaboration schema in Montgomery posed some obvious challenges, BLOs 

enacted a very powerful collaboration counter-schema that principally included collaborating 

with each other. This was distinctly possible in Montgomery because there is a critical mass of 
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Black-led organizations in the city that made it more likely that they will stick together. One way 

in which this collaboration was evidenced was by leaders of BLOs serving on the boards of other 

BLOs. By assuming a role on the Board, BLOs reported not only positive relationships, but also 

the freedom to do the work they knew was best for their organizations. The decision to serve in 

this manner contrasts with literature that has documented the ways in which boards have sought 

to control nonprofit organizations (e.g. Golensky 1993). And so, BLOs use serving on each 

other’s board as a way to challenge the RNIC. But, it also fosters a collaborative ethic that has 

positive implications for all BLOs in the city.  

Racialized Volunteering 

 

 I have already argued and shown in Madison that volunteering is an important part of a 

nonprofit organization achieving success (e.g. Handy and Srinivasan 2004;  Brudney and Handy 

2019). The volunteering schema dictates that organizations will easily tap into a local volunteer 

base that will supply them with the human capital to ensure their programs are successful. The 

schema further presumed that people are inclined towards volunteering as part of their different 

motives including a desire to help people (Wilson 2000; Clary, Snyder, and Stukas 1996). But, as 

in Madison, BLOs in Montgomery did not always have a positive experience with white 

volunteers as one leader noted:  

Because I was Black, a white volunteer group always wanted to come and try to assist. 

Me and my partner moved into the community and renovated the houses for local 

residents. But at some point the leader of a white volunteer group came in and she asked 

me if one of her friends, a white nonprofit leader, could help volunteer. We thought he 

was there to help, but he ended up buying one of the renovated houses because he wanted 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nml.4130040205?casa_token=vlq6D_vhqA8AAAAA:nbOVuugr_kfPj9yZm-XskMv_4XFMhzphi1Yblhd1D0b_0duoWntbhkZu9QcYqKSlV8mM9IanPhJhgbo
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764003260961
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764003260961
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.215?casa_token=U7_f-L_lzIsAAAAA:UJB0IpeuM0UnKw20HN6qL0U8aOwfuLvf5IDajcxCkg106Q7OZ5DV0exbyKvcpu8YZHjzmE7j0F5f
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0899764096254006?casa_token=t0DnFhMPJWAAAAAA:K2cbUK-knSI4DBkfqrm7nVqFf79gCJZZE6nffIzzppyAg9lU_G0J216wMSR0omw-JpjRMAwGmgy6
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to move into the community to do work. We essentially helped him get into the 

community and maintain a lifestyle rather than support what we were doing.  

One of the unique aspects of the Montgomery sector is that leaders, even white-led 

organizations, find themselves establishing organizations in poor Black communities. That one 

white leader used a volunteer opportunity to renovate a home that he eventually moved into 

highlights a key challenge and risk of soliciting volunteers for BLOs.  

 But, similar to Madison, managing volunteers has become a challenge even for a place 

like Montgomery where there is a Black volunteer base to tap into, as one leader lamented: 

The difficulty with getting Black volunteers is because the communal awareness is 

limited; people might not know where to place themselves. We also have difficulty 

communicating about opportunities for volunteers to get involved. We are lucky to have 

10-12 Black volunteers at a time.  

Another interesting contrast to Madison is the issues of identifying volunteers as potential staff 

members. One leader pointed to the challenge of identifying both:  

Well it is hard to find volunteers, but it is even harder to find staff. We have had turnover 

the last few years; a lot of people will see our organization on social media and they think 

our clients are saints instead of people with challenges. We are doing all these things 

because that is what they are not getting; we are trying to expose clients to positive 

things. [Before hiring staff and volunteers], you have to be intentional about discerning 

people’s spirit; some people say one thing, but do something else. We are holding people 

[who want to work with us] accountable to a high standard. It is hard to get volunteers 

because they want to come and don’t want to be a feel good story; We have had people 

who want to engage our clients but end up being very  condescending. 
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Returning to the religion dimension of city, one leader reported how churches serve as a reliable 

volunteer base for BLOs:  

Over the years it has not been that difficult to identify volunteers because we have a 

network of churches. But, I think we can do more for our volunteers. Being small makes 

it difficult as we do not have anyone to coordinate with volunteers. A lot of the things 

that make orgs successful we have them in our DNA. But it is human capital is most 

important for us. 

Some leaders express skepticism, just as BLOs did in Madison, about how assembling a large 

group of volunteers might not be in their organization’s best interest:  

We don’t have a big volunteer base because we don’t want to deal with a high 

concentration of people [volunteers]. We don’t function as a traditional business. We 

have a more flexible approach to doing things. We find that volunteers, especially whites, 

can’t support the work that we are trying to do. There were times when we did the mural 

and a couple of volunteers came through to help with that, but on a consistent basis we 

don’t have people coming over because they don’t have the necessary skills and 

connection to our people.  

One of the reasons why the volunteering schema looks so different in Montgomery, in contrast to 

Madison, is because of population. Unlike Madison, Black people have more availability 

combined with an inclination towards service. BLOs in this study frequently reported being able 

to take advantage of this reality to accomplish their organizational aims.  

Conclusion 
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 This chapter has described the racialized nature of the Montgomery nonprofit sector. Like 

Madison, the RNIC is powerful and has an on the day-to-day operations of BLOs in the city. 

They face questions about their leadership and find themselves struggling to secure funding.  

 What is unique about this sector is that the sheer number of BLOs combined with their 

civil rights ethic equips them with not only a unique perspective, but capacity to push back 

against the RNIC in ways that simply were not possible in Madison.  
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Chapter 6: Towards a More Equitable Nonprofit Sector 
   

One of the most important things that I want to immediately point out before offering 

concluding thoughts is that I embarked on this work because I was frustrated by the prevailing 

narrative of the nonprofit sector as race-neutral – free from any of the issues that sociologists 

have long documented as part of a larger effort to understand social inequality. And I knew that 

embarking on this work would be difficult and not for the traditional reasons that one might 

expect when undertaking any research study. Instead, a major challenge was both interrupting 

the dominant narrative around the nonprofit sector and getting people to understand that money 

was not the only issue that should be of concern. Of course, I understand the centrality of 

funding in terms of organizations being able to do their work (e.g. Brooks 2004). However, I 

knew that a narrow focus on money, while ignoring all other aspects of an organization’s 

experience, would not allow for a robust analysis that changed the conversation. After all, even 

as the nonprofit sector is viewed as race neutral, there was already evidence of funding 

disparities (e.g. Cheng, Yang, and Deng 2022). But, there was not a serious explanation for why 

and how such funding disparities existed in the first place. Beyond a narrow focus on a money as 

a perpetual issue facing nonprofits, there was the challenge of being entrusted with telling the 

stories of Black-led organizations who sincerely believed they were being treated differently 

within the sector but were hesitant to speak out for fear of facing retaliation – some of which was 

documented in the preceding chapters. With all of this in mind, I want to use the conclusion as 

part of a larger effort to articulate the “So what?” of this dissertation and I want to do so in five 

ways: (1) clearly explain the nature the RNIC; (2) consideration of the BLO counter-schema 

idea; (3) highlight how it differed across Madison and Montgomery in the context of 

organizational success metrics; (4) discuss implications for further research; and (5) discuss 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1541-0072.2004.00070.x
https://conservancy.umn.edu/bitstream/handle/11299/225817/park_equity_PAR_UMN_Conservancy.pdf?sequence=1
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practical implications of this work – all of which are important for getting us closer to a more 

equitable nonprofit sector. 

The Nature of the RNIC 
 

I have spent a great deal of time illustrating the importance of Black-led organizations to 

the well-being of those they serve – predominately Black clients. Those whom BLOs serve are 

facing overwhelming structural barriers that is preventing them from living lives of dignity. 

Further complicating the lives of clients is the fact that BLOs,  

themselves, also face structural barriers that prevent them from providing the best 

possible support for their clients. Until now, there has been reluctance by scholars to dig into the 

nonprofit sector in a manner that raised questions about the extent to which it represented a 

context that contributes to different organizational outcomes. Indeed, the narrative of the 

nonprofit sector as a public good has been predominant and ostensibly placed the burden of 

success on the shoulders of organizations; of which a disproportionate is borne by BLOs. The 

closest that we have come to addressing issues of perceived inequality within the sector is on the 

question of funding and unequal funding structures as discussed as part of critical work done by 

INCITE! In The Revolution Will Not Be Funded. Of course, as I have argued, funding is an 

important part of any organization’s successful operation. Yet, it is not the only issue meriting 

consideration when thinking about the outcomes experienced by organizations.  

Instead, what I have tried to argue in this dissertation is that the time has come for us to 

begin thinking about the nonprofit sector, itself, as racialized and how this structural context 

significantly impacts the experiences of BLOs. To begin this necessary conversation, I have 

suggested that we think about the sector as having a racial character; one replete with a cultural 

schema that is implicit and taken for granted in ways that allow it to go perennially unexplained 
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and unchallenged. That is, we must understand the nonprofit sector as part of what I have called 

a racialized nonprofit industrial complex – a racialized social system that sorts organizations into 

categories on the basis of race and holds them to a set of unequal standards rooted in whiteness. 

Making matters more difficult as the engine of this system, these standards are reflected in an 

invisible, cultural schema; a perfunctory way of doing things that everyone in the sector has just 

become accustomed to and learned to accept.  

Within this powerful system, it makes it nearly impossible to raise any substantive 

questions about unfairness because established standards seem entirely reasonable and, crucially, 

race-neutral. Why, for instance, would one even question a basic sector expectation that 

organizations should look and behave a certain way consistent with what is understood as best 

practices based on isomorphic preferences. After all, best practices have been an engrained 

standard in every sector as they are believed to be an important way to replicate success (e.g. 

Anderson 2019). On the surface, it seems sensible for organizational leaders to behave in certain 

ways or to be held to certain standards where the management of funding is concerned. But, what 

I have argued is that the sector’s cultural schema is one that is rooted in whiteness; where 

standards are based on neoliberal preferences that reflect the characteristics of white-led 

organizations. Put more simply, the sector has standards rooted in whiteness that white-led 

organizations are more likely to meet and achieve success. This is entirely consistent with what 

an interdisciplinary group of scholars have long argued about the power of whiteness (e.g. Nayak 

2007). Du Bois (1920) is an important reminder of how whiteness functions as a reference 

category to which everyone else is compared. And so, it is not surprising that the nonprofit sector 

has a definitive white racial character and set of standards to which BLOs are expected to 

meet. The result of the RNIC is a set of unequal experiences and outcomes that creates a dual 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ICy7DwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=best+practices+leading+organization&ots=FehGwY0pXG&sig=uZ7Tvo9rd4d7DYuar9000sdQBIk#v=onepage&q=best%20practices%20leading%20organization&f=false
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2007.00045.x
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2007.00045.x
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structural disadvantage whereby not only marginalized clients face barriers but so too do their 

sources of support BLOs thereby making it nearly impossible for clients to be lifted out of 

poverty.    

The BLO Counter-Schema 

 

There is no question about the dominance of the RNIC as a powerful system in all the 

ways I have described including its obvious racial character and schema buttressed by a racial 

ideology. Yet, an important animating feature of my own work is the impulse towards trying to 

understand the agency of those who are up against systems such as the RNIC. In my view, there 

have been far too many scholarly contributions focused on the dominance of systems such as the 

RNIC and how they simply overpower marginalized groups. It is true that these systems, 

particularly those with a racial character, have a profound impact on marginalized groups. And, I 

fundamentally reject those who argue that marginalized groups should be responsible for 

disrupting these systems. That burden must never be unilaterally shifted to oppressed groups, 

particularly when the expectation is that marginalized groups must work within the existing 

oppressive system. One reason why this is not possible is because, as Lorde (2003) pointed out, 

“…the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” Thus, in understanding how 

BLOs engage an RNIC, I am inspired by the work of Eve Tuck (2009) who urges scholars to 

reject what she calls “damage-centered” research – inquiry whose principle aim is to document 

the challenges facing marginalized groups as part of an effort to call out oppression in 

individuals, systems, and structures.  

To that end, a significant part of this work has been implicitly framing, Black-led 

organizations as unique, insider-led organizations. What I mean is that BLOs have achieved 

insider status among their clients by virtue of a shared experience with marginalization and other 

https://meridian.allenpress.com/her/article-pdf/79/3/409/2112032/haer_79_3_n0016675661t3n15.pdf
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structurally imposed hardships; they share what scholars have called linked-fate – an intrinsic 

feeling of closeness. BLOs and their clients are bound by shared experience with poverty, 

homelessness, domestic violence, disrupted families, addiction, educational inequity, and other 

issues that equips them with a unique perspective that informs all they do as organizations. It is 

no wonder, then, that so many of the BLOs in this study are inclined towards supporting their 

clients’ needs even if it takes them beyond a publicly declared mission – a decision that 

frequently placed them at odds with basic expectations within the sector. This interconnectedness 

borne out of challenge is one of the most powerful examples of how BLOs leverage their 

experiences and unique vantage point to challenge the existence of an RNIC. It is also an 

important starting point for understanding the existence of what I called a counter-schema – a 

direct challenge to the existence of the RNIC’s dominant cultural schema. It is important to note 

that the deploying of counter-schemas was both conscious and unconscious. That is, in some 

instances BLOs made a decision to overtly challenge the RNIC while in other instances their 

counter-schema emerges by virtue of their very existence. The presence of these counter-

schemas are an integral part of this work not just because of how they reflect the agency of 

BLOs, but also how they underscore the strategic nature of how these organizations engage the 

RNIC.  

RNIC Operating in Madison and Montgomery  
 

Before moving forward, I want to address a consistent source of critique regarding 

understanding the nonprofit sector as a racial system. More often than not, the critique has been 

the following refrain: all organizations face the same challenges and there is nothing particularly 

unique about the experiences of BLOs. Supporters of this position cite different intellectual and 

practical arguments to affirm this point. For instance, some note that all small organizations face 
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challenges within the sector and support this position by citing the work of scholars who focus 

on the liability of smallness (Bruderl and Schussler 1990). According to this argument, larger 

organizations because of their capacity advantages face lower risks than smaller organizations 

and are more likely to thrive in an organizational field. The basic point is that it is logical that 

organizations with capacity issues would encounter difficulties in their day-to-day operation. The 

capacity challenge is often extended to the ability of organizations to appropriately manage 

money and the resulting reporting expectations. It is true that organizational size can be an 

impediment for organizations carrying out their mission (e.g. Lefebvre 2022). But, it is also true 

that while small white-led organizations certainly deal with issues, they enjoy the credential of 

whiteness which still affords them an advantage over BLOs within the sector. That is, whiteness 

grants a greater chance to be seen as legitimate in ways that BLOs do not enjoy.  

I have argued that the operation of an RNIC existed in two places that I have called 

middle cities. The decision to venture into these places was bold and certainly took me beyond 

the urban canon that all too often forces scholars to unreflexively study prototypical cities such 

as Chicago. But, there was considerable value in studying the RNIC across these two middle 

cities because it permitted me to hold many variables constant while being able to study how the 

RNIC differed across place along with distinct racial demographics differed. Additionally, the 

decision to examine these two cases was quite strategic. Unbeknownst to many people, Madison 

is home to some of the greatest racial disparities in the nation. This reality meant that many of its 

residents were suffering against a number of structural barriers. And more often than not, Black 

residents rely on the resources of BLOs to help lift them out of poverty. But, what became clear 

is that BLOs, too, were facing a number of structural barriers that were impacting how they were 

able to deliver services to clients. To fully understand the extent to which this was true required 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2393316.pdf?casa_token=0JeSk0LSciUAAAAA:arQOmNqgQQt4m6ph1ITFlRyECL9oYpPaN0-A24-LdXMke3Le__HwdQBd3YWZDjjbrDgasuyjw6IrzSbvsL11VwTkPBZIm1lnc6u9ROwBVpMs_bFLjWD2
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engagement with BLOs. In Madison, while there were thousands of nonprofits, there were only a 

small number of BLOs, and an even smaller number of those that I was most interested in: 

organizations that had an anti-poverty focus. The reality of a small BLO infrastructure alone 

suggested that there might be some unique challenges. But, after hearing directly from leaders 

over a two-year period it became clear that their issues were the result of a racialized nonprofit 

sector; one where their experiences and desire to support clients was fundamentally at odds with 

the sector rules and expectations. Rather than accept Madison as a unique case of racialization in 

the nonprofit sector, I ventured into predominately Black Montgomery, Alabama to examine the 

experiences of BLOs and determine the extent to which place impacted the nature of an RNIC. 

While I found a more robust BLO infrastructure, beyond the more well-known nonprofits, the 

condition facing clients was quite similar to Madison. This made for a very meaningful and 

interesting comparison case.   

Controlling for variables and studying two cities with different racial demographics 

created an opportunity to primarily focus on material and social resources within the sector; what 

I called organizational success metrics (OSMs) – key areas thought to be central to an 

organization’s success that include leadership, funding, data, collaboration, and volunteering. 

Based on the data, I argued that the RNIC’s cultural schema sets the standard for each OSM and 

that BLOs enacted different counter-schemas reflecting their own unique perspective. That is, the 

sector’s dominant cultural schema dictates what leadership looks like; how funds are pursued 

and allocated; what counts as acceptable data; who can, should and is available to volunteer; and 

the nature of collaborative partnerships. The standards undergirding each of these OSMs are 

rooted in whiteness. Within the RNIC, the dominant cultural schema and BLO schema converge 

around each OSM and produced as a racialized outcome.  
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 As mentioned earlier, a significant aim that I sought to achieve through this work was to 

ensure that people understood that navigating the nonprofit sector was about far more than 

raising money. One issue that set the tone for the success or failure of BLOs in the sector was 

this question of leadership. Across both Madison and Montgomery, the RNIC’s leadership 

schema presupposed what successful organizations looked like. This was typically measured by 

the organizational structure (e.g. org chart) and the professional distance between organizations 

and clients. The reason why this matter so much is because in both cities this was a proxy for 

legitimacy in the sector. That is, the way organizations were perceived as legitimate within the 

sector is if they physically resembled those organizations which exhibited a pyramid 

organizational chart and maintained professional distance which signaled a professional 

operation. But, this standard was incommensurate with BLOs across both cities because they 

operated within a non-traditional inverted organizational chart where the CEO/Executive 

Director was at the center and the arrows point towards them with the average BLO only having 

3 full-time employees. To some, this type of organizational structure implied dysfunction and 

inability to operate under the standards of the RNIC leadership schema. Yet, the inverted 

organizational chart of BLOs in both cities constituted a counter-schema that had the expressed 

purpose of positioning the Executive Director as something of a gatekeeper for their 

organization; what Pattillo called a “middle-man”. In this role, Executive Directors were not 

merely the face of the organization – they were the organization; often the most, and only, 

recognizable figure associated with a BLO. This often positioned leaders to defend their clients, 

interface with white actors within the RNIC, and make decisions about the work of their 

organizations.  
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Crucially, BLOs decisions about the work of organizations in both cities was at odds with 

the RNIC leadership schema that expected organizations to have narrowly tailored missions. Yet, 

the data showed that BLOs in both cities routinely encountered clients dealing with a number of 

issues often beyond the scope of their organizations’ stated mission. Rather than turn them away 

or spend allocated funding in prescribed ways, BLOs engaged in what I called mission-drift 

because they understood the consequences of not supporting their clients. The decision to deviate 

from a publicly declared mission offered further insight into the unique, linked relationship 

between BLOs and their clients. It also prompted BLOs in both cities to exercise charismatic 

leadership as a counter-schema to boldly take stances on behalf of clients. However, within the 

RNIC, the charismatic leadership of BLOs in Madison was taken more derisively as community 

organizers rather than nonprofit executives which precluded them from operating from a place of 

authority within the sector. Conversely, the charismatic leadership demonstrated by BLOs in 

Montgomery was far more successful in achieving outcomes and being seen as legitimate likely 

as a result of the obvious Civil Rights Movement legacy that richly informed the leadership style 

of BLOs.  

I have been clear in underscoring the way funding is a significant point of emphasis for 

scholars and BLOs navigating the sector. While BLOs in Madison and Montgomery have similar 

difficulties in getting funding, they navigated different permission structures. BLOs in Madison 

reported having difficulty accessing funding and navigating an RNIC funding schema that 

frequently restricted public stances on issues of racial justice that might be deemed offensive by 

funders. Moreover, because the RNIC funding schema expected organizations to possess the 

capacity to manage funds, BLOs in Madison often were shut out of funds. This prompted BLOs 

in Madison to use a counter-schema that called a racialized finesse that strategically framed 
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funding applications and the work of the organization to demonstrate their impact. For BLOs in 

Montgomery, it was more difficult for funders to impose restrictions on the advocacy of BLOs. 

As noted, those leading BLOs in Montgomery were informed by the Civil Rights Movement. 

And so, BLOs reported fundings being far more amenable to their postures and not seeing them 

as disqualifying for funding opportunities. However, BLOs in Montgomery were tasked with 

navigating a unique permission structure that reflected a general skepticism of BLOs to 

appropriately handle funding. It was also indicative of the underlying racism still present in the 

Deep South. These competing challenges facing BLOs in each city can be explained, in part, by 

virtue of place. 

 A really important part of this work has shown the problematic nature of RNIC’s data 

schema. Under this schema there were obvious standards for what counted as acceptable data 

which primarily included quantitative measures of impact. The schema expected that 

organizations would be serving as many people as possible reflecting a deep preoccupation with 

counting more than substance. While BLOs in both cities shared the desire to reach as many 

people as possible, their impact tended to be more personal and deeper. They are able to point to 

many examples of how they have helped clients in a variety of ways, often beyond their mission. 

And because of this, they reported never being able to meet the quantitative standards. They 

were more inclined towards telling the stories of their clients which best captured all that they 

meant.  

I showed how the RNIC collaboration schema demanded collaboration amongst all 

nonprofit organizations. While BLOs in both cities experienced exploitation as part of the RNIC 

collaboration schema, it manifested itself in different ways. When trying to collaborate, so much 

of the challenge facing BLOs in Madison was the result of the ultra-minoritized status in a 



 
 

 

 

133 

predominately white nonprofit sector. That is, BLOs were often forced to collaborate with white-

led organizations even if it meant being sidelined or exploited for access to clients. From a 

purely methodological standpoint, the marginalized status of BLOs in Madison made it very 

difficult to even gain access as they were constantly on edge about how speaking out on these 

issues might impact their organizations within the sector. This was despite assurances that they 

would not be identified by name in this work. Their fears were only exacerbated by virtue of all 

that we know about the tensions that exists between university and community consistent with 

longstanding research on town and gown relationships (e.g. Kemp 2013). The complete opposite 

was true of BLOs in Montgomery who by virtue of their larger organizational infrastructure and 

predominantly Black population, were much more successful in identifying collaborative 

partnerships and did not have to pursue collaborations as much as BLOs in Madison.  

Another casualty of this reality was the ease at which BLOs were pitted against each 

other within the racialized sector, particularly in Madison. Too often, white-led organizations 

and funders were able to successfully create division amongst BLOs by making disparaging 

remarks or favoring certain BLOs over others. Indeed, within the racialized Madison sector, 

BLOs were divided into what was known as Old Black Madison and New Black Madison. The 

former comprised of organizations that had been in Madison for decades and were more inclined 

to work within the white supremacist structure if it meant support for the clients. The latter, New 

Black Madison, represented a new age, more outspoken BLO, that did not play by the 

established rules of the racialized sector. Rather than accept the status quo, they frequently took 

adversarial public stances against white funders in ways that exacerbated their alienation within 

the sector. Seizing on this, white-led organizations and funders frequently disparaged New Black 

Madison in ways that sought to lift up Old Black Madison organizations. The result was 
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manufactured tensions amongst organizations that served to strengthen the RNIC in ways that 

created a third-level of marginalization for New Black Madison.   

 We also know that the RNIC volunteer schema expects that nonprofit organizations will 

be able to tap into a robust volunteer base that further contributes to an organization’s 

operational effectiveness. However, in a predominantly white Madison, BLOs often had access 

to a larger volunteer base filled with individuals who lacked the cultural competency that was 

required to engage marginalized groups. As a result, BLOs in Madison enacted a counter-schema 

that critically evaluated prospective volunteers to ensure they were the right individuals to 

support their work. Conversely, BLOs in Montgomery accessed a robust volunteer pool that did 

not necessitate collaboration with white people.  

 The ultimate point that I want readers to understand is that the RNIC represents an 

interconnected system where success is deeply tied to each of these OSMs: leadership, funding, 

data, collaboration, and volunteers. Deviating from established standards around OSMs makes it 

very difficult to be seen as legitimate within the sector. For BLOs in Madison, it was more 

difficult to deviate largely because of their limited organizational infrastructure and the 

predominantly white population in the city. These distinct aspects of Madison served to create a 

more powerful RNIC that made resisting more difficult. However, Montgomery by virtue of its 

robust network of BLOs and predominately Black population meant that there were more 

opportunities to exercise agency and challenge the RNIC. Despite these different experiences, 

the RNIC remains the dominant structure in each place.  

Implications for further research 
 

Given that we have not thought about the nonprofit sector as a racialized space has 

dramatically limited the ability of scholars to critically interrogate the sector in profoundly 
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important ways. As such, there is a fruitful research agenda ahead for scholars to continue this 

work. In particular, there are three lines of inquiry that I think could animate a generation of 

interdisciplinary scholarship on the nonprofit sector in four key areas: (1) philanthropy; (2) 

nonprofit board; (3) other organizations led by people of color including women; and (4) Black 

clients.   

As I have indicated at various points in this dissertation, my argument is not that scholars 

have failed to address the issue of race in the nonprofit sector. Indeed, there is a robust, 

multidisciplinary literature that focuses on the areas. Instead, what I contend is that the absence 

of a critical examination of the sector as racialized has prevented a great deal of research from 

going forth. One area meriting future research is philanthropic. Scholars have documented both 

the importance of funding for nonprofits doing their work as well as the existence of funding 

disparities. But, there has been very little work done on the racialized nature of philanthropy and 

how race might impact funding allocations. Relatedly, philanthropy has been largely a white 

space that has not allowed Black people to be active participants (Anderson 2015). Yet, my work 

with the MacArthur Foundation has revealed a significant number of Black people working in 

philanthropy and presents an opportunity for us to think about the ways in which they navigate a 

potentially racialized philanthropic sector.  

Another line of research that has garnered a great deal of attention from scholars is 

nonprofit boards. Scholars have theorized about the nature of boards and the role they play in the 

management of organizations. And the presence of Boards loomed large over this work even 

though not a part of the study. However, BLOs in Madison frequently made references to their 

interactions with their Board which suggested the need to understand whether these relationships 

were racialized. Conversely, in Montgomery BLOs frequently reported having far more diverse 
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boards that afforded them more autonomy over their day-to-day operations. There is research on 

how diverse boards positively impact organizations (e.g. Buse, Bernstein, an Bilimoria 2016). 

But, an important question is how BLOs perceive the role and influence of predominantly white 

Boards on their work.  

An additional line of research must necessarily consider the experiences of other 

organizations led by people of color. Too often, there is a presumption that marginalizat ion is 

universally experienced (e.g. Williams 1999; Reynolds, Sneva, and Beehler 2010). That is, 

racism is typically understood as having the same kind of deleterious impact on people of color 

regardless of their racial identity. Of course, the effects of racism have been well documented 

(e.g. Schell et al. 2020). However, we should not presume that racism impacts racial groups in 

the same ways. Still more, the issues that organizations led by people of color are also different. 

A challenge with this line of inquiry is that there has not been a lot of work done which 

disaggregates organizations on the basis of race. Indeed, one reason why the nonprofit sector 

continues to be understood as race-neutral is because we don’t think about organizations on the 

basis of race. Latinx-led organizations have not received a great deal of attention in the literature 

and they are often confronting issues quite different from BLOs including immigration. 

Therefore, we need to understand how Latinx-led organizations navigate an RNIC.  

A final aspect of a future research agenda can examine the experiences of Black clients 

who utilize nonprofit organizations. In this work, I have made a number of references to these 

individuals and the hardships that BLOs work to alleviate. But, I did not ever talk directly to 

clients and their voices are an important part of understanding racialization in the sector. There is 

evidence that marginalized groups engaging with nonprofit and community-level resources can 

have a positive impact on their lives (e.g. Small 2009). But, there is still a need to hear directly 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-014-2352-z
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1749-6632.1999.tb08114.x?casa_token=5mujh7gqJ_sAAAAA:gRglEpDpgeZzv9SBkh1dVlcWdjlOxpiaaYWR3aCUwHjmJhsTFsXTMFfvWnGuCABjYhwPIZQThy5itQ
https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/1/article/376347/summary?casa_token=dUJDFLw77ZUAAAAA:6TwHtpvkggctxPc216d2SkCdfYC5mNL0L4vnDulQtfDJZnUIP5a8ON8VbKYyUADCE8s1Qrl9jg
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.aay4497?casa_token=8lCe-4MSSNgAAAAA:IE2l140siW6ZFIOAruUqoA5ktpJF5zthWXgTCVSCFFPwjW5xFwNBD2FYOOxmmJJve4KEzJ70HVoZwA
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from Black clients to more fully understand how they navigate nonprofits to help lift them out of 

poverty.  

The research agenda is promising. But, it is important to understand that more research 

by itself is not going to lead to a more equitable nonprofit sector. Instead, it will require reforms 

aimed at having an immediate impact on the sector.  

Implications for Practice  
 

After all that I have argued up to this point, it is important to acknowledge that the 

nonprofit sector is not going anywhere. Its sheer availability as a continued tax shelter for the 

wealthy means that it will continue to be a place where capital freely flows to all kinds of 

organizations. Moreover, the persistent erosion of the social safety net, particularly in more 

conservative states, make clear that the sector has an important, indispensable role to play in the 

lives of disadvantaged individuals. Thus, we are still left with a nonprofit sector that can be a 

useful space to positively impact the lives of disadvantaged groups. It is BLOs who have been at 

the forefront of this impact and there is evidence that despite these challenges, BLOs have and 

continue to have a profound impact in their communities. But, their impact can be so much 

greater if we are able take seriously the structural reality that so often impedes their work.  

The fundamental question is: how can the nonprofit sector truly become an equitable 

public good? I believe we can take three steps that would immediately lead to a more equitable 

nonprofit sector: (1) a robust public awareness strategy; (2) a sincere commitment to the 

elimination of racism; and (3) facilitation of genuine collaboration with BLOs.  

The first way that this is possible is by using this research to raise public awareness about 

the consequences of racialization. There is already evidence that public awareness can be 

effective strategy for increasing the confidence of work done by nonprofit organizations (e.g. 
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McDougle 2014). This is an important initial step because notwithstanding concerns raised by 

the public about nonprofits, so much of the nonprofit sector narrative has centered on the idea of 

this as a public good where anyone can start an organization aimed at making a difference. This 

narrative has become so embedded in the minds of everyday people that it makes any effort to 

raise the specter of inequality a difficult task. In this way, the sector has become the 

quintessential race-neutral space that has largely avoided critical consideration. It is one of the 

primary reasons why this work represents one of the first attempts at really uncovering not just 

the racialized nature of the sector, but also its underlying mechanisms. And, how the racial 

structure impacts more than just the bottom line for organizations. Instead, this work gives us a 

common language with which to understand these issues. And, it provides an empirical test – 

across two very different geographical locations and sectors – to fully capture the varied nature 

and impact of racialization in the sector.   

A viable public awareness strategy also entails a more concerted effort to lift up the 

experiences of BLOs within the sector. It is not enough to publish data that illustrates disparities 

in funding allocations. Instead, we need more public discussion about how organizations 

purportedly committed to equity fall short in their effort to legitimize BLOs.    

We already know funding is the most important issue for any nonprofit organization. In 

order to achieve a more equitable nonprofit sector, we need to fundamentally change the nature 

of funding processes. So often throughout this research I heard directly from organizations that 

lost confidence in the funding process and found it to be designed in such a way that makes it 

difficult for them. Their lack of confidence was the result of a process where they not only felt 

unseen, but also treated unfairly. One way that we can achieve more equitable outcomes is by 

having more transparent funding processes.  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/nvsm.1496?casa_token=rfDJx2MP9NEAAAAA:VuTzDN9KhksOIVezgbcdPo-3f3CgnJtLx5lwMUvZQLN7iIqJVnOSz5X2fSBVEiakcQQf_AyIjNNxL7w
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Another way that we can arrive at a more equitable nonprofit sector is by reimaging the 

kind of data that is regarded as acceptable in the sector. BLOs in both Madison and Montgomery 

understood the value of data. But, where they differed from the RNIC data schema is the 

emphasis on producing quantifiable outcomes. The reason why this posed a challenge for BLOs 

is because their work on behalf of clients cannot be quantified in ways that meet the standards set 

by the RNIC data schema. And because they’re incapable of meeting these standards they are 

branded and penalized as not being able to produce measurable outcomes. Yet, the work of these 

organization is significant when measured qualitatively. Therefore, to get closer to equity we 

need to expand what counts as acceptable data. Funders could allow BLOs to produce qualitative 

evidence of their impact.   

If we take seriously this work, we can arrive at a place where the nonprofit sector can 

have an optimum impact. I know the road towards equity is difficult, but I sincerely believe the 

nonprofit sector can be a place that has a profoundly positive impact on the lives of those who 

need help the most.  
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Methodological Note  

 

Embarking on this work was immensely important because it sounded the alarm on such 

a profoundly important issue - the racialized experiences of BLOs. But, doing this work was 

hardly easy, particularly in Madison. BLOs in Madison were uniquely marginalized within the 

nonprofit sector and the city more generally. This reality meant that they were not interested in 

discussing their racialized experiences for fear that they might be identified and further 

marginalized. I first learned of their marginalization when meeting with a small local funding 

organization who had been supporting BLOs in the city and had been hearing about their 

challenges for years. When I told the leader of this funding organization about my interest in 

doing this work there was a palpable level of excitement because these experiences had been 

ignored for too long. Not only did the leader provide anecdotal information about BLOs, 

crucially, I was also provided with initial BLO contacts.  

At first, I figured it would be easy to establish contact with BLOs given that I had already 

met this person, who was my key informant, and gave me credibility. Moreover, based on the 

inclusion criteria for BLOs I settled on: (1) anti-poverty mission and (2) executive director and a 

majority of full-time employees identified as African American, I immediately identified 20 

BLOs in the city. Armed with this perceived advantage, I cleared IRB protocols fairly quickly 

and deferred to my contact script that had been developed as part of the review process. Prior to 

pursuing contact with BLOs, I used a combination of insights from my key informant, and the 

scholarly literature, to make a determination about the kinds of questions I would ask BLOs 

during future interviews which are reflected in the Interview Protocol available in Appendix 2.  

When initially reaching out to BLOs I did not mention my contact’s name because I 

wanted to engage them from as neutral of a position as possible - recognizing this is an 
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impossible standard. However, my initial outreach efforts were widely unsuccessful. The 

common response from BLOs was to initially ignore my attempts at contact or, in a few cases, 

bluntly express an unwillingness to discuss their experiences. The explanations were quite 

consistent: (a) fear of being “outed” as part of this work that would damage their already tenuous 

standing in the sector and (b) skeptical of my affiliation with the University. I was initially 

surprised by the challenge of establishing contact, but certainly understood their trepidation. So, I 

began mentioning my key informant’s name when making additional outreach to BLOs. Here it 

is important to note that while my key informant was helpful in ways I noted above, this 

relationship did not move the needle with respect to establishing contact with BLOs. While this 

person was obviously an ally of BLOs in the city, their identity as a progressive white member of 

the philanthropic community did not grant them the requisite credibility to broker contact 

between me and the organizations. Despite this ongoing challenge, I was entirely determined to 

do this work and pressed forward until I finally met an influential BLO in the city. Not only did 

he provide me with an important perspective, he also helped broker contact with other BLOs in 

the city - including those that I had initially identified. Ultimately, when I left the field I had 

established contact with and interviewed 15 of the BLOs in Madison. 

 When I concluded the Madison case, I was fascinated by what I had learned about the 

experiences of BLOs, but hardly surprised. As I noted in Chapter 1, the extraordinary racial 

disparities in Madison meant that Black people were struggling and would ostensibly be 

expected to also be having challenges leading organizations. That is not to suggest studying 

Madison was for naught. Indeed, by studying these organizations I was able to discover the 

existence of a racialized nonprofit industrial complex that impeded the work of BLOs in the city. 

But, I was unsatisfied with only studying Madison for the reason I noted above and because this 
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was a predominantly white city where Black people had very little power as they were a minority 

in population and organizations. This prompted me to begin contemplating whether or not the 

experiences of BLOs in Madison were generalizable to other places. I want to note that I am 

using generalization here, not in the positivist sense that places an undue emphasis on ensuring 

that results are replicable in a manner that gives them credibility. Instead, my concern was 

whether or not racialization was both present and impacting BLOs in nonprofit sectors in 

different cities. At the time, I thought I would just study Chicago as a second case because that is 

just what credible urban sociologists do. I later learned that while Chicago has a historic and 

impressively large sector, it hardly represented the kind of comparison that would help make 

better sense of the Madison case. Instead, I wanted a case that would allow me to hold as many 

variables constant as possible to really understand the nature of racialization, how it operated, 

and impacted the experiences of BLOs. And, critically, I wanted a place where Black people 

were in a stronger position. The idea of a stronger position was simple: a majority Black city. 

Having read a number of books and articles on majority Black cities, it was a meeting with an 

advisor that led me to identify Montgomery as an ideal comparison case.  

 When I decided to study Montgomery I had the Madison case in the back of my mind. I 

remembered the challenges I had with establishing contact with BLOs in Madison and thought 

the same would be true in Montgomery. In an attempt to mitigate the potential challenge of 

establishing contact, I took an exploratory pre-pandemic (February 2022) trip to Montgomery to 

get a better sense of the local nonprofit scene. For context, I had never even visited the state of 

Alabama before and had absolutely no contacts on the ground. This was in stark contrast to 

Madison where being anchored in the city was not enough to overcome the initial challenges of 

establishing contact with BLOs. Given that I would only be visiting Montgomery for 4 days I 
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had to make the most of the visit. Hoping to avoid the same initial pitfalls in Madison, I 

strategically established contact with someone on the ground whom I had identified on the local 

university’s website who had extensive work with the community. To my surprise, he was eager 

to talk and provided me with important local context about the experiences of organizations 

much like the key informant in Madison. But, this felt different because this was a Black man 

who seemed to have a unique connection to various community-level constituencies in this city. 

After our meeting I basically knew that Montgomery would be a great comparison case to 

Madison. 

Meeting the community liaison was important, but doing so at Alabama State University 

(ASU) proved to be decisive in many ways. ASU was a historical HBCU and, like UW-Madison, 

an anchor institution in the city. But, in contrast to UW, ASU was a pillar of the community as 

many of the residents in this community had a deep and proud connection to this institution. I 

later learned that being associated with ASU came with enormous credibility. All throughout this 

city, people spoke fondly about their time at “Old Mother Dear” as they referred to it locally. 

Given that I had decided that Montgomery would be my second case, I thought about ways that I 

might establish a relationship with ASU. I also knew that I did not want to come to this city and 

extract information without giving something back.  

Following my brief visit, I returned to Madison with the clear intent of moving to 

Montgomery at the end of the summer. But, then the world literally changed with the advent of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. While navigating this new normal, I maintained contact with the 

community liaison on the ground and plotted ways that I might study Montgomery remotely 

which had become part of a routine part of the IRB process during the pandemic. However, I 

also knew that remotely doing this work would not allow for the same kind of immersive 
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experience that I knew was necessary. So, I took a leap of faith and moved in August in the 

middle of the pandemic.  

Moving to the Deep South came with obvious challenges including, as I noted earlier, not 

having any previous connections beyond the community liaison I had met during my exploratory 

visit. And, of course, the pandemic created its own set of challenges including being out in 

public. However, in the Deep South the pandemic did not disrupt my work as much as I thought 

it would. Because the weather in the Deep South is generally nice all year round it allowed me to 

conduct interviews outside and in-person while being socially distant from respondents. 

The week after arriving in Montgomery I had a virtual meeting with the Social Sciences 

department at ASU to pursue Visiting Scholar status, which they granted. As I noted earlier, 

having an affiliation with the university proved to be decisive because of its immense credibility 

in the city. I quickly learned this when trying to establish connections within the local 

community. When I sent cold emails from my gmail or Wisconsin email I received very few 

responses. But, part of my Visiting Scholars status at ASU critically came with an email address 

which squarely situated me within the community. When I sent emails from this address I 

received a 100% response rate to any request I made.  

It wasn’t just my status with ASU that made a difference in this work. It was also my 

connection with people on the ground that I met within the first few weeks of arriving. For 

context, the Deep South was more “open” than Madison had been when I left. I attributed this to 

regional differences about perceptions of the pandemic. As part of my Visiting Scholar status I 

met a university administrator who was well connected within the community who introduced 

me to another community member who worked in the Montgomery Chamber of Commerce. 

Each of these individuals were deeply embedded within the Montgomery community and both 
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recommended the individual who would be my key informant on the ground. The individual they 

recommended was a leader of a BLO who had extensive experience doing work within the 

nonprofit sector. He ultimately connected me to all the people I needed to be in touch within the 

city.  

Madison and Montgomery were very different in ways that I summarize in Table 1. But, 

their differences extend beyond demographic, economic, and political dynamics. From a 

methodological standpoint these two cities offered very different experiences. Whereas in 

Madison, my relationship to UW was actually a barrier to access, in Montgomery being affiliated 

with ASU was a prerequisite to gaining access. In Madison, I labored to establish contact with 

BLOs while establishing contact in Montgomery was significantly smoother - even during a 

pandemic. Ultimately, my experience with this project showed that place not only matters for 

understanding the substantive issues around racialization, but it also mattered methodologically.  

  



 
 

 

 

146 

Table 1: Summary of Cases 

 
Madison, Wisconsin Montgomery, Alabama 

Region North (Midwest) Deep South 
(Southeast) 

Total Population 269,840 200,603 

White Population 191,627 58,367 

Black Population 20,019 120,950 

Total NPOs  4,000 4,000 

BLOs in the Study 15 40 

Median White Household 
Income 

$72,530 $66,276 

Median Black Household 

Income  

$42,788 $35,548 

White Poverty Rate  16% 10.6% 

Black Poverty Rate 22% 30.8% 

White Unemployment Rate 2.3% 5.% 

Black Unemployment Rate 7.3% 10.5% 

State Capitol Yes Yes 

Governor Democratic  Republican 

State Legislature Republican Republican  

City Mayor Democratic (white female) Democratic (Black 

male) 

Local Government  Democratic Democratic  

Major University University of Wisconsin - Madison 
(PWI) 

Alabama State 
University 

(HBCU) 
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Appendix 1 
 

Madison Interview Guide  
 

  
Pseudonym: __________________________ 
  

Time/Duration of Interview: _____   Date:_______ Location:____________________________ 
  

Facesheet Descriptors 
  

Demographic Information: Race, age, gender 

Organization Name 
Mission/Vision (if not available online)  

Hours of operation 
Number of people working in organization (full and part-time) & Organizational Structure  
Organizational Status: 501c3, other 501c, informal with/without fiscal sponsor  

Years of Operation  
Interview Questions: 

  
Organizational impact  

1. Can you talk about what your organization does? 

2. What would you say are your organization’s successes?  
3. What drives your work? Why do you do it? 

  
Funding 

1. How is your organization funded?  

1. If not funded, how is your work done?  
2. How does your organization pursue grants?  

3. Can you talk about any funding challenges your organization has had? What do you think 
are the reasons for those challenges? 

  

Capacity Issues  
1. What does the day-to-day operation of your organization look like? 

2. What role do various staff members play in your organization? 
3. How is data used in your organization?  
4. How much more funding and staff do you need? 

5. How easy or hard is it to get the volunteers you need? Why? 
6. What further skills and/or knowledge do you think you or your staff need? How easy or 

hard is it to get those skills or that knowledge? Why?  
  

Collaboration and Engagement with other Organizations   

1. Can you talk about experiences you’ve had working with other organizations?  
2. How do you interact with other organizations?  

3. How welcome do you feel in the broader Madison nonprofit and funder networks?  
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Appendix 2 
 

Montgomery Interview Protocol  
  

Pseudonym: __________________________ 
  

Time/Duration of Interview: _____   Date:_______ Location:____________________________ 

  
Facesheet Descriptors 

  
Demographic Information: Race, age, gender 
Organization Name 

Mission/Vision (if not available online)  
Hours of operation 

Number of people working in organization (full and part-time) & Organizational Structure  
Organizational Status: 501c3, other 501c, informal with/without fiscal sponsor  
Years of Operation 

  
Interview Questions: 

  
Entry in the Nonprofit World  

1. What did you do before getting involved in nonprofit work? 

2. How did you get involved in this work? 
3. How does religion impact the work of your organization? 

4. How does your organization feel about the Montgomery nonprofit sector?  
5. Can you talk about the neighborhood where your organization is located?  

  

Organizational impact  
1. Can you talk about what your organization does? 

2. What kinds of people do you serve? What are their issues? 
3. What would you say are your organization’s successes?  
4. What drives your work? Why do you do it? 

  
Funding 

1. How is your organization funded?  
1. If not funded, how is your work done?  

2. How does your organization pursue funding?  

3. Can you talk about your organization’s relationship with the local philanthropic (funding) 
community?  

4. Can you talk about any funding challenges your organization has had in Montgomery? 
What do you think are the reasons for those challenges? 

  

Capacity Issues  
1. What does the day-to-day operation of your organization look like? 

2. What role do various staff members play in your organization? 
3. How is data used in your organization?  
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4. How much more funding and staff do you need? 
5. How easy or hard is it to get the volunteers you need? Why? Who are the people who 

volunteer in your organization?   
6. What further skills and/or knowledge do you think you or your staff need? How easy or 

hard is it to get those skills or that knowledge? Why?  
  

Collaboration and Engagement with other Organizations   

1. Can you talk about experiencing collaborating with white-led organizations? 
2. Can you talk about experiences collaborating with Black-led organizations? 

3. How welcome do you feel in the broader Montgomery nonprofit and funder networks?  
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