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The Many Facets of 
Diversity: 

Three Reasons Why It Matters

By kelly otte

Diversity in associations 
and nonprofits has multiple 
facets. Diversity of race, 
ethnicity, gender, age, 
sexual orientation, ability 
and others, among board 
members, staff and 

volunteers is essential in associations and nonprofits for three 
important reasons:   

One: Diversity helps serve needs of our member 
community. Diversity among the people working and 
volunteering in organizations helps ensure people being 
served are represented at the decision-making table.  

Two: You can’t do a good job without proper 
representation and relationships between your 
organization and the community. Relationships with 
businesses, people and institutions are essential for 
successful organizations. Lack of diversity means you are 
limiting the organization from having strong ties to all areas 
of the community.  

Three: It’s the right thing to do. We live in a diverse world. 
If we expect to do the best we can for our members and the 
multitude of people who benefit from our services, then we 
must do our very best to represent the entire community.

Who sets policy and makes decisions matters 
a great deal to the people who don’t see 
themselves in the faces of the leadership. The 
people who say it doesn’t matter typically 
do see themselves reflected and do not feel 
excluded. I believe because of the responsibility nonprofits 
have to the entire community, we have a higher moral 
obligation to be inclusive. And if you receive government 
funding, then you may have a legal obligation as well.

Easier said than done, I know. We are a people who are 
polarized around the conversations about what makes us 
different. But there is a way to get started.  First, decide 
what diversity means for your organization. What is the ideal 
make up for your board?  Start with the demographics of who 
should be served by your organization and the demographics 
in your community. Should your make-up be reflective of 
the community or the people you serve? These can be vastly 
different concepts but you have to talk about them to make 
decisions.

Remember diverse people aren’t just the color of their skin, 
or their abilities, or their age. Diverse people also represent 
areas of expertise. There are black bankers, Hispanic people 
of affluence, women law enforcement officers, physicians 
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with disabilities. Far too 
often I have heard people 
say they need doctors, 
bankers, law enforcement 
officers and people of 
affluence. And African 
Americans, Hispanics, 
women and people living 
with a disability.  No no no.  
That says you don’t care if 
they make a quality member 
of the board just so long as they are black, or Hispanic or 
have a disability. It leads to that person being ostracized right 
from the beginning because no one believes they are there 
for any other reason than to look pretty.

How many twenty-somethings serve on the board? These 
can be some hard working, up and coming professionals 
who tomorrow will be deciding how to care for all of us. You 
need them and you need to be very nice to them. Decide the 
ideal demographics for your board, then compare it to whom 
already serves on the board. And then fill those gaps.  

I’m most definitely not 
suggesting any of this is 
easy. Talking about diversity 
freaks people out and yet it’s 
something we need to get 
good at. I’ve been working on 
my own awareness for years 
and get it wrong all the time. 
There are others who do a 
much better job than I do, and 
who are unyielding in their 

efforts to represent the entire community. It’s not about 
being perfect. It’s about recognizing how important it is and 
putting it way up on the priority list in how you lead your 
organization. It is, quite simply, imperative.

Kelly Otte, MPA, is the Executive Director of PACE Center for Girls/
Leon County and has more than 20 years’ experience as a nonprofit 
executive. She co-writes a weekly column for the Tallahassee 
Democrat called Notes on Nonprofits.

“We are a people who are polarized 
around the conversations about what 
makes us different. Talking about 
diversity freaks people out and yet it’s 
something we need to get good at.” 

diversity and inclusion in associations
From Diversity and Inclusion: Core Values Among Associations a national study commissioned by 
VettedSolutions
Find the full national study online at www.fsae.org/reports and watch for your chance to participate in a Florida survey 
coming in January.

According to a recent national study on diversity and inclusions in associations, leaders recognize the importance 
of diversity and inclusion, however many associations have not yet fully realized the value and 
benefits of diversity and inclusion. 

•	 81% of respondents view diversity and inclusion as part of their association’s 
core values, yet 45% said they do not yet have an action plan for 
implementing diversity and inclusion initiatives.

•	 73% have comprehensive diversity and inclusion policies within their 
association yet 70% do not believe they have effective benchmarks or 
measures to evaluate the impact of their efforts.

•	 84% focus on diversity and inclusion because it is “the right thing to do,” yet 
55% said that finding a diverse pool of qualified job candidates remains a 
challenge.

part of core values - 81%

no action plan - 45%

comprehensive D&I policies - 73%

no effective benchmarks - 70%

“right thing to do” - 84%

qualified candidate 
challenges - 55%

CONTINUED next PAGE 
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diversity and inclusion in associations
From Association Forum

FSAE’s counterpart in Chicago, Association Forum, recently held conversation circles/focus groups with homogenous groups of 
members: Black/African American, White, Latino/Latina and LGTBQ. While each conversation was unique, some key themes 
emerged from the conversations:

Key Themes: Current State

•	 Many associations do not have stated goals around 
diversity and inclusion and many that do are not effective. 

Some associations think they have made 
progress by merely stating a goal of diversity 
and not actually implementing it.

•	 Many do not understand the business case for a diverse 
staff and member community.

•	 Diversity in associations tends to exist from middle 
management down. There is little diversity within 
association leadership.

•	 Gender diversity is progressing faster than racial diversity.

•	 People of diverse backgrounds cannot 
represent the voice of their entire population. 
People are diverse on multiple levels and their diversity 
should be embraced.

•	 Inclusion is the goal. The term "diversity" implies that some 
are outside the norm. There is no norm and we are all 
diverse.

Key Themes: Staff Recruitment and Training

•	 Associations must identify the best candidates for the job 
and hire based on skills. Associations can explore how 
to build a more diverse pipeline of candidates. They can 

advertise job opportunities in places that attract diverse 
candidates. 

•	 Associations need to create equal opportunities among 
staff to acquire the skills to advance into leadership 
positions.

Key Themes: Behavior in the Workplace

•	 There is a perception that white professionals are more 
likely to ask for a promotion or an incentive when taking 
on new projects. Minorities are less likely to say “no” or 
ask for a promotion in similar circumstances

•	 There is a perception that the value of networking is 
inherently understood by white association professionals 
but not by other minority professionals. Networking is 
critical to advancing in the association industry.

Key Themes: Association Board

•	 Association boards are typically white. Based on the 
industry, there may be gender diversity. Many boards 
are still experiencing "firsts." Such as first Black, Latina or 
LGTBQ member of the Board.

•	 Typically nomination committees select board members 

that they know, so the nomination process should 
strive to minimize an unconscious bias on 
behalf of the nominating committee.

Survey respondents’ definitions of diversity and inclusion 
include ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and age among 
the top four characteristics. In addition, religious viewpoints, 
socioeconomic background and geographic background 
were often incorporated. Diversity also includes differing 
viewpoints, philosophies, and perspectives. 

Inclusion is the active, intentional and ongoing engagement 
with diversity. Intentionality and ongoing engagement seem 
to be the cornerstones to successful efforts and meaningful, 
long-term change and development.

The world view is shifting from diversity to 
inclusion.

The conversation cannot stop with just increasing the 
diversity within an association’s board, membership, and 

staff. The organization must also cultivate and 
maintain an environment that welcomes and 
fosters diverse persons, thoughts and opinions. 
Associations need to pay attention to creating open lines 
of communication, so everyone trusts they can express a 
comment or concern that will be heard and respected. A 
recent article in The Washington Post makes the case that 
unless and until someone expresses such a qualm, we have 
no way to know that we are behaving in an unwelcome 
manner.

diversity & Inclusion survey Continued
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I N S P I R A T I O N
S h o r e

For more information or to submit an RFP, please call 855.995.9499 or email sales@hutchinsonshores.com
*Terms and conditions: Must book by December 31, 2017, for meetings consumed by June 30, 2018. Minimum of $25,000 on master rooms account required. A maximum of one Frontgate 
Copper Fire Pit or one $500 Frontgate Gift Certificate will be awarded per booking. A limited number of rooms are availbale for this promotion. Offer cannot be combined with any other 
promotions. Additional restrictions and/or blackout dates may apply. Advance reservations required. Not applicable for confirmed groups, applies to new confirmed group meetings only.

On one of southeast Florida’s most treasured,  

unspoiled beaches—that’s where you’ll find  
Hutchinson Shores Resort & Spa. 

• 178 luxurious guest rooms and suites 
• Two sparkling, resort-style swimming pools 
• 8,000 sq. ft. of event space accommodating up to 550 guests  
• Three lively bars • Signature spa 
• State-of-the-art fitness center • Drift Kitchen + Bar
• 48 miles north of Palm Beach International Airport

3 7 9 3  N E  O C E A N  B O U L E VA R D ,  J E N S E N  B E A C H ,  F L  

PLUS extra incentives including one complimentary guest room per 50 actualized and complimentary wi-fi internet access in 
meeting room and all guest rooms.

Book a meeting with us and receive a Frontgate Copper Firepit,  
or a $500 Frontgate Gift Card*

All N
ew 
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What Can I Do?
From Diversity and Inclusion: Core Values Among Associations a national study commissioned by VettedSolutions

diversity and inclusion in associations

•	 Understand your unconscious biases. There are 
numerous resources and literature online to help 
explore and understand unconscious biases.

•	 Recognize where you have certain biases, and 
work to reduce them. We 
all have unconscious biases. 
These biases do not make 
an individual a racist/sexist/
ageist/any other-ist. But they 
do impact how we interact with 
others, and improving those 
interactions begins with honest 
self-understanding.

•	 Instill the value of diversity 
and inclusion at every level of 
your organization, including 
incorporating them into the 
organization’s core values.

•	 Develop and internally publicize 
a diversity and inclusion 
strategy for the organization.

•	 Add the advancement of 
diversity and inclusion to 
regular reviews of the strategic 
plan, projects, and employee 
performance.

•	 Know your organization’s diversity and inclusion 
goals, their connection to its strategic plan, and how 
your work furthers those goals.

•	 Encourage diverse panels at presentations, industry 
events, and conferences.

•	 Address situations and comments that challenge the 
value of diversity or create a non-inclusive feeling. 
Do not hope that no one noticed; address these as 
teachable moments.

•	 Create/participate in training and awareness 
programs.

•	 Partner with another organization whose diversity 
and inclusion efforts you admire.

•	 Listen attentively to those who are different from 
you.

•	 Respectfully ask questions to 
understand diverse opinions/
viewpoints. Educate yourself 
about these differences of 
perspective.

•	 Address assumptions about 
people with different 
backgrounds than your own, 
and avoid group stereotypes.

•	 Avoid looking to one individual 
to represent the entirety of the 
diverse population.

•	 Avoid implying the individual 
is the exception to the group 
stereotype.

•	 Avoid placing value on 
someone’s message based on 
the individual’s appearance, 
mannerisms, or accent.

•	 Seek feedback from individuals and groups on how 
best to communicate respect for their diversity and 
their ideas.

•	 Encourage openness in discussing personal opinions, 
feelings, and reactions.

•	 Speak with the people in the room with whom no 
one else is interacting.

•	 Work with diverse teams to achieve mutual goals.

Watch for your chance to participate in a 
Florida Diversity & Inclusion survey in January.


