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Executive Summary



The desirability and appropriateness of 
nonprofit board diversity has long been 
recognized. What is less understood is 
the impact diversity has on a board’s 
engagement and outcomes. This report 
considers that impact and the factors that 
contribute to it. 



WHICH ORGANIZATIONAL 
ATTRIBUTES CORRELATE WITH 
BOARD DIVERSITY?
The goal of this question is to provide a better 
understanding of the landscape of nonprofit board 
diversity.   

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Diversity on nonprofit boards in the United States has been widely studied. A great 
deal of research has focused on this area, exploring topics such as the level of diversity, 
the motivations for increased diversity, and the benefits diversity seems to deliver. 

Despite such research, little is known about how increasing the diversity on nonprofit 
boards affects board engagement and impact. This study addresses this gap by 
answering two questions:

HOW IS BOARD DIVERSITY RELATED 
TO ORGANIZATIONAL ACTION?
The goal of this question is to examine the relationship 
between board diversity and board outcomes, which 
we assessed by looking at board member engagement, 
fundraising engagement, and advocacy engagement.  

To examine this topic, the research team worked in two 
phases. For the first phase, we conducted an empirical 
analysis of the dataset from BoardSource’s Leading with 
Intent: 2017 National Index of Nonprofit Board Practice 
(LWI) and also included information from Forms 
990 and the Indiana University Lilly Family School of 
Philanthropy’s Million Dollar List. For the second phase 
of the research, we used case studies to delve more deeply 
into the findings from Phase One.  

A key to the research was measuring board engagement, 
which we accomplished by focusing on three outcomes: 
board member engagement, fundraising engagement, 
and advocacy engagement. These were measured by the 
responses nonprofit organization CEOs gave to relevant 
quantitative and qualitative questions.  

This study does not provide any simple guidelines for how 
organizations can quickly increase their boards’ diversity 
or engagement, but it does offer interesting insights 
into the relationships between diversity and the work 
of nonprofit boards. In addition, case studies provide 
examples of organizations that are actively wrestling 
with issues of diversity and how these issues contribute to 
engagement. 
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WHICH ATTRIBUTES ARE LINKED 
TO DIVERSITY?  
We asked our first question in an effort to better 
understand the landscape of nonprofit board diversity by 
gaining insight into how organizational characteristics 
(i.e., its age, revenue level, or area of focus) might be 
linked to the diversity (i.e., the race, ethnicity, gender, 
and age) of its board members. This line of inquiry 
did deliver some insights—most notably that older 
organizations and organizations with higher revenues 
tend to have less-diverse boards holding other factors 
constant when compared to newer nonprofits and 
nonprofits with lower revenues, respectively.

At the same time, the study found that an organization’s 
area of focus—its subsector within the nonprofit 
universe—is also related to board diversity. For example, 
nonprofits that focus on education tend to have higher 
percentages of African-American board members. 
 

HOW DOES DIVERSITY RELATE TO 
ORGANIZATIONAL ACTION?
At the highest level, the question “How is board diversity 
related to organizational action?” can be answered 
quite simply: “In a lot of ways.” However, if we focus 
on specific measures of action— board member 
engagement, fundraising engagement, and advocacy 
engagement—we see that the answer is more complex.     

BOARD MEMBER ENGAGEMENT

Only one organizational characteristic was associated 
with higher board member engagement: the age of the 
organization. Specifically, older organizations tend to 
have more involved boards. In particular, boards of 
organizations founded prior to 1900 were significantly 
more likely to be rated as highly involved by their CEOs. 

Meanwhile, gender and age diversity do seem to play a 
role in board member engagement. For example, boards 
with higher percentages of women tend to be more 
engaged in overseeing and governance and have higher 
commitment and involvement, as do boards with higher 
percentages of members age 39 or younger. 

FUNDRAISING ENGAGEMENT

We find that as older organizations tend to have higher 
board member engagement in governance, their boards 
are also more likely to have board members who 
are more involved in fundraising. In fact, the oldest 
organizations—especially those founded before 1900—
had significantly higher percentages of board members 
who met with potential donors, asked others for money, 
and contributed themselves. 

According to their CEOs’ estimations, boards of arts 
and culture organizations were consistently more 
involved with fundraising. 

FOLLOWING ARE SOME HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE RESEARCH AND CASE STUDIES. 

AN IMBALANCE
Demographic diversity in the United States continues to increase—it’s anticipated that 
Hispanic and Asian-American populations will double by the year 2060 and the African-
American population will rise from 13.1 percent of the population in 2012 to 14.7 percent 
in 2060. Meanwhile, women’s economic power and educational achievements continue 
to rise. While gender diversity on nonprofit boards is improving, many seem to remain 
primarily white, older, and have more male than female board members. 
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Three demographic factors were significantly associated 
with fundraising efforts. 

Gender: Boards with higher percentages of women more 
actively participated in fundraising and were graded 
higher by their CEOs for their fundraising performance. 

Age: Boards with a higher percentage of members age 39 
or younger were more likely to have board members who 
ask others for donations.   

Ethnic and Racial: While there were no significant 
findings among boards with higher percentages of 
People of Color overall, boards that have a higher 
percentage of Asians were rated higher by their CEOs for 
their fundraising performance. 

ADVOCACY ENGAGEMENT

In contrast to board member engagement and 
fundraising engagement, the study found only one 
organizational characteristic associated with advocacy 
engagement: the revenue of the organization. Boards 
of organizations with revenues of $5 million and 
greater were significantly more likely to engage with 
policymakers, monitor the impact of government policy, 
and provide information on advocacy activities to 
policymakers.

Similarly, only one demographic factor was significantly 
associated with advocacy engagement: gender. Boards 
with higher percentages of women tended to be more 
engaged in advocacy activities. 

In general, some of the factors that correlate with 
diversity or engagement, such as the age of an 
organization or its subsector, cannot be changed. 
However, as some of the case studies revealed, through 
focused effort it is possible to drive progress in terms 
of diversity and board engagement. As we also saw, 
the simple pursuit of diversity and board impact could 
result in other areas of growth and progress that deliver 
rewards in the short- and long-term. 
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To measure board engagement, we focused on 
three outcomes: board member engagement, 
fundraising engagement, and advocacy 
engagement. We categorized questions from the 
CEO survey into these three categories (see the 
full text of all questions in Appendix II), and our 
analysis explored a number of dependent variables:

• Board member engagement was
measured by nonprofit organization
CEOs’ responses to questions such as
whether board members participate
in community building and outreach,
whether they are engaged in oversight
and governing of the organization, and
whether they stay on the board for the
maximum time allowed.

• Fundraising engagement was
measured by CEOs’ responses to
questions such as whether board
members meet with potential donors,
whether they ask others for money,
whether they personally contribute to
the organization, and whether they
attend the organization’s fundraising
events.

• Advocacy engagement was measured
by CEOs’ responses to questions such
as whether board members engage
with policymakers, whether they
monitor the impact of government
policy, and whether they educate
policymakers.



KEY FINDINGS

1. Diversity on nonprofit boards falls short
of reflecting the overall diversity of the
United States.

2. Older organizations and organizations
with higher revenues tend to have less
diverse boards.

3. Older organizations tend to have board
members who are more involved in
overseeing and governance and have
higher board member commitment and
involvement.

4. Organizations with higher revenues
tend to have boards that are more
engaged with policymakers and
advocacy.

5. Boards with higher percentages of
women tend to have more board
member engagement, higher
fundraising engagement, and higher
advocacy engagement.

6. The pursuit of board diversity delivers
its own rewards.
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