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strived to improve organizations' 

abilities to deliver accessible, high 

quality, culturally proficient, and 
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organizations thrive by integrating 

principles of equity and social 

justice into all aspects of their 

work.
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Community event at Wa Na Wari in Seattleõs Central District. 
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Context

Photo credit (left to right): Brothers United in Leadership Development (BUILD)| Joe Iano Photography --Tail Feather
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Committed to understanding
Black-led organizationsõ strengths & challenges

Black residents in King County have faced immeasurable 

layers of harm, due to systemic racism, redlining, under-

employment, the school-to-prison pipeline, and the 

implementation of systematic barriers, which have prevented 

Blacks from accessing traditional pathways to wealth and 

economic security in the region. In alignment with its 

commitment to advancing racial equity and in support of 

Black residents, Seattle Foundation invested in learning how 

to better support the work of Black-led organizations (BLOs) 

through a partnership with Byrd Barr Place and Cardea. The 

project team worked to explore the strengths, challenges, and 

opportunities for alignment across BLOs.

The intent of this report is to enhance fundersõ 

understanding of local BLOs, so they can provide tailored 

philanthropic support that meets the needs of BLOs and so 

BLOs in the King County region can better understand each 

otherõs work.

Context

section01

Black-led organizations are registered nonprofit organizations 

or community groups with predominantly Black staff, 

leadership, and boards that focus on serving the Black 

community. These groups focus on building political, economic, 

and social power to ensure the Black community thrives.2

Two hundred fifty years of slavery. Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years of separate but equal. 

Thirty-five years of racist housing policy. Until we reckon with our compounding moral debts, 

America will never be whole. 1 -- Ta-Nehisi Coates, Distinguished author and journalist
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Leaders of BLOs were engaged through 
surveys and key informant interviews
The project team collaborated on the development of an 

online survey of leaders of BLOs and identified 96 BLOs 

to invite to participate. However, due to missing contact 

information, 74 BLOs were ultimately invited to 

participate.

There were two waves of outreach for the survey in 

August 2019 and in March 2020, as the intersection of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the movement for racial justice, 

and heightened attention to longstanding structural and 

systemic issues for Black people were elevating in King 

County. In the second wave, the project team included a 

few additional questions and made other adjustments 

that did not substantively change the survey. Those who 

completed surveys in the first wave were invited to 

respond to a supplemental survey with these additional 

questions. In total, 41 leaders of BLOs responded to the 

survey: 21 in the first wave and 20 in the second wave.

section01

41 leaders responded to the onlinesurvey

18 leaders participated in a key informantinterview

4 key stakeholders reviewed the report

Context

Survey respondents were given the option to participate 

in a key informant interview. Twenty-six (26) individuals 

expressed interest, and Cardea completed 18 interviews. 

Participants were offered compensation for completing 

the survey and key informant interview.

To ground the findings, Seattle Foundation invited a 

group of four stakeholders to review and provide 

feedback around the information presented in this 

report. 
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Leaders of BLOs were asked to share insights 
and experiences related to a range of topics

section01

Key questions included

1.What community do you primarily serve?

2.What are the strengths of your organization? 

3.What are you most proud of?

4.How does your organization impact the well-being 

of the communities you serve?

5.What challenges do you face?

6.What is one key issue you wish funders would 

better understand as it relates to working with 

and engaging BLOs?

7.How can funders best support BLOs?

8.What factors facilitate working in partnership with 

other BLOs?

9.How connected are you with other King County 

BLOs?

Context

Leaders of BLOs were asked to describe the demographic 

characteristics of the community they primarily serve and 

where they focus their efforts (e.g., Seattle, South King 

County). In addition, they were asked to share details about 

the size of their staff, volunteers, and board members, 

including the demographic characteristics of organizational 

leadership. Other questions focused on issue areas for BLOs, 

as well as their organizational strengths and impacts on the 

Black community. Financial questions focused on annual 

operating budget, cash reserves, confidence in maintaining 

future funding, and funding sources. Leaders of BLOs were 

also asked to share what challenges they face in securing 

new funding and how funders could better support them. 

Finally, they were asked to identify factors that facilitate 

working in partnership with other organizations, as well as 

their awareness of and connection to other BLOs in King 

County. 



9

Findings

Photo credit: Jill Friedberg

section 02
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BLOs primarily focus on serving
Seattle residents, and nearly half serve
South King County residents 

Findings

section 02

Geographic Region %*

Seattle 83

SouthKing County 55

Washington State 33

North King County 18

East King County 13

More than four out of five (83%) of respondents reported Seattle as one of 

their primary focus areas, and over half (55%) indicated that they serve 

residents in South King County. A few noted specific neighborhoods in which 

their organizations work (e.g., Central District, Rainier Beach, White Center). 

In addition, a few noted that they serve residents in neighboring counties 

(i.e., Pierce, Snohomish).

. Photo credit: Africatown Community Land Trust

*Percentages do not add to 100 because 

respondents could select multiple geographic regions



11

Most BLOs have limited full-time staff and 
robust volunteer support

Findings

section 02

Generally, the size of BLOs, as indicated by the 

number of full-time (FT) staff, was small. About 

three out of four (73%) reported having five or 

fewer FT staff, with 28% indicating their 

organization had no FT staff members. Some 

organizations with 15 or more staff, indicated that 

they had as many as 46 FT staff.

Most (91%) BLOs reported some degree of 

volunteer support, with nearly half (48%) reporting 

1-25 consistent volunteers. One BLO reported over 

500 volunteers.

28% 45% 20% 8%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

No FT staff 1-5 FT staff 6-15 FT staff More than 15 FT staff

Most (73%) BLOs have 5 or fewer full-time staff

9% 48% 20% 23%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

No volunteers 1-25 volunteers 26-50 volunteers More than 50 volunteers

Most (91%) BLOs have some volunteer support
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BLOsõ advisory structures are primarily 
boards of directors with predominantly
Black membership

Findings

section 02

Over half (55%) of respondents reported having a board 

of directors as the advisory structure for their 

organization. About one out of five (20%) reported having 

an advisory board or council, and one out of five (20%) 

identified their advisory structure as something else, 

including commissioners, elected officials, executive 

boards, or a leadership roundtable. 

Respondents overwhelmingly reported advisory bodies 

that reflect the communities they serve. Respondents

reported a median of 86% people of color among 

advisory members and a median of 83% members who 

are Black.
83%

Median % Black advisory members

5%

20%

20%

55%

No advisory structure

Something else

Advisory board or council

Board of directors

A board of directors is the most common advisory structure
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BLOs address a wide range of issues that 
impact the Black community

Community Building (73%)
Stopping the School-to-

Prison Pipeline (STPP)
(45%)

Leadership 

Development
(60%) Health Services (40%)

Youth Development (53%) Housing (35%)

Economic 

Development
(50%)

Political Power Building/

Civic Engagement
(35%)

Education (45%)
Arts & Culture 

Promotion/Education
(33%)

Social-Emotional

Development
(45%) Community Re-Entry (30%)

Findings

section 02

Weõve existed for 30 years in service to

and from within the African American 

community. We are a safe place that focuses 

on children and families.

We provide stable housing, education,

and case management from a

culturally relevant African American 

experience. Also, First Place provides service 

to other organizations and helps other African 

American groups achieve success.

--Dawn Mason, First Place

*Percentages do not add to 100 because respondents could select multiple issue areas. Photo credit: Chris B. Bennett. Flix & Pix Northwest. 2014.

BLOs tackle a diverse array of issues, with community building as the most 

common (73%) issue area. BLOs reported serving anywhere from 15 to 29,000 

people in a year, with a median number of 700 people served.
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Findings
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Photo credits (left to right): Susan Fried, Wa Na Wari Arunga Party | Jeanett & Marvin Charles, DADS

Weõve seen over 4,000 fathers walk through our door an

get some sense of direction in their life, whether it be jobs, 

whether it be reconnecting with their kids, or reconnecting 

with their families after bouts with drugs and alcohol or 

prison. The thing we're most proud of is that we've created an 

environment where folks can come and just be heard.

Most fathers just want to be heard.

ðJeanett and Marvin Charles,

Divine Alternatives for Dads Services (DADS)

Our project, on the face of it, is a Black arts and media project. 

Our actual goal is to address issues of displacement and

Black homeownership in the neighborhood. On one level,

our project is presenting the model where homeowners can 

think creatively about how to use their properties in ways that 

can create community benefit and also bring in the financial 

resources they need to maintain their homes and maintain 

ownership. Itõs another way of thinking about land use in terms 

of single family, residential zone homes beyond the current 

owner occupancy or tenancy arrangement.

--Inye Wokoma, Wa Na Wari
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Photo credits (left to right): Ayanna Brown, Alajawan Brown Foundation| Northwest Tap Connection 

What we do at Northwest Tap Connection is not with the intent 

that every child will pursue dance as a career.

For us, realistically, dance is a hook, because what weõre

really talking about is getting kids in to understand

the difference between integrity and reputation, and

bring up a community of socially conscious young people.

So, the thought was to get kids really hooked on dance and 

use dance as leverage to talk about historically how the arts 

have been used for change and then to hold them 

accountable from an integrity standpoint.

ðMelba Ayco, Northwest Tap Connection

This organization is in honor of Alajawan Brown who was shot 

and killed on purpose in a case of mistaken identity on

April 29, 2010. Alajawan was 12 when he passed away...

The Foundation continues what Alajawan was 

doingéprovides free backpacks and school supplies to 

children, hosts Thanksgiving dinner for about 200 people, 

provides scholarships for kids who want to play a sport or

go to a camp. Alajawan wanted to make a difference in

his community, and we feel like itõs our job to continue that.

--Ayanna Brown, Alajawan Brown Foundation
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BLOs most commonly reported strong 
missions; skilled leadership, staff, and 
boards; and longevity as key strengths

Findings

section 02

Survey respondents commonly identified strong mission, vision, and values; skilled leadership, board, and staff; and 

the longevity or history of their organization as key strengths. In interviews, leaders of BLOs consistently spoke 

about their passionate staff who have lived experiences similar to clients served as critical to the organizationõs 

ability to make an impact on the community. 

*Percentages do not add to 100 because respondents could select multiple strengths. 

93%

81%

65%
59%

51% 48%

Strong mission, vision,

& values

Skilled leadership

team

Skilled staff Strong board or

advisory body

Longevity and history

of the organization

Dedicated volunteers

Organizations' strengths*
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Photo credits (left to right): Michael B. Maine Photography| Africatown Community Land Trust

We have many strengths. Our mission and focus. The support that we 

receive from the community. Community is at the center of

what we produce, itõs about the community and the people

that we serve. Also the people ðthe board, the directors, the staff, 

and volunteers ñwithout them, we would not be able to do

our daily mission.

-- LaNesha DeBardelaben,

Northwest African American Museum (NAAM)

We definitely have a strong vision,

a strong mission, and our

board members and staff are all

so passionate about this work and

this location, because many of us have 

ties to the Central District. So we care

in a way that helps fuel our energy when 

it comes to the work. It comes through

in almost everything we do.

-- TraeAnna Holiday, Africatown 

Community Land Trust


