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Part Two: Practice Equity Daily > 1. Build equity-minded culture, structures and systems. 

INDICATORS OF SUCCESSFULLY SHIFTING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
Organizational culture requires explicit attention. As you build a more equity-minded culture, you’ll want to deepen the skills and willingness of your staff to raise tough questions 
bravely, explore challenging issues productively, allow for decisions that are not always hierarchically determined, and deepen relationships and mutual respect. As you think about 
what that culture could look and feel like, consider the following indicators, drawn from “Awake to Woke to Work” by Equity in the Center. Their research documents a developmental 
pathway from “awake” (focused on representation and diversity) to “woke” (focused on inclusion) to “work” (focused on equity).

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE LEVER

PERSONAL BELIEFS & BEHAVIORS POLICIES & PROCESSES DATA

Awake

• Is aware that a white dominant workplace culture 
exists, but expects people to adhere to dominant 
organizational norms in order to succeed

• Is learning to address challenges that occur in diverse 
environments as a result of unconscious biases and 
microaggressions that create conflict and resentment 
among staff

• Shares the organization’s commitment to DEI as part of 
the onboarding process of new employees

• Emphasizes increasing diverse staff representation 
over addressing retention issues

Woke

• Is compelled to discuss racially charged events with 
their staff when they occur and hold space for their 
staff to process their feelings without placing undue 
responsibility on people of color to explain or defend 
themselves or their communities

• Considers ways to shift organizational norms and 
team dynamics in order to support racially diverse 
staff whose lived experiences meaningfully contribute 
to the organizational mission

• Expects participation in race equity work across all 
levels of the organization

• Has long-term strategic plans and measurable goals 
for creating an equity culture and an understanding of 
the organizational change needed to realize it

Work

• Communicates proactively around race equity values 
and initiatives, both internally and externally

• Fosters a positive environment where people 
feel they can raise race-related concerns about 
policies and programs without experiencing 
negative consequences or risking being labeled a 
“troublemaker”

• Engages everyone in organizational race equity work 
and ensures that individuals understand their role in 
creating an equitable culture

• Threads accountability across all efforts to support 
and sustain a racially equitable organization

• Assesses achievement of social inclusion through 
employee engagement surveys

Source: “Awake to Woke to Work: Building a Race Equity Culture,” Equity in the Center. Boston, Mass: Harvard Business Press, 2009. Living United: A Guide for Becoming a More Equitable Organization  |   111
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INDICATORS OF SUCCESSFULLY SHIFTING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE, CONT.

AWAKE
Leadership for Educational Equity
Established a DEI team to set a vision and define positions, language and curriculum to achieve it

Year Up
Created a design team comprised of a cross-section of staff that was racially and functionally diverse. Team met regularly for “deep dives” to improve DEI knowledge

 

WOKE
Leadership for Educational Equity
Created identity-based employee resource groups that invited cross-functional staff to discuss their experiences and identify actions the organization can take to support them

Year Up
Held conversations with senior leadership to create clear definitions for diversity and inclusion prior to writing a diversity statement

WORK
Annie E. Casey Foundation:
Defined the work of race equity, as well as the organizations needed to internally understand and embrace it as mission-critical. Makes a clear and explicit connection be-
tween their equity work and the foundation’s overall outcomes

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE LEVER IN PRACTICE
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