2021
Landscape
Project Report
THE COHORT EXPERIENCE

Introduction
The work with the Cohort strives to institutionalize Racial Equity
and Inclusion (REI) into policies, procedures, practices, and
planning to ensure efforts are long-term, and not dependent
on one leader, one year, or a one-off, tokenizing effort. This
work requires deep and wide conversations across staff, board,
and constituents. It also requires that all voices are heard
throughout the process to build a truly inclusive foundation for
the work to take root.

Born out of the Landscape Project report published in 2018,
the purpose of the Landscape Project Cohort (Cohort) is to
establish, imbed, and advance internal inclusive and racially
equitable practices and policies – resulting in nonprofit
organizations having a greater impact — in direct services,
influence on nonprofit peers, and ultimately dismantling
systemic oppression and injustice. Dismantling the racism and
oppression ingrained in the nonprofits will take a united front
of numerous organizations, not fractured efforts across the
nonprofit sector we have witnessed for the last 20-plus years.
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• The Denver Foundation provided $15k general operating
grants ($5K in Spring 2020 and $5K in Fall 2020, and $5K in
Winter 2021) to 17 nonprofit organizations.

It is important to note that The Landscape Project was an ask
from the nonprofit community. With a true inclusiveness lens,
The Denver Foundation listened and incorporated the themes
from those diverse voices while crafting the Cohort. Twentyfive nonprofit organizations within the Foundation’s Community
Grants Program that had demonstrated engagement in
REI work were invited to apply for the inaugural Cohort by
submitting a one-year REI objectives and actions plan. In order
to participate, two criteria were required in addition to the
application and one-year plan:

• Two facilitators (one white-identifying and one BIPOCidentifying) were chosen to manage communication and
facilitate the sessions of the Cohort.
• In April 2020, individual interviews were conducted with each
organization to discuss their plans, goals, and ideas for the
program. The executive directors of each organization were
required to attend alongside another team member (either
staff or board), making a total of 34 members.
• Quarterly facilitated sessions provided space for the Cohort
to convene and learn from each other, move their REI work
forward, network with their peers, and engage in racebased caucusing. Group sessions were held in May, July, and
October 2020. In 2021, two sessions were held in January and
April and a final checkout session was held in July to debrief
the final report submissions.

1. Full written commitment and executive
director participation
2. Documented support from the board of directors.
Seventeen organizations were ultimately selected — ten (10)
led by ED’s who identified as white and seven (7) led by ED’s
who identified as Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC).
For this first cohort, leaving room for discovery was important;
intentionally providing opportunities for the organizations to
influence the process as they leaned into uncertainty together.
This uncertainty was compounded by the worldwide COVID-19
pandemic, meaning that plans to convene this group in person
were not realistic. Amidst this unpredictable climate, the first
Landscape Project Cohort (Cohort) was launched in April 2020,
holding five quarterly full group sessions and a final checkout
session in July 2021, producing these highlights:

• After each of the first three gatherings, a debrief survey
was sent to collect feedback on what worked, what didn’t,
and what the participants would change. This feedback was
incorporated into future sessions.
• Before the first three gatherings, a pulse survey was
distributed to collect information on the organizations’
progress on REI objectives, celebrations of work achieved, and
barriers to progress.
• Ad-hoc, non-mandatory gatherings were held to hold space
for the cohort after major, racially charged, national events,
i.e. the murder of George Floyd, and the results of the
2020 national election. These turned into regular monthly
check-ins for the group to connect and reflect.
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Landscape Cohort Objectives
During the Cohort application process, organizations were
encouraged to choose their own REI goals and objectives
to pursue during their time in the program. Fifty-one total
objectives were defined by the organizations, which were then
grouped into seven subcategories:

Broken down according to the leadership identity, some
differences became apparent, specifically in the human
resources department, with white-led organizations twice as
likely to identify human resources as BIPOC-led organizations.
White-led organizations stood alone in their definition of
objectives around values, inclusiveness, and development.
Conversely, only one BIPOC-led organization identified thought
leadership as a goal.
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These subcategories were utilized to divide Cohort members
into breakout groups during the quarterly sessions. Cohort
members were given the choice of which area they wanted to
focus on during the sessions and were divided accordingly. The
two members of each organization were divided into different
groups to ensure that multiple areas of REI work were working
together. These breakout groups checked in and worked
together through exercises introduced at the quarterly sessions.
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How satisfied are you with
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To evaluate the progress of the cohort, a survey was distributed
to all participants in December of 2020 to assess their
satisfaction and gather information on their overall experience.
Additionally, a final report survey was distributed in June of
2020 to gather information on use of funds, progress toward
goals, accomplishments, and lessons learned.
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After three group sessions, the general feeling of the cohort
participants was one of satisfaction. They were asked to rate
multiple areas of their experience and the results from 20 of the
34 respondents are shown on the right:
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When asked about the most valuable part of the Cohort,
many comments focused on the ability to work with other
organizations on a crucial, unifying issue:

Additionally, groups shared about how the Cohort has affected
their organization:

“My experiences in the Landscape cohort has
pushed myself and the organization to show up
in different ways for the constituents we serve,
to be innovative, and to have grace. This cohort
more importantly provided the space to be
vulnerable, and resources that helped [us] learn
and understand about systems that impact BIPOC
women and families.”

“The most valuable part of participating in the
Landscape Project Cohort is creating community
with a common goal. It’s fantastic to know so many
organizations are working toward being inclusive.
The ability to discuss the state of our nation,
share feelings, connect with one another, all while
working towards being an inclusive org w/ our
teams has been a great experience!”

There were also a couple of leaders who identified the financial
resources provided as the most valuable part of the Cohort:

“I have enjoyed the opportunity to connect and
network with other youth serving orgs. These
breakout sessions have helped me realize that my
experience is not as isolated as I thought.”

“A community of support in the work, the financial
resources to devote to this work, having a plan and
2 members of the org participating”

“The opportunity to create structure and financial
support around our DEI goals.”
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The $15,000 general operating funds awarded to Landscape
Project Cohort members allowed them to define the best way
to move their organizational REI work forward. There was a
desire to not hem the organizations into a specific vision about
what to do with the money. The intent was for them to stretch
and be creative in utilizing their dollars for the biggest REI
needs within the organization.
Finally, a couple of organizations called out the specific focus
on racial equity and working with BIPOC leaders:

“Being in community with BIPOC leaders and
knowing we are on this journey together.”

“I have never seen so many Black leaders together
in a Colorado setting.”
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Accomplishments
The quantitative results of the Cohort are difficult to
measure as the work is ongoing for each organization
and there is widespread recognition that embedding REI
principles into organizations is constant, perpetual work.
To capture qualitative and anecdotal results, the Cohort’s
final report form asked organizations to share their biggest
accomplishment. One of the major areas of focus of
this cohort was the institutionalization of REI work and
several final report responses focused on this theme:

“Our biggest accomplishment has been
embedding an REI lens in all staff members as we
all go about the different areas of our work.”

“Difficult discussions around race and many other
forms of identity are now part of everyday work,
from program implementation to checking in on
the mental health of colleagues.”

“Racial equity is more at the heart of our work
and integrated into the work that we do. We are
currently going through our strategic planning
process for 2022 and beyond. Racial equity is at
the center of that conversation, in a way that would
not have been the case at the beginning of the
Landscape Cohort. As such, racial equity will now
be more integrated into the organization at every
level going forward.”

“Our pattern of taking a new cohort of leaders
(and staff) through an intensive anti-racism
training followed by monthly race caucuses is
institutionalizing how our organization places race
and equity at the center of our work and also how
we work on this together regularly with discipline
and structure.”
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“A key transformation for us in the past year
has been the investment of everyone—the vast
majority of staff and board now not only understand
the WHY and foundational elements of the work,
but are taking action to dismantle organizational
systems and structures through the equity lens. It
no longer lives in our REI leadership team as about
82% of staff voluntarily working within Equity Lens
Action Committees to advance the work.”

“Our biggest accomplishment has been deciding
together (staff and board) on a new governance
model that dramatically shifts the power dynamics
in the organization and sets us up to more
effectively embed racial equity in the fabric of the
organization.”
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Lessons Learned
Landscape Cohort members were asked to share important
lessons learned while working toward their Landscape REI goals.

“One critical lesson we learned was the
importance of addressing both long-term/big
picture change (which is really slow moving,
intentional, and often incremental) with tangible,
immediate changes or efforts to take action on
identified racial equity opportunities.”

“Feedback and conversation in Landscape Cohort
small groups helped us reflect on the idea that
self-care for women, and specifically women of
color, is an act of race and gender justice in and of
itself. This realization led us to deep internal work
to strengthen our culture, our systems of staff
support, salaries/wage equity, and benefits.”

“When as a group our staff and board members
feel connected to one another, we found we had
richer conversations about our REI values as an
organization and how we live them out.”

“REI work must be fully integrated into all we do.
This includes dismantling white supremacist
cultures of conflict avoidance.”
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“One important lesson was the role of
organizational leadership to invite and welcome
discussion and decisions prioritizing JEDI (Justice,
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion) values above
previously held priorities. It was important for
the Executive Director, the Board Chair, and other
executive leaders to demonstrate prioritizing JEDI
values by speaking up and providing space to
critically challenge the status quo. For example,
when staff first began reviewing the personnel
policies, non-executive staff were less likely to
question written policies until executive staff
began bringing up hard questions (e.g. do we need
a dress code for staff? how can we change its
drug policy to reflect the realities of BIPOC staff?).
When the door was opened to have these critical
conversations, all staff became more engaged
with providing creative, inclusive, and valuesaligned ideas to change the policies.”
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Moving Forward with Feedback
Overall, this inaugural cohort had overwhelmingly positive
experiences. The reported accomplishments and lessons
learned provide great insight into the hard work they did
during the cohort. Cohort members also provided consistent
and constructive feedback during the entire process. Multiple
comments on how to improve the cohort for future groups, many
focused on the one thing we couldn’t control - the desire to get
together in person. The other comments focused on the format
and focus of the sessions:

“I would have loved more time to dig and learn
from other EDs.”
It was also refreshing to hear comments on how to deepen the
racial focus of this work:

“I would like deeper conversations with a BIPOC
only cohort. The group sessions have not really
been useful for us. I’ve been doing REI work in
Denver for many years and still see many of the
same white-led orgs in the same place they were
15 years ago. Another idea would be to have a team
of BIPOC coaches to match with cohort members
to provide more tailored support.”

“I think it would be ideal to group with orgs
of similar profile or goal (board vs staff vs
internal policies) for best practices and shared
experiences.”

“Have one systemic level change the group could
have supported in some capacity.”
“I would have liked to interact more with the [other]
Race-Based Caucuses. I found myself being grouped
with those that look like me. In retrospect, I would
have liked to be grouped with my Caucasian peers to
learn and hear more about their perspectives.”

“The group is large–I would recommend moving to
the small groups sooner in the next cohort”
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The organizations were also asked about how this experience
differed from their personal and organizational experiences
with other DEI and REI programs, which produced more insight
into why the Landscape Project Cohort was so successful:

“It’s a good opportunity to explore various
perspectives related to this topic. There is a
stronger sense of social justice than some group
efforts/conversations.”

“I would definitely say The Landscape Cohort has
been the best driver of staying on track with our
organizational DEI plan.”

“The group is large–I would recommend moving to
the small groups sooner in the next cohort”

“Having ED’s and Board chairs was a great idea and
refreshing. Too often it’s only the staff.”

“It was helpful to gather with leaders who are
clearly committed to anti-racism work, and to
begin from that place.”

“By far the Landscape Cohort differed from any
other local efforts that I’ve been participating
in. The upfront investment into organizations, to
encourage leaders to learn, and influence change
was amazing. The cohort truly provided the space
to be innovative.”
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This feedback directly from the organizations provides a
great view of the experience, journey, and hardships these
organizations faced during the cohort, a time dominated by
the COVID-19 pandemic and punctuated by spiking racial
tensions in the US. It was a reminder that this work is never
done and that nonprofit organizations are uniquely positioned
to lead this work in the communities they serve. These leaders
inspired each other, supported each other, and found the
time and energy to engage meaningfully in REI work, all while
keeping their doors open to their constituents.

Despite the many challenges, 88 percent of the organizations
reported that they either made significant progress or
achieved their REI goals during their time in the cohort.
These goals were defined during the application process and
refined after the first Cohort meeting in May 2020. Given the
challenges of the pandemic, the objectives needed revising
and extended timelines in many cases.
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Future cohorts will benefit from this group and their feedback
will serve as fuel to push this effort to the next level. In the
initial session, it was stated that this work has no beginning
and no end and that we must strap in, get uncomfortable and
prepare for the ride, no matter what comes. By uniting these
groups to dismantle systems of oppression, we have taken
an important first step in the journey. That journey, and the

organizations’ commitment to it, is no better communicated
than the joint statement that the cohort created. Spearheaded
by a duo of staff members from the cohort, revised through
a survey process and voted on by the whole group in our
fourth group session - the following statement best captures
the work and commitment of the inaugural Landscape Project
Cohort and serve as an apt conclusion to this report:

We, the members of the inaugural cohort of The Denver Foundation’s Landscape Project Cohort,
have formed a coalition over the past year to promote racial equity, the value embedded in all our
organizations regardless of individual missions.
Racism is endemic to our nation’s past and present. Against this backdrop, COVID-19, police violence,
social protest, and a polarized election have brought new levels of trauma to Denver’s communities of
color and to our organizations.
Healing this trauma requires personal and organizational healing, as well as ongoing structural
change. Promoting racial equity within and across our organizations enhances our ability to achieve
our individual and collective missions. We have individually committed our organizations to recognize
racial justice as a capacity building strategy in which we take action to develop cultural competencies;
elevate diverse voices and leadership within our organizations and communities; embed racial
equity in the foundation of governance and policies; and, promote racial justice in our communities.
Collectively, we have committed to holding one another accountable so that we might begin to
promote healing in the greater Denver community and model true racially equitable progress.
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Reflections of a “Ride or Die White Guy”
Near the end of the Landscape Project Cohort, LaDawn Sullivan
referred to me as her “Ride or Die White Guy'' and thanked me
for the time and energy that I had given to this initial Landscape
Project Cohort. This provided a good laugh at the end of that
particular session amongst ourselves and the cohort members.
Immediately afterwards, I remember feeling proud of that
moniker and also vowed never to repeat it when I referred to
myself. Personally, it was another small step in my own journey
of personal development and understanding my role in the fight
against racism as a privileged, biased, and racist white person.
The Landscape Project Cohort provided me another valuable
lesson in how racism has shaped America. The nonprofit sector,
perceived by some to be a potential safe haven from systemic
and oppressive racist practices, is just as flawed and guilty
of operating with a discriminatory lens as any other sector in
American life. What some see as a group of do-gooders can also
be defined as a biased group of White Saviors who have little
intention of giving up the power they currently hold. The fact
that 80 percent of executive directors in nonprofits are white
(90 percent in the largest nonprofits), is our first indication that
regardless of the institution, we as white people have always
risen to the top with little question as to how we got there. I am
guilty of this as a nonprofit co-founder, a development director,
a co-director, and acting executive director of nonprofits. I rarely
questioned why I held the role I had and rarely thought about
how the power I wielded in those positions was supervised and
co-signed by predominantly white boards of directors. We are

CHON KIT LEONG – DREAMSTIME

all complicit in perpetuating racial norms unless we decide to
actively fight against them.
My hope is that the Landscape Project and subsequent cohorts
can continue this active fight and lean into the discomfort that
participants are bound to feel. Right to comfort is the tenant of
white supremacy culture that most urgently must be confronted
for this work to continue and create meaningful change. At many
times during this Cohort I felt uncomfortable and had to actively
fight against my own engrained whiteness to embrace the utility
of that emotion in order to move the crucial work of this Cohort
forward. Now, I feel so much gratitude for that uncomfortability,
for the lessons this group of leaders has taught me over the past
year, and for the opportunity to be in their presence.
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Reflections: Many Hats — Power,
Privilege, Blackness and Oppression
When my team began the thought process that resulted in
the actualization of the Landscape Project Cohort, we were
charged: 1) to mark in real-time where the nonprofit sector sees
itself in the continuum of diversity, inclusion and racial equity;
2) to hear directly how philanthropy
can help nonprofits in their journey to
institutionalize inclusive and racially
equitable practices and policies; and,
3) practice and be a catalyst in cocreating a tipping point to actualize
REI to dismantle racism and systemic
oppression that drives the need for our
sector(s) to exist.
Upon our first interaction with the
Cohort, I proactively acknowledged my
power and privilege as the Foundation/
philanthropic leader of the work and a
reminder to “kick me out” if my presence
hinders the vulnerable and “truth to
power” conversations that may/will take
place. Added to that was my own life
experience as a Black woman and my
professional experience in this sector,
which both include race and oppression
hurdles that I struggled to overcome

and still wrestle with. While this gave me some shared
understanding with Cohort BIPOC members, this knowledge in
and of itself became a deep point of reflection – was the plan
for this Cohort actually helpful to the participating BIPOC-led
organizations?
After holding a race-based caucus
following the murder of George Floyd,
questions and fear began to surface in
me. Was the Cohort design itself whitecentered? Was the framing of the Cohort
goals centered in “traditional” nonprofit
practices? Was intentional room
created for BIPOC- led organizations to
embrace their race, history and culture
and be unapologetic in how they do
their internal and external work? Were
our efforts centered in healing and
empowerment? Was I challenged (along
with the Foundation) to change rather
than have the Cohort conform, which
is the tradition? Were BIPOC Cohort
members set up to teach their white
peers, perpetuating racialized trauma?
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