






I.  THE FIELD 

Nonprofits working to reduce and redress segregation exist in every 
region of the United States and employ a wide variety of strategies 
and tactics. 

It is important to distinguish the organizations we explore here from nonprofit organizations that focus on 
affordable housing alone. While these concerns—affordable housing and segregation—are linked, this brief 
focuses on organizations for which at least part of their mission is to reduce or redress housing segregation 
specifically. This may place these organizations under the larger banner of “fair housing,” but it is important to 
note that not all fair housing organizations work actively to reduce or redress housing segregation. Some legal 
services organizations also engage in work to educate community members about segregation and advocate 
for government and industry policies and practices to encourage more racial and economic integration. For 
these organizations, advocating for affordable housing may also be part of their missions, but they likely would 
advocate for such housing to be located in low-poverty neighborhoods with abundant opportunities. Often 
such communities are predominantly white and have not traditionally hosted what is often referred to as a “fair 
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Nonprofit organizations face the constant challenge of finding stable 
funding amid hostile political environments. 

It is not for lack of trying that one nonprofit leader reports being unable “to find one funder who is interested” 
in supporting efforts to reduce housing segregation in a highly stratified metro area in the Northeast. This is a 
common refrain among nonprofit practitioners engaged in the work of redressing or reducing racial segregation 
in housing. This has been particularly frustrating as federal officials seek to roll back fair housing protections.  

In the western United States, a nonprofit leader describes her organization as facing “high demand” and “high 
needs” for resolving discrimination complaints while being “cash strapped” because of nonexistent interest 
among local funders. One organization in the Deep South receives some funding from state government 
sources beyond HUD, which is a common pattern among fair housing organizations and centers. However, the 
leader of this organization, like several of their peers in other parts of the country, expressed concern that such 
support, like reliance on HUD dollars, can compromise organizations, forcing advocates to navigate conserva-
tive politics in local and state government or silence themselves on controversial topics. Funding from grant 
makers, on the other hand, could provide more capacity and political cover as the organization takes on the 
problems of segregation and discrimination that upset the status quo. Because they cannot secure funding that 
is not at least somewhat contingent on sustaining political relationships, some nonprofit leaders say that their 
organizations are forced to focus on resolution of individual complaints, as opposed to advocating for or help-
ing to develop more holistic solutions to reducing segregation and creating more integrated communities either 
through policy changes or new practices.  

A nonprofit board member from the Midwest describes the perennial challenge of making segregation-related 
issues, such as inclusive zoning, “sexy” to funders who seem more easily moved 
by popular causes such as criminal justice reform. Funders, she has found, seem 
less interested in tackling structural racism manifested in segregation and more 
willing to support initiatives that seek to “debunk” stereotypes or challenge bias 
in individuals. Both are important, she stressed, and both are needed. 

Nonprofit leaders noted the difficulty of quickly and convincingly making the 
connection for funders between other urgent social problems such as police vio-
lence against African Americans and the problem of segregation. This frustration 
was echoed by nonprofit peers across the United States. Another nonprofit leader 
in the Midwest, for example, reports that conversations with local funders have 
taught him that grant makers want to fund initiatives that are “not contentious,” 
such as educational programs, as opposed to the “action-focused” work his  
center takes on. Finally, another nonprofit leader in the Northeast notes that 
community foundations, which often depend on donations from wealthy  
suburbanites, are hesitant to fund organizations that challenge the race and class 
homogeneity and the privilege of affluent white communities. 

The political context of the moment, in which the Trump administration and HUD seek to roll back basic fair 
housing protections, increases the sense of urgency among many of these nonprofit leaders. Trying to tap into 
private philanthropic dollars has been for them both confoundingly difficult and also necessary for survival. 
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Nonprofit organizations battle against continuing racial discrimina-
tion, passive elected leaders, moneyed interests that profit from 
segregation, and false narratives about a “post-racial” society.  

Nonprofit leaders see lack of political will and lack of public understanding as related challenges in their field. 
This, they say, may be tied to funders’ unwillingness to support efforts to reduce segregation and create more 
integrated neighborhoods. Leaders spoke of persistent perceptions within their 
communities that racial segregation is “a natural phenomenon,” or a “market 
product,” or that racism itself, along with the intentional segregation it spawned, 
is over.  

A nonprofit leader in the South observed that elected leaders and even commu-
nity leaders are reluctant to embrace desegregation as a cause, because its 
outcomes are “long-term.” This means, he said, that no elected leader can take 
credit for success, which is usually realized many years after desegregation is 
achieved.10 One nonprofit leader in the Northeast noted that it seemed that peo-
ple supported “diversity in principle but not in practice,” with some African 
Americans skeptical of integration as an organizing principle, preferring instead a “choice” model that might 
help African Americans move to neighborhoods with greater educational and job opportunities.  
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 CHALLENGES                    Financial               • Lack of adequate funding and donor interest 
                                                                             • Embeddedness of political will with financial ties 
                                                                             • Market value of homes closely bound up with segregation  

                                        Public-ideological        • Lack of public engagement and interest 
                                                                             • Local control and NIMBY-ism 
                                                                             • Diluted messaging (i.e., often absorbed into the affordable  
                                                                             housing conversation) 
                                                                             • The “racism is over” narrative 
                                                                             • The “racism is natural” narrative 

                                               Logistical-              • Limited staff capacity (tied to limited funding) 
                                           organizational           • Focus on mediating individual discrimination claims, at the  
                                                                             expense of a more holistic approach 
                                                                             • Limits of coalition building 
                                                                             • Lack of regional partnerships in the West and Midwest 
                                                                             • Lack of creative organizational approaches to empowering  
                                                                             housing choice 

                                                Political                • Lack of political will to change 
                                                                             • Current HUD leadership and administrative vision 
                                                                             • Powerful real estate lobby that profits from concentrating  
                                                                             affordable housing in high-poverty neighborhoods 
                                                                             • Weakness of antidiscrimination enforcement mechanisms 

                                               Structural              • Legacy of discrimination and state-sanctioned segregation 
                                                                             • Lack of affordable housing units 
                                                                             • Powerful and moneyed opposition 
                                                                             • Black-white achievement gap and relationship to  
                                                                             educational funding 
 
OPPORTUNITIES              Financial               • General growing understanding about the “costs” of  
                                                                             segregation 
                                                                             • Perhaps funders will come to see this as a problem affecting  
                                                                             the health, financial and otherwise, of regions 

                                        Public-ideological        • Opportunity to reframe segregation as related to universal  
                                                                             concerns of economic well-being 
                                                                             • “Housing choice”—not “desegregation”—should remain  
                                                                             the policy priority and primary messaging point 
                                                                             • Should elevate positive examples of integration 

                                               Logistical               • Movement-building opportunity for effective, consolidated  
                                                                             action via national coordination 
                                                                             • Increased public understanding and concern may help  
                                                                             elevate concern among funders beyond the national level 

                                                Political                • Some evidence of elected leaders understanding/  
                                                                             speaking out, offering legislation, particularly in public  
                                                                             school realm 

                                               Structural              • Some laws, rules, legal precedents, and individual positive  
                                                                             cases that support work to eradicate housing segregation
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II.  ORGANIZATION SNAPSHOTS 

These short profiles provide concrete descriptions of different types of work accomplished by the wide variety 
of nonprofit organizations that aspire to reduce or redress racial segregation in housing. This is not an endorse-
ment of these organizations. We include them merely to illustrate the variety of strategies being implemented 
across the nation.  

Mobility Works 
In Multiple Metro Areas Nationally 

Operating in several metropolitan areas of the United States, Mobility Works is a 5-year-old national nonprofit 
collaborative that seeks to reduce concentrated poverty by expanding the regional capacity of the US govern-
ment’s Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program. 
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“The Luminary Project” hosted by the Community Coalition on Race in 2019, shining light in solidarity with Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.'s message of peace and community. 
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