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The majority of U.S.-based nonprofits and foundations note their work has been
affected by the country’s political climate.

Most foundation leaders express some degree of concern that peer foundations will
retreat on racial equity efforts in the near future.

In recent years, the U.S. philanthropic sector has faced an increasingly challenging and polarized
political landscape. Equity initiatives are experiencing increased scrutiny, with a growing number of
political and legal threats to the work of nonprofits and foundations alike. The Center for Effective
Philanthropy (CEP) set out to study how the current political climate is affecting the work of U.S.-
based nonprofits and foundations — including the funding of racial equity work.

Our findings are based on responses from 241 nonprofits and 243 foundations between August and
October 2024, representing a snapshot of their perspectives during this time period. Information
about our research methodology can be found here.

The majority of U.S.-based nonprofits and foundations note their work has been affected by the
country’s political climate.

About two-thirds of both U.S.-based nonprofits and foundation leaders report their organization's
work has been affected by the U.S. political climate in 2024. Nonprofits most frequently indicate that
uncertainty related to the 2024 U.S. presidential election and political polarization have affected their
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https://cep.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Political-Climate-and-Equity-Snapshot-Methodology.pdf

work. Political polarization represents the most widespread concern among foundations, with recent
judicial rulings and uncertainty about the outcome of the U.S. presidential election not far behind (see
Figure1).

Figure 1. Top Three Aspects of the Current Political Climate

Affecting the Work of Nonprofits and Foundations
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“We are working to find language that doesn't compromise our values but better communicates with
members of the community about what we are working to accomplish with our organizational efforts,”
says one nonprofit leader.

About a third of nonprofits and foundations report making changes to their work in response to the
current political climate. One nonprofit leader cites their organization’s shift to “focusing on providing
resources to help grassroots advocates lift their own voices more effectively to policymakers,”

while another nonprofit leader describes conducting “more education and outreach to remind folks
of the historical context of cross-racial and cross-group collaboration, as opposed to the intense
polarization we see now.”

Among the foundations that provide examples of changes to their work, some mention increasing
their support of efforts to strengthen democracy and bridge ideological divides. “We are doubling
down on convening, other forms of civil society work, and building projects that involve diverse
participants,” says one foundation leader.
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KEY FINDING 2
Most foundations express some degree of concern that peer foundations will retreat on racial equity
efforts in the near future.

The majority of foundation leaders — 77 percent — are concerned that their peers will retreat on
racial equity efforts in the near future (see Figure 2). Foundation leaders who identify as people of
color are moderately more likely to report seeing this retreat currently happening among foundations
compared to leaders who do not identify as people of color. They are also slightly more likely to
express concern about foundations retreating on these efforts in the future. In addition, leaders of
color are slightly more likely to indicate their foundation funds social justice work.

Figure 2. Levels of Concern Among Foundation Leaders That Other

Foundations Will Retreat on Racial Equity Efforts in the Near Future (N=235)
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When asked if their foundation has encountered meaningful resistance to its own racial equity efforts
in 2024, just over a quarter of foundation leaders report experiencing resistance from various sources
such as their donors, their board of directors, or the local government.

Of the foundation leaders who shared their thoughts on why others may be retreating from providing
racial equity funding, nearly half mention fear of backlash or a lack of genuine commitment to racial
equity as possible reasons. “For some funders, the initial push for advancing racial equity was reactive
and a bit performative — they committed verbally but were not fully prepared or equipped to do the
work,” states one foundation leader.
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Another foundation leader notes that “| think these retreats are based more on fear than reality.
One or two risk averse trustees may become susceptible to pressure from anti-DEI forces in the
community and insist that staff soften their language or stance. We must inoculate our trustees and
staff to these reprisals and double down on our good work, rather than doing the work of those
opposed to a more equitable world by backing off.”

CONCLUSION

The current U.S. political climate presents a pivotal moment for foundations to step up and provide
nonprofits with much-needed support to navigate uncertainty and serve their communities. This
research finds that both nonprofits and foundations are being impacted by the political climate, and
foundation leaders are worried their peers may pull back from funding racial equity efforts moving
forward. Our goalis to continue collecting data over time to build a deeper understanding of how the
philanthropic sector responds to these complex challenges.

RESOURCES FOR FUNDERS
The following resources may be useful for funders aiming to learn more about navigating
funding decisions in the current political climate.

» Coming Together, Not Apart: How Philanthropy Supports Connection in a Time of
Dangerous Division

» A Funder’s Guide to Building Social Cohesion

» Council on Foundations Legal FAQs

» Independent Sector’s Nonprofit Advocacy & Civic Engagement Research

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT

Emily Yang, Senior Analyst, Research | emilyy@cep.org
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