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COMMENTARY

Sue-Ellen Brown1
The Under-representation of African American
Employees in Animal Welfare Organizations
in the United States

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this research was to document the alleged underrepresentation of African Americans employed in U.S. nonhuman
animal welfare organizations. A telephone survey of 32 animal
welfare organizations yielded responses from 13 with 1,584 employees. Almost all organizations were reluctant to respond. Of the
13 organizations responding, 62% (N = 8) had no African American
employees. African Americans made up 4% (N = 63) of the total
number of employees with only 0.8% (N = 12) at the top levels
(officials, managers, and professionals). African Americans never
made up more than 7% of the employees in their respective
organization. This paper discusses a model of, and resources for,
successful diversity building in nonprofit organizations.

The purpose of this research was to validate the
widely held but undocumented belief that few African
Americans work in U.S. animal welfare organizations (Clifton, 1993; Tait, 2000). No peer-reviewed
research studies on this specific topic could be located.
However, Clifton, in a monthly news publication
devoted to animal issues, Animal People, stated,
“Minorities in general and Afro-Americans in particular are still virtually invisible in all aspects of
organized animal protection” (p. 1).
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Although not specifically about employment in animal welfare organizations,
research has demonstrated a lack of diversity in activities related to animal
welfare. In his survey of 402 animal activists at a rally, Plous (1991) noted
that virtually all were White. Also, minorities were under-represented in the
animal-related field of veterinary medicine (Elmore, 2003).
Regarding diversity in nonprofit organizations as a whole, research showed
an under-representation of minorities (Arca, 1994; Knowlton, 2001; Lipman,
1999; Ramos, 2004; Sidberry, 2002). According to Lipman, The Chronicle of
Philanthropy collected data on the race, ethnicity, and gender of the five highest paid officials in 154 nonprofit organizations as part of an annual salary
survey. At the 154 participating organizations, 92% of the top employees were
White; African Americans made up 5.5%; and Hispanics accounted for 1.7%
(Lipman).
The most frequently cited reason for this under-representation of minorities
was that nonprofit organizations are not making the systemic changes necessary to achieve and maintain diversity (Arca, 1994; Ramos, 2004; Sidberry,
2002). Building diversity is complex and long-term. It must come from the
top levels of the organizations, including the executive director, the board of
directors, and management (Sidberry). Many nonprofit organizations simply
want to fill slots with different identities and continue to do business as usual
without making any institutional changes (Arca; Ramos). To make the necessary changes, organizations must face difficult issues such as racism, anger,
fear, and lack of trust (Arca; Sidberry). Consequently, many organizations
deny that a problem exists (Arca; Ramos).
Because economic hardship has been a way of life for many African Americans
in the United States, Tait (2002) suggested that animal welfare and animal
rights have not been a high priority. Economic disparities continued according to the 2002 U.S. Census that showed 24.1% of African Americans were
below the poverty level; only 8% of White, non-Hispanics lived below the
poverty level. The median income for African Americans was $29,026, compared to $46,900 for White, non-Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003).
Some researchers have suggested that Whites and African Americans have
differing values toward animals (Kellert, 1996) or level of attachments toward
animals (Brown, 2002) and have presented possible reasons for their findings
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of statistical differences (“African American College Students,” 2003; Brown;
Kellert). Also, Elmore (2003) speculated on possible reasons for the underrepresentation of African Americans in veterinary medicine. All these authors
presented speculations about the underlying reasons for the statistical differences. However, none of the speculations have been validated by wellcontrolled research. That is why Brown (in press) interviewed prominent
African Americans working in animal welfare-related fields for a more thorough discussion of theories of racial differences.
Brown (in press) conducted semi-structured interviews with nine prominent
African Americans working in the animal welfare-related fields of veterinary
medicine, nonprofit animal welfare organizations, animal shelters, and animal control. The nine participants gave their perceptions of the under-representation of African Americans in animal-related fields, the importance of
representation, and suggestions for increasing diversity. They suggested the
following possible reasons for the under-representation:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

economic disparities between African Americans and Whites;
on-going civil rights struggles;
a moral obligation to serve people and communities before animals;
unattractive career incentives such as money and status;
inadequate career exposure and recruitment;
non-supportive environments once hired;
negative images of fields such as “dog-catchers”;
little or no positive animal experience; and
prejudice and discrimination.

Thus, the proposed reasons appear to be complex and multi-faceted.

Method
The primary investigator telephoned and sent letters to nonprofit, animal
welfare institutions requesting a racial breakdown of their employees. These
institutions appeared on a list published in 1999 by Animal People. This annual
list included the names of the major executives of all U.S. animal protection
groups and their salaries taken from tax forms (Form 990s). Previously, Herzog
(1999) used this technique to document the gender differences in salaries of
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animal protection executives. The following selection criteria were used for
the 32 animal welfare organizations contacted:
1. They were considered animal welfare or sheltering organizations—not animal rights/antivivisection organizations as self-reported and recorded by
Merrit Clifton, editor of Animal People; and
2. The executives were the highest paid in animal welfare and therefore were
thought to be working in the largest and most influential of the animal
welfare organizations.
Thirty-two organizations were e-mailed or faxed questions about how many
employees they had, how many were African American, and what types of
jobs the African American employees had. The job types were taken from the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Their job categories
were as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

officials and managers;
professionals;
technicians;
sales;
office and clerical;
craft workers (skilled);
operatives (semiskilled);
laborers (unskilled); and
service workers.

A cover letter explaining the purpose of the study was addressed to the
Human Resources Director. All organizations were assured anonymity. The
Tuskegee University Institutional Review Board approved this project.

Results
Despite follow-up phone calls to all 32 organizations, the return rate was 41%
(N = 13). Two organizations declined to participate. The other 19 agreed to
answer the questions but never returned the survey. Some mentioned they
were concerned that the results might portray their organization in a negative manner. Despite assurances that the data for each individual organiza-
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tion would remain anonymous—with only aggregate data published—this
poor return rate appeared related to the sensitive nature of this study. The
small response rate may mean that the final sample of organizations is weighted
more toward those organizations that do have African Americans employed.
This means that even fewer African Americans may be employed in animal
welfare than this study shows.
The 13 animal welfare organizations that responded employed few African
Americans. Of the 13 organizations, 62% (N = 8) employed no African
Americans. Five organizations employed some African Americans. Of the
1,584 employees in the 13 organizations, 4% (N = 63) were African American.
Of the 63 African American employees, 38% (N = 24) were male, and 62%
(N = 39) were female. African Americans never made up more than 7% of
the employees in their respective organizations. The percentages of African
Americans at the five positive responders were 1%, 3%, 4%, 5%, and 7%.
These percentages were even lower when looking only at those in the top
job categories. The total percentage of African Americans in the highest levels
(officials, managers, and professionals) made up 0.8% (N = 12) of the total
number of employees (N = 1,584). The percentages of African American
employees with jobs at the highest levels within the five places were: 0%,
0%, 1%, 1%, and 2% of the total number of employees in their respective
organization.
Of the 63 total African American employees in the five organizations, the percentage of African Americans in each of the job categories was as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

officials and managers: 8%, N = 5
professionals: 11%, N = 7
technicians: 6%, N = 4
sales: 0%, N = 0
office and clerical: 41%, N = 26
craft workers (skilled): 5%, N = 3
operatives (semiskilled): 3%, N = 2
laborers (unskilled): 6%, N = 4
service workers: 19%, N = 12
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Discussion
The survey confirmed the hypothesis that few African American employees
work in animal welfare organizations. Numbers from the 2000 U.S. Census
show that Whites made up 75.1% of the total U.S. population and African
Americans made up 12.3% (U.S. Census, 2001). Thus, the 4% African American
employment in the animal welfare organizations surveyed and the 0.8% in
the top positions fall short of parity. This also was less than the 5.5% African
American employees at the top level in nonprofit organizations (Lipman,
1999). However, a larger survey that compares animal welfare, nonprofit organizations to nonanimal, nonprofit organizations is needed to test for statistically significant differences.
Further research into reasons for the under-representation of minorities in
animal welfare also is needed. At this point, it is unclear whether African
Americans are not going into nonprofit animal welfare work because of internal reasons such as not being interested in animal welfare; external reasons
such as feeling unwelcome in nonprofits; other unknown reasons; or a combination of these reasons. It seems possible that Brown’s (in press) findings
when she conducted semi-structured interviews with nine prominent African
Americans working in the animal welfare-related fields of veterinary medicine, nonprofit animal welfare organizations, animal shelters, and animal control may help explain the under-representation revealed in the survey of
animal welfare organizations reported here. Some of these possible reasons
they suggested for few African Americans working in animal welfare-related
fields—not just in the top levels of animal welfare organizations—were
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

economic disparities between African Americans and Whites;
on-going civil rights struggles;
a moral obligation to serve people and communities before animals;
unattractive career incentives such as money and status;
inadequate career exposure and recruitment;
non-supportive environments once hired;
negative images of fields such as “dog-catchers”;
little or no positive animal experience; and
prejudice and discrimination.

158 • Sue-Ellen Brown

S & A 13,2_f5_153-162

5/18/05

5:00 PM

Page 159

I caution that we cannot generalize a sample of nine individuals to all African
Americans. Brown (in press) encouraged further well-controlled research in
the field and agreed with Harrison (1998) who said that research on race must
control for influencing variables such as gender, religion, socio-economic status, class, and region. Well-controlled research is necessary to understand the
complexities of any racial or ethnic group.
Increasing diversity in animal welfare organizations may be important for
the same reasons as in other nonprofits. As suggested by Arca (1994) and
Ramos (2004), nonprofit organizations that succeed will be those that understand the needs of the people they serve and reflect the diverse population
they serve (Arca; Ramos). Demographic trends show that non-whites will
make up a majority of the American population by 2050 (Lipman, 1999).
Therefore, it appears that increasing diversity is the best strategy for ensuring the continued success of an organization (Ramos). After years of talking
about, planning for, and looking for, ways to manage diversity, it is time for
nonprofit organizations to go beyond these discussions and take actions that
will result in greater diversity (Ramos).
Greater diversity is needed in animal welfare for moral, political, and sociological reasons and also because people of color who live with companion
animals need a greater voice in decisions that may affect them. Before society imposes additional bioethical standards of care on those who live with
companion animals, it is important for all stakeholders—regardless of race,
culture, religion, or gender—to have a voice. If African Americans have a
perspective different from a vocal majority of Whites and if they remain invisible, they will be vulnerable to the effects of changing laws for which they
had no input. Without a strong voice in animal welfare, the potential is great
for laws and regulations to pass that are irrelevant to African Americans and
even may be detrimental to their guardianship (ownership) of companion
animals and the satisfaction that they and their pets might derive from one
another.
Fortunately, some resources and models for building diversity in nonprofit
organizations already exist. Achieving Diversity: A Step-by-Step Guide by the
Diversity Initiative in Boston, MA, is one such guide. (Sidberry, 2002) gives
other resources. A model of a nonprofit organization that successfully increased
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minority representation through active efforts is United Way of America
(Lipman, 1999). It runs leadership development programs for minorities and
provides minority, executive mentors for others in line to become managers
(Lipman). For the sake of nonhuman animals and the people who provide
humane care, the suggested techniques and models for increasing diversity
could be, and should be, adopted by all animal welfare organizations.
* Sue-Ellen Brown, Tuskegee University
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