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UNDERSTANDING AND ADDRESSING TOKENIZATION  

Note: The following are mostly framed for racial tokenization, but are applicable along other 
lines of identity where social, economic, historic and cultural privilege and oppression is in 
play.  

WHAT IS TOKENIZATION?  

• Belief that we can understand community needs by hearing from a few 
representatives of color.  

• Expecting people of color to speak for everyone.  
• Only allowing small/insignificant amounts of people of color to integrate into an 

organization that is culturally white.  
• Treating people of color and their needs, contributions, as the exception (centering 

white normativity).  
• People of color do not have support, and can only succeed by internalizing dominant 

values of the organization.  
• Organization will accept people of color as long as it doesn't have to change.  
• People of color play a “decorative” role.  

SOME KEY INDICATORS OF TOKENIZATION  

• High turnover of people of color.  
• Only address/pay attention to race when people of color are present. Racism is a 

problem for people of color, only incidentally an issue for the organization. 
• People of color feel and express a sense of isolation. 
• People of color are only in positions that are specific for people of color. (i.e. Latinx 

initiative)  
• Tangible organizational power is controlled by white people. 

TOOLS TO ADDRESS TOKENIZATION  

• Strong onboarding: training, orientation, and integration. Ensure each person is 
ready and able to succeed in his or her job.  

• Professional development opportunities. 
• Ability to move within (horizontally and vertically) the organization. 
• Valuing experience, as well as degrees.  
• Address/shift/change leadership so it is not white dominated. 
• Education and awareness building among groups that are socially dominant. 
• Address all harassment and discrimination: ensure there is a group for monitoring 

this. 
• Realistic workloads—no more piling on. 
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Where and how are we integrating people of 
color and their leadership meaningfully in the 
organization? 
What are our strengths?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In what ways are we tokenizing people of 
color? 
What are our weaknesses? 

 

What would our organization look like if we 
challenged tokenization? 
What would change look like?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What changes do we prioritize? What 
internal practices and policies need to shift 
or be created to dismantle tokenization? 
What strategies would you recommend? 
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