
Building a Racial 
Equity Strategy



Introductions

Neftali Miller-Rubio, Racial & 
Cultural Equity Manager

Monique Upshaw-Smith, Program Manager 
II – Health & Nutrition Services

 Eric Kanaga, Program Manager II -
Regionalization

 Ryan Bishop, Deputy Branch Director –
Social Services Branch



Ice Breaker



Humboldt 
County
Profile



 Population of 136,101

 7 incorporated cities, ~50% of population 
living in unincorporated areas

 4,052 Square miles 

 5 National Parks, 15 State Parks

 3 Higher Ed. Institutions

8 Federally Recognized Tribes



More county 
Profile

 8 sovereign Tribal nations, plus additional not federally 
recognized

 Education

 Use of services

 Employers (size/rank of county & DHHS)

 Framing of the county culture

Households
Receiving 

Medi-Cal 42%
CalFresh:22%

Population 
living 

in a rural area

29.8% 
(5% Statewide)

Living Below 
Poverty line

19.7% 

Households paying 
30% or more of 
gross income on 

housing

29.8%  owners
40% renters

ACEs Score of 
2 or more

29% 
(15% Statewide)



DHHS TODAY
• County’s largest Department:  

• Approximately half of all County 
employees – approx. 1200 staff 

• Budget of approx. $300 million for FY2023-
24



Social Services Behavioral Health Public Health Administration

 Decentralizing services
 Reduces barriers
 Increases client involvement
 Increases supports for diverse 

cultures

 Service delivery based on 
community values

 Providing accountability
 Reduces duplication

DHHS is an integrated agency



STAFF DEMOGRAPHICS

Source:  FY 2023-24 Budget Book, Humboldt County
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NAVIGATING 
RACIAL EQUITY 
STRATEGY IN A 

RURAL COUNTY



In the beginning



HOW IT STARTED

20XX 12

 Until recently, DHHS' equity work primarily grew from mandates
 Public Health
 Behavioral Health

 George Floyd and Breonna Taylor's murders in 2020, were catalysts

 Turned the lens inward to see how we can improve white supremacy 
culture and inequities within the department

 DHHS Racial Equity Steering Committee



Steering Committee



Steering Committee 
Makeup

Selected by leadership

Representatives from all branches of DHHS

Representatives from various classification 
in DHHS

All have a passion to move this work 
forward

Cultural coaches

Humboldt Area Foundation

The Equity Alliance of the North Coast

Stepping Stone Consulting



Four key 
deliverables
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EARLY DELIVERABLES
• Develop a Racial Equity Steering Committee Charter 

and link back with the DHHS Executive Leadership 
team

• Exploration of Racial Equity work already going on 
within branches of work across DHHS and how these 
integrate

• Develop early "Get Started Training" within and 
across DHHS, in partnership with coaches from 
Humboldt Area Foundation and link back with DHHS 
Executive Leadership

ONGOING DELIVERABLE
• Develop comprehensive Racial Equity Plan for DHHS 

in partnership with coaches, along with how to 
implement the plan ongoing



RACIAL 
EQUITY 
STEERING 
COMMITTEE 
(RESC) 
APPROACH 

The team had various levels of knowledge

Started educating ourselves, each other, and learning from local 
allies

Learning together activities

Confirm the purpose

Review of county demographics

Ongoing review of existing policies and established work

Utilize a data-driven model of performance management—
Objectives, Measures, Targets, and Actions (OMTAs)



HUMBOLDT COUNTY DHHS
RACIAL EQUITY STRATEGIC PLAN

Initially, six high level goals. Spans from 2021-2025.

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 1
Develop a Permanent Cultural and Racial Equity Team to Facilitate Equity 

Efforts Across DHHS—Two objectives

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 2
Training and Coaching for All Staff—Five objectives

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 3
Coach, Support, and Prepare Staff in Supervisory Roles—Two objectives

20XX



DHHS RACIAL EQUITY 
STRATEGIC PLAN

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 4
Develop External and Internal Racial Equity Coaching Capacity—

Two objectives

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 5
Improve Hiring, Recruitment, and Retention—Three objectives

HIGH LEVEL GOAL 6
Listen to Understand and Improve Experiences of BIPOC Staff within DHHS—

Three objectives

20XX



RECRUITING AN EQUITY MANAGER

20XX

•Legislation Text - 21-1261 (legistar.com)

Allocation request to Board of Supervisors approved

•Humboldt County DHHS - Equity Manager recruitment - YouTube

Recruitment video

•First interview—Leadership, RESC representatives, Community Partners
•Scored
•Panel consisted of both scorers and non-scorers

•Second interview—Leadership, DHHS Staff, Community Partners
•Not scored

•Conversational
•All candidates moving to second interview received the Racial Equity Strategic Plan ahead of the 

interview

Interactive interview process with two interviews

https://humboldt.legistar.com/View.ashx?M=F&ID=9824200&GUID=FA29DC7A-E920-48F5-848D-68891B226777
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w7aeUP7FRYM


NEXT STEPS 
WITHIN DHHS

Develop Implementation Teams
• Facilitate multi-disciplinary workgroups

Expand training w/ tiered rollout
• Live session - “Foundations” 
• Web-based/Neogov – Implicit Bias for all-

staff
• In-Planning  local and indigenous 

communities

Data & Quality Improvement
• Determine performance measures 



TIMELINE - DHHS

2020 2023

1st Racial Equity 
Training "Common 

Terms"

August 2021

1st DHHS Racial Equity 
Committee meeting

August 2020

Racial & Cultural Equity 
Program Manager Role 

Allocated

September 2021

21

2021

Racial & Cultural 
Equity Program Manager 

Role Hired

March 2022

2022

Strategic Plan Rolled out 
to DHHS Staff

July – October 2022

Kicked off 
Implementation 

Teams

March 2023

Implicit Bias Training 
Released

July 2023

Foundations Training 
Release

September 2023

2024



Coalition Building



TIMELINE – DHHS & County Efforts

2020 2023

BOS Directs Staff to 
“Identify Strategies to 

Promote DEI.”

July 2020

1st Racial Equity 
Training "Common 

Terms"

August 2021

1st DHHS Racial Equity 
Committee meeting

August 2020

Racial & Cultural Equity 
Program Manager Role 

Allocated

September 2021

23

2021

Racial & Cultural 
Equity Program Manager 

Role Hired

March 2022

2022

Strategic Plan Rolled out 
to DHHS Staff

July – October 2022

Kicked off 
Implementation 

Teams

March 2023

Implicit Bias Training 
Released

July 2023

Foundations Training 
Release

September 2023

2024

BOS Directs Staff 
to “Identify 
Strategies 

to Promote DEI.”​
July 2020

DEI Assessment 
Conducted/results 

presented

Aug/Dec 2021

DEI Added to 
Workplace2030 

Focus Area

Dec 2021

OD/DEI Program 
Manager Role 

Allocated to HR

June 2022

BOS Adopts 
Mandatory 

DEI Training & 
Framework

July 2022

Affinity Groups 
Introduced

Sept 2022

Learning 
Corners Introduced

Feb 2023

DRAFT County-
wide DEI Strategic 

Plan

July 2023 ->



Data

Trust deficit 
exists 

between 
respondents 
and senior 
leadership

Staff trust 
their 

immediate 
supervisor 

BIPOC staff 
and women 

reported 
disparate 

experiences 
at work

Respondents 
crave 

educational 
opportunities 
around DEI

Opportunities 
exist to 

integrate DEI 
commitment 
into all that 

we do

24



ORGANIZATIONAL 
CHANGES AT COUNTY 
LEVEL

• Formalizing values into policy
• Accountability
• Visibility

Board of Supervisors

• Program Manager, Organizational Development & DEI
• Learning Corners
• Monthly Memos

Human Resources

• Board Approved
• 2-3 hours monthly, paid time
• Staff designed & staff Led

Affinity Groups



Linking to Workplace 
Culture & Buy In

Meeting people where they are

Creating baseline understanding 
with a stepped approach

Offer learning spaces tailored to 
the audience (affinity 
sessions)

Institutionalizing our commitment 
to anti-racism in all that we do

Build an inclusive culture that 
nurtures belongingness

Build competency and capacity an 
organization level



Partnership is Essential

HR 
functions

County-wide

Department

Branch/Program

DEI/Racial 
Equity 

C o m m u n i t y



BUILDING STAFF BUY IN

• Start early

• Check in often

• Bring them along



CHALLENGES

 Staffing & Budget

 How we show up

 Momentum



Moving Racial 
Equity Forward 

in the Social 
Services 
Branch

A Change Management Strategy



THE CHANGE 
PROCESS

Understanding the Need for Change

Planning and Preparing

Communicating and Engaging

Implementing and Monitoring

Evaluating and Sustaining



OUR 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

“We are implementing an organizational 
change, a journey towards equity. These 
modules are a part of the journey and 
organizational change "



Step 1: 
Understanding the 
Need for Change

Determine why the change is 
necessary and the specific goals 
or outcomes desired



Why do we need to 
change? What are the 
Benefits?

 When equity exists, people have equal 
access to opportunities

 Increased engagement and retention

 Improved employee wellbeing and 
satisfaction

 Attracts top talent, creates a bigger 
talent pool

 Better serves our community

 Fosters inclusion, safety, respect, and 
belonging

 Broadens perspective and innovation

 Promotes learning, a team environment, 
and collaboration

 Avoid breaking any labor and 
employment laws

 Social Responsibility - It’s the right thing 
to do!



Important Topics to 
Increase 
Understanding
 Racism (individual and systemic)

 Microaggressions

 Privilege (Based on race, class, 
etc.)

 Bias (Implicit and Explicit)

 Equity (Fair vs. Equal)

 Inclusion

 Diversity

 Fragility

 Allyship



VIDEOS, BOOKS, AND 
ARTICLES CAN HELP START 
THE CONVERSATION

Videos:

If Microaggressions Happened to White People 
| Decoded | MTV News – YouTube

What kind of Asian are you? - YouTube

Social Inequalities Explained in a $100 Race -
Please Watch to the End. Thanks. - YouTube

How Power, Privilege and Supremacy Show Up 
in the Workplace – YouTube

Vernā Myers: How to overcome our biases? 
Walk boldly toward them | TED Talk

Opinion | A Conversation With White People on 
Race - The New York Times (nytimes.com)

Moving The Race Conversation Forward –
YouTube

Growing Up Poor In America (full documentary) 
| FRONTLINE – YouTube

Articles:

Systemic racism goes beyond police. Reform 
human and social services (usatoday.com)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPRA4g-3yEk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPRA4g-3yEk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DWynJkN5HbQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4K5fbQ1-zps
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4K5fbQ1-zps
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qcm_RKMfwRA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qcm_RKMfwRA
https://www.ted.com/talks/verna_myers_how_to_overcome_our_biases_walk_boldly_toward_them?language=en#t-189827
https://www.ted.com/talks/verna_myers_how_to_overcome_our_biases_walk_boldly_toward_them?language=en#t-189827
https://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000003773643/a-conversation-with-white-people-on-race.html
https://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000003773643/a-conversation-with-white-people-on-race.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjGQaz1u3V4&t=193s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjGQaz1u3V4&t=193s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qAxQltlGodA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qAxQltlGodA
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2020/06/29/systemic-racism-goes-beyond-police-reform-human-and-social-services-column/3237645001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2020/06/29/systemic-racism-goes-beyond-police-reform-human-and-social-services-column/3237645001/


Great Discussion 
Questions:

 What resonated with you?

 What did you learn?

 What did you hear, see, or feel?

 What surprised you?

 What questions do you have?

 How did this video challenge 
assumptions you had?

 How does what you saw in the video 
impact your work?

 Or any “What” or “How” Questions



What did we learn?
 Everyone has different experiences
 Not everyone had a shared or 

common understanding of terms
 Certain terms are difficult for some 

people to hear or understand 
(White Privilege, White Fragility, 
Racism/Racist, etc.)

 Allow plenty of time and space for 
additional conversations

 Racial Equity work is hard!
 Deep-rooted, systemic and 

societal, inequalities
 Historical Context
 Resistance to Change
 Complex intersections with 

other forms of oppression
 Emotional and Psychological 

Impact



Step 2: Planning and 
Preparing for Change

Develop a comprehensive plan 
that outlines the objectives, 
strategies, and resources 
needed to implement the 
change successfully. This 
include identifying potential 
obstacles and creating a 
communication strategy.



What we did to Plan 
and Prepare

 Developed a Plan (a list of SMART 
goals) that Supervisors and 
Managers in SSB could implement

 Developed a list of tools, 
supports, and skills 
that Supervisors and Managers 
needed to implement 
these changes



Resources Provided to 
Supervisors

Monthly meetings -A forum to discuss 
important topics, have difficult 
conversations, and share experiences

Tools for Accountability

 Documentation Training

 Evaluation Training

 Progressive Discipline 
Flowchart

Goal Development Tools

 SMART Goals

 Goal 4 It!

Time and Project Management Tools

 Eisenhower Prioritization 
Matrix

 SWOT

A shared resource folder to share 
tools, trainings, etc.



Important Supports 
from DHHS:

 Admin Support – Memo from our 
Director that we are an “Anti-Racist” 
organization

 A written Racial Equity Strategic Plan

 Written supervisor and manager 
expectations

 Onboarding Toolkit

 Supervisor Handbook



Step 3: 
Communicating and 
Engaging

Communicate the need for 
change to staff and engage them in 
the process. Address concerns, 
provide updates, and ensure that 
everyone understand the reasons 
behind the change and their roles.



Resources for Engaging 
and Communicating with 
Staff

Introduction to the Racial 
Equity Strategic Plan
Mandatory Training

 Exploring Racial Equity: 
Common Terms

 Implicit Bias: An Introduction
Opportunities to seek understanding, 
ask questions, and express concerns

 Staff Debriefs after trainings
 unit meetings
 one-on-one check-ins
 Equity Manager office hours
 Learning Corners

 Surveys
 DEI Assessment
 Workforce Development Survey



What did we Learn?

Communication and nurturing brave spaces is 
key

The majority of staff are bought in and ready 
to learn and share

Staff don’t want this work to feel like they 
are "just checking another box"

Ignorance, not resistance is the real problem

Staff wanted to know more about their 
individual role

Equity started coming up more (e.g. EEO, 
Civil Rights, etc.)



Step 4: 
Implementing and 
Monitoring
Execute the change plan, making 
sure to allocate resources, manage 
timelines, and address challenges 
that arise. Monitor progress, gather 
feedback, ensure accountability, 
and make adjustments as 
necessary to ensure the change is 
on track.



What's the plan?
Begin executing our Plan (SMART Goals)

Examples:

To move towards our organizational 
commitment of achieving racial equity, we 
need to understand SSB staffs’ knowledge, 
comfort, willingness to 
volunteer/participate, ability to create a 
brave space, and what staff need around 
having discussions about racial equity. We 
will learn their understanding of how this 
relates to our work and the community we 
serve. We will poll staff using an 
anonymous/name optional Google poll to do 
this. The poll will be sent out to staff in the 
month of December 2023.

Supervisors and managers will schedule a 
series of 2-4 meetings with the Training Unit 
by 3/1/2024 to discuss SSB efforts for 
organizational change toward racial equity. 
At these meetings participants will discuss 
how much time can be allocated to the topic 
of Racial Equity and will identify at least 3 
specific ideas, exercises, trainings or 
concepts of racial equity to be introduced to 
all new staff during induction training 
starting in Fall/2024.



Survey Details
The intent of this survey is to:

 Develop a baseline on staff knowledge and 
perception of how SSB is doing with Racial 
Equity

 Gauge staff buy in and commitment

 Identify areas of concern and success

 Determine our priorities

 Develop additional SMART goals based on 
results

Sample survey questions:

Are you given the same career opportunities as 
your peers in SSB? Career opportunities include 
promotion, external trainings, cross training, 
mentorship, etc.

Are you willing to participate in the 
development and/or presentation of a training 
that teaches others about diversity, equity, and 
inclusion?



Step 5: Evaluating
and Sustaining

Assess the effectiveness of the 
change and its impact on the 
organization. Identify lessons 
learned, celebrate success, and 
address remaining issues. Develop 
strategies to sustain the change 
long term.



What's the plan?

Develop Key Performance Indicators for 
each goal

Provide regular surveys to gauge progress

Report out on steps taken to improve 
racial equity

Example: In an effort to provide 
equitable career opportunities SSB has 
made all external trainings a 
competitive process.



A Hyperlocal Approach to 
Onboarding



















Some 
Concerns









Onboarding Data



Two Full Days of 
Onboarding
Topics that were covered on the first day of training (May 3):

 Background and history of The Center

 Services that will be provided at The Center

 Goals, mission, vision, and values of The Center as a 
whole

 Shared values

 History of the McKinleyville community

 Physical space of The Center building

Topics covered on the second day of training (May 4):

 Importance and general critique of land 
acknowledgement

 Introduction to California Indian History

 Parts of land acknowledgement

 Connection between historical land loss and moments of 
resistance and land loss



Weekly Half-day 
Trainings
The following topics were covered throughout the two-
month period:

 Ladders of awareness and empowerment

 Microaggressions

 Comfort with giving and receiving feedback

 Background and history of The Center

 Creating a workplace that is culturally safe

 Community care

 Signs and symptoms of depression and panic attacks

 Goals, programs, and services of The Center

 Importance of storytelling and evaluation

 Language justice

 White supremacy culture



Strategies



















Don’t Wait to 
do Your Part!



• Power in partnership
• Bring your staff along
• Every level has influence
• Know better do better
• Start today

Lessons Learned
 Start small, start big

 Power in partnership

 Bring staff along

 Every level has influence

Start today

 Know better do better



Thank you!

Neftali Miller-Rubio
Program Manager, Racial & Cultural Equity

nmiller-rubio2@co.Humboldt.ca.us

Ryan Bishop
Deputy Director, Social Services

rbishop@co.Humboldt.ca.us

Monique Upshaw-Smith
Program Manager II, Health & Nutrition Svcs

mupshaw-smith@co.Humboldt.ca.us

Eric Kanaga
Program Manager II, Regionalization

ekanaga@co.Humboldt.ca.us

mailto:NMiller-rubio2@co.Humboldt.ca.us
mailto:RBishop@co.Humboldt.ca.us
mailto:mupshaw-Smith@co.Humboldt.ca.us
mailto:RBishop@co.Humboldt.ca.us
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