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The not-for-profit higher education sector in the United States plays many roles in
American life.1 These institutions educate the next generation of thinkers and leaders; support
the research, scholarship, and creative expression that shape society; and anchor their
communities. Each year, nearly 20 million students enroll in US colleges and universities,2 and
the two million who graduate with bachelor’s degrees can expect an average of $30,000 (in
constant 2018 dollars) in increased annual earnings over their lifetimes. 3
The higher education sector also spends $84 billion a year on research4 and produces more
than 400,000 articles and publications in science and engineering alone. 5 As institutions
that serve their communities, colleges and universities contribute to—and sometimes
drive—local economies; the US higher education sector employs nearly four million faculty
and staff6 and spends more than $600 billion each year,7 a significant share of which goes to
local economies.
As the United States becomes more racially and ethnically diverse—people of color will
account for more than 50 percent of the US population of high school graduates soon as
2036 8 —colleges and universities will serve a more racially and ethnically diverse set of
stakeholders. According to a 2021 survey, 84 percent of presidents of institutions of higher
education agree that racial and ethnic considerations have become more important for their
institutions.9 However, the student bodies, faculty, and staff of most colleges and universities
are not representative of society, and many institutions of higher education do not serve
underrepresented populations equitably.
Of course, racialized inequities and disparate outcomes are not unique to higher education,10
and many institutions in the sector have taken steps to respond to the challenge despite
hurdles such as declining public funding and enrollments.11 McKinsey analysis has found that
95 percent of the institutions with the highest level of research activity (R1 as designated
by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education) have senior executives
charged with oversight of institutional diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), and 100 percent
of R1 institutions have publicly shared DEI plans or aspirations.12 Diversity leaders in higher
education have also formed their own consortiums to share knowledge.13
The most significant complication for these efforts is slow progress. Many institutions’
student bodies are diversifying—but slowly. In 2013, 38 percent of all not-for-profit
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institutions met the expectation of student representational parity (based on the racial
and ethnic demographics of students’ home states). By 2020, that figure was 44 percent.14
At that rate, it would take almost 70 years for these institutions’ student bodies to
reflect the demographics of the US population in terms of the number of historically
underrepresented students in each class. However, this shift would be driven by growth in
the number of Hispanic and Latino students, with negligible change in the share of Black and
Indigenous students.
Beyond representative student bodies, progress has also been uneven in program completion
rates. Only 98 institutions—representing 9 percent of four-year institutions and 8 percent
of all enrolled students—have both a representative student population and graduation
rates for students from underrepresented populations that are the same as or higher than
the national average.
The trends in improving both representation and completion rates have been mixed. Our
analysis shows that from 2013 to 2020, 31 percent of four-year institutions significantly
increased student diversity while simultaneously improving completion rates significantly
for underrepresented students.15 However, 24 percent of institutions either remained flat or
moved backward across both measures.
While progress on diversity and completion rates for students from underrepresented
populations has been uneven, progress for more racially and ethnically equitable
representation among faculty has been negligible. In 2013, only 11 percent of two- and fouryear not-for-profit institutions had faculties that were representative of the US population—
and many of those 11 percent were historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs),
Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs), and other minority-serving institutions.16 According to our
analysis, that figure was just one percentage point higher in 2020.
McKinsey analysis has found that the most diverse occupations at colleges and universities
are low-paying service roles in functions such as food and janitorial services. We also found
that these jobs experienced the fastest decline in the sector from 2013 to 2020.
These trends are a significant challenge to many institutions’ DEI goals and broader mission
of facilitating economic mobility. More immediately, movements for racial and ethnic justice,
stoked in particular by the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, have pushed questions
of racial and ethnic equity to the fore in every part of society. Many institutions of higher
education are already working to address racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic equity. However,
institutions could contribute more to society-wide racial and ethnic equity through teaching
and learning; research, scholarship, and creative expression; and impact in the community.
American life is marked by inequities along dimensions such as gender, ability, immigration
status, and socioeconomic class of origin. For the purposes of this report, we focus on race
and ethnicity as one particularly socially and culturally salient way to talk about the structural
obstacles that influence socioeconomic mobility and life outcomes. We focus on students,
faculty, staff, and community members who are Black, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian
or Pacific Islander, and Indigenous. (Asian Americans in higher education experience
a somewhat different set of dynamics that merit separate consideration.)
Any efforts to strengthen racial and ethnic equity in higher education could have benefits
for other disadvantaged groups.17 So, while this report focuses on racial and ethnic equity in
higher education, many of the strategies we highlight may be applicable to other populations
as well.
University presidents, provosts, deans, chief human resource officers, and leaders in
functions such as external relations may wish to collaborate more closely on a shared vision
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for equity at—and driven by—their institutions. This report highlights approaches that some
institutions in higher education are taking to advance racial and ethnic equity. As other
institutions think about how to address these issues, they may wish to look to their peers for
guidance. Effective efforts take strategic focus, long-term commitment, and ongoing effort
and investment. The result could be more sustainable institutions that deliver impact as
places of learning, discovery, and community for everyone.

A mirror of wider systemic inequities
Many institutions of higher education were built on inequitable social, economic, and political
systems (see sidebar “The inequitable history of US higher education”). The effects of these
systems—as well as complex interactions among other factors with deep historical roots—are
visible in all three core areas of impact: teaching and learning; research, scholarship, and
creative expression; and impact in the community.
Teaching and learning
Creating equitable environments for teaching and learning begins with equitable
representation, experiences, and outcomes for students and faculty. But progress has been
slow or negligible.
Although we see some gaps in K-12 education, our analysis suggests that higher education
can address significant gaps as well. There has been some progress. Not-for-profit
institutions (both two- and four-year) showed signs of progress in diversifying their student
bodies from 2013 to 2020. In 2013, 38 percent of institutions had first-year student
populations that had higher-than-expected shares of underrepresented populations.18 By
2020, this number had grown to 44 percent. At this rate, it would take about 70 years for
every not-for-profit institution of higher education to achieve representational parity for
marginalized populations in their student bodies. However, progress is unevenly spread
across students from different racial and ethnic groups. According to our analysis, the share
of institutions with a more-than-representative number of Hispanic and Latino students
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The inequitable history of American higher education
Like so many corners of society, higher
education bears the marks of historical
decisions that have built inequity into
the sector. The Morrill Act of 1862 allowed
the US government to seize land from
more than 250 Indigenous tribes to
create space for 52 new universities
across the United States.1 In addition,
many institutions have ties to chattel
slavery through early institutional leaders
and donors who bought, owned, and sold
enslaved people.2
As centers of teaching and learning, many
institutions accepted only White students
until compelled to diversify under student
pressure and civil rights legislation.3

At least one institution hired their first
full-time Black faculty members as
recently as 1972.4
In earlier eras, some universities
supported the work of faculty and leaders
who believed that some races are more
biologically intelligent than others. Many
buildings and awards still bear the names
of such thinkers, whose beliefs have since
been debunked.5
Of course, these examples are far from
comprehensive. However, acknowledging
the sector’s history with racial and ethnic
inequity is important for understanding
the current state of affairs and for

considering interventions that may
generate and accelerate gains in equity.
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increased by ten percentage points from 2013 to 2020—but decreased by two percentage
points for Black students and seven percentage points for Indigenous students.
In 2020, only 9 percent of R1 institutions had first-year student populations that were more
diverse than expected (up from 8 percent in 2013). Similarly, a recent study found that at many
of these same institutions, Black and Hispanic student representation decreased between
1980 to 2015, even as these students’ share of the college-age population grew more quickly
than enrollment rates.19
Students from underrepresented populations also have disparate undergraduate outcomes.
Sixty-four percent of White students graduate from four-year institutions within six years,
compared with 40 percent of Black, 54 percent of Hispanic, and 39 percent of Indigenous
students.20 For those who do graduate, members of underrepresented populations with
bachelor’s degrees also have worse early-career outcomes compared with their White
counterparts.21 For those who do graduate, 8.2 percent of White college graduates (ages
21–24) are unemployed, compared with 11.6 percent of Black graduates and 11.2 percent of
Hispanic graduates.22 Compounding the effects of disparities throughout the experience,
students from underrepresented populations are more likely to graduate with debt than their
White counterparts.23
While these findings are not qualitatively novel, they have economic ramifications. Gaps in
postsecondary attainment cumulatively cost the US economy nearly $1 trillion per year.24 Even
so, analysis shows that most undergraduates—about 60 percent25—attend schools that

19
20
21
22
23
24
25

6

Jeremy Ashkenas, Haeyoun Park, and Adam Pearce, “Even with affirmative action, Blacks and Hispanics are more
underrepresented at top colleges than 35 years ago,” New York Times, August 24, 2017.
“Indicator 23: Postsecondary graduation rates,” Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, Institute
of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, updated February 2019.
“Indicator 30: Earnings and employment,” Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, Institute of
Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, updated February 2019.
Elise Gould, Zane Mokhiber, and Julia Wolfe, Class of 2019: College edition, Economic Policy Institute, May 14, 2019.
Melanie Hanson, “Student loan debt by race,” EducationData.org, updated March 10, 2022.
Anthony P. Carnevale et al., The cost of economic and racial injustice in postsecondary education, Georgetown University
Center on Education and the Workforce, 2021.
Representing 49 percent of institutions.

Racial and ethnic equity in US higher education

Web <2022>
<SHaPE: DEI in higher ed EXECUTIVE SUMMARY>
Exhibit <1> of <2>

Exhibit 1

Most
institutionshave
have
not
simultaneously
achieved
representational
parity
for
Most institutions
not
simultaneously
achieved
representational
parity for
firstfirst-time
students
and average
at leastcompletion
average completion
rates.
time students
and at least
rates.
Percentage by institution type (not-for-profit, 4-year), 2020 (n = 1,120 institutions, 1.4 million
first-time students)

1,000 5,000

National average
MSI2
completion rate for
first-time students
from underrepresented
populations1

Bubble size corresponds to
total undergraduate student
population in 2020

Public

Private not-for-profit

Completion rate for first-time students from underrepresented populations graduating within 150% of normal
time (6 years), %
100

A

B

C

D

80
60
40
20
0

–40

–30

–20

–10

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Student gap to enrollment parity
A. Underrepresented population completion only: 52% of first-time students
B. Underrepresented population student-experience leaders: 8% of first-time students
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Includes student population that is Black, Hispanic and Latino, Native American, Pacific Islander, and two or more races.
2
Minority-serving institution; includes historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-serving institutions (defined as current and eligible HSI
grantees in the US Department of Education’s 2020 Eligibility Matrix), and tribal universities.
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)

have above-average graduation rates for underrepresented populations. However, only
8 percent of all enrolled students26 attend schools whose undergraduate population includes
the expected level of students from underrepresented populations while also having
an above-average graduation rate for underrepresented students. Complicating the picture,
many of the institutions with the highest completion rates also have below-average student
body diversity and are among the least economically diverse (Exhibit 1).
Our analysis shows that nearly two-thirds of institutions have stayed flat or regressed
on representation or outcomes (graduation rates) for students from underrepresented
populations (Exhibit 2).27 Our analysis also shows that only 7 percent of institutions have
simultaneously improved on racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic measures.
The causes of these inequities and disparate outcomes are interrelated, complex, and
often discussed in the public conversation. To start, many inequities in higher education
can be traced to inequities in K-12 education. While high school graduation rates have
steadily increased, there is a gap of ten to 20 percentage points in high school graduation
rates between students from underrepresented populations and their White and Asian
26
27

Representing 9 percent of institutions.
We define improvement as improvements of two percentage points or more from 2013 to 2020 across measures of
representation and outcomes (to beat the projected growth of underrepresented populations in the United States).
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classmates.28 White high school graduates aged 16–24 are also five percentage points more
likely than graduates from underrepresented populations to be enrolled in college.29 Gaps
in measures of college readiness are wider, 30 and a growing body of evidence suggests that
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are exacerbating these inequities. 31
Once students are old enough to apply to college, students from marginalized populations
tend to suffer from the impact of common components of the admissions process such
as legacy admissions, athletic admissions, and donor connections. 32 Athletic admissions
and donor connections, for example, are both correlated with wealth, which is racialized
in the United States. 33 And once on campus, students who are visibly from marginalized
populations often report experiences of exclusion—from faculty and peers questioning their
abilities to campus staff challenging their presence. 34 (For a discussion of institutions that
overperform on serving students from underrepresented populations, see sidebar “Student
representation, faculty representation, and outcomes at minority-serving institutions.”)
Faculty diversity is positively correlated with completion rates for students from
underrepresented populations, which makes representative equity among faculty a critical
factor in achieving equity for students. 35 Many four-year colleges and universities have
publicly pledged to increase faculty diversity, but studies suggest that much of the growth
in faculty diversity has been in non-tenure-track positions. 36 From 1993 to 2013, the number
of underrepresented faculty in part-time, non-tenure-track positions grew by 230 percent,
but tenure-track positions only grew by 30 percent. When we analyzed the full-time faculty
population relative to the population with a bachelor’s degree or higher (given that most
faculty positions require at least a bachelor’s degree), in 2020, approximately 75 percent
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of not-for-profit institutions are less diverse than the broader bachelor’s degree–attaining
population. Additionally, the pace of change is slow; it would take nearly 300 years to reach
parity for all not-for-profit institutions at the current pace. Higher education’s collective
aspirations for parity in faculty diversity could arguably be even higher. Faculty diversity could
be compared to the total population (rather than just the population with a bachelor’s degree
or higher) for several reasons. First, comparing faculty diversity to recipients of a bachelor’s
degree incorporates existing inequities in higher-education access and completion across
races and ethnicities (which have been highlighted in the prior sections). Second, the impact
of faculty (especially from the curriculum they create and teach and the research, scholarship,
and creative expression they produce) often has implications for the total US population.
Therefore, in this research, we compared faculty diversity to the total population. In doing
this, we found that almost 90 percent of faculty at not-for-profit colleges and universities
(two- and four-year) do not equitably represent underrepresented populations (for more,
see appendix, “Calculating representational parity”). That figure has remained essentially

Student representation, faculty representation, and outcomes
at minority-serving institutions
A subset of institutions—8 percent—
overperform on representation of
students from underrepresented
populations and beat the average six-year
completion rate for underrepresented
students at four-year institutions
(52 percent). About 40 percent of those
schools are minority-serving institutions
(MSIs).1 What’s more, of the 11 percent
of not-for-profit institutions that exceed
parity expectations for both student and
faculty representation, about two-thirds
are MSIs, including 125 Hispanic-serving

institutions, 91 historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs), and 21 tribal colleges.2
Many of these minority-serving institutions
are underresourced but outperform their
counterparts on creating positive academic
outcomes, with implications for economic
mobility for students from underrepresented
populations.3 The same trends hold for lowincome students, a significant finding given
that racial and ethnic inequities are linked to
economic inequity.4
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For more on minority-serving institutions, see
“Minority Serving Institutions Program,” Office
of Diversity, Inclusion and Civil Rights, US
Department of the Interior, accessed May 25,
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Data System (IPEDS).
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Jason Wright, “The economic impact of closing
the racial wealth gap,” McKinsey, August 13, 2019.

consistent since 2013. The current trajectory makes equitable faculty representation a near
impossibility over any reasonable time frame; it would take more than 1,000 years to reach
parity (Exhibit 3).
Of the institutions that have achieved or exceeded representational parity for both students
and faculty, most are based in states whose populations have higher shares of people of color
than the US average. This suggests that their progress may come from larger demographic
changes. (For more on closing the representational gap, see sidebar “Institutional
characteristics and representational parity.”)
Research, scholarship, and creative expression
Faculty, particularly research faculty, drive the creation of new knowledge, scholarship, and
creative works. Diversification has been slow (Exhibit 4).
The lack of faculty from underrepresented populations at R1 institutions matters because
a small number of these research-intensive universities account for a disproportionate share
of faculty in many fields. 37 Consider that in political science, 11 universities produce 50 percent

37

Amna Khalid and Jeffrey Aaron Snyder, “How to fix diversity and equity,” Chronicle of Higher Education, May 27, 2021;
Samuel Arbesman, Aaron Clauset, and Daniel B. Larremore, “Systematic inequality and hierarchy in faculty hiring
networks,” Science Advances, February 2015, Volume 1, Number 1.
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1

of the faculty in political science at the most research intensive institutions. 38 The continued
underrepresentation of students and faculty from underrepresented populations at these
institutions therefore effectively perpetuates a dearth of equitable representation in
academia and the ideas that the sector produces. For instance, a recent study found that if
Black, Hispanic and Latino, and women researchers were equitably represented in academia,
there would have been 29 percent more articles on public health and 18 percent more articles
on mental health over the past 40 years.
Researchers from underrepresented populations who complete the gauntlet of doctoral
research, publishing, and other requirements also face obstacles in getting on the tenure
track and winning funding and traction for their work. Data from the National Science
Foundation suggest that the funding rate for marginalized racial groups is significantly
lower than that of their counterparts. 39 Similarly, a 2020 study found that while researchers
from marginalized groups produce contributions with a higher degree of scientific novelty,
according to a machine learning algorithm, their contributions are less likely to be adopted
and to lead to successful scientific careers compared with those of their White peers. Another
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Institutional characteristics and representational parity
Some hard-to-change characteristics
could make it more difficult for some
institutions to achieve representational
parity. Consider location. Our analysis
shows that compared with institutions
based in large cities, an institution located
in a rural area is 98 percent less likely to
have achieved parity by 2020.

as of 2020. Some preprofessional and
vocational programs, such as business
and management or mechanics, are also
associated with an increased likelihood of
achieving parity. Of course, these factors
are only correlated and not necessarily
causal, but they are consistent with earlier
studies that have found similar differences
in choice of major between students of
different races and ethnicities.1

Curriculums may help close some
of the gap. Our research shows that
institutions that offer undergraduate
degrees in ethnic, culture, or gender
studies are more than 2.5 times more likely
to have achieved representational parity

at flat or declining rates. At the same
time, many programs that are less likely to
attract students from underrepresented
populations, such as computer and
information sciences or engineering, are
seeing significant enrollment growth. In
fact, among those programs that are
growing, students from underrepresented
populations account for less than a quarter
of completions (exhibit).

However, our analysis shows that many
programs that attract the most diverse
students (including ethnic, culture, and
gender studies) are producing graduates

1

Peter L. Hinrichs, “Racial and ethnic differences
in college major choice,” Federal Reserve Bank of
Cleveland, March 31, 2015.
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group of researchers found no change in the representation of Black, Hispanic and Latino,
and Indigenous researchers among credited authors in publications in four major scientific
fields (biochemistry, computer science, math, and medical science) from 2010 to 2020. 40
Impact in the community
Colleges and universities play a critical role in supporting the communities where they are
located. 41 One analysis found that higher education accounts for as much as 38 percent of
direct employment and 45 percent of wages in New England towns and cities that rely on
local colleges and universities for economic development. 42 Colleges and universities are also
magnets for business creation and residential and commercial development.
Although many institutions of higher education are major employers in their communities,
their employment rolls mirror occupational segregation in the broader labor market.
Employees of color in higher education work disproportionately in low-wage roles (Exhibit 5).
In 2020, only 19 percent of management in US higher education was Black, Hispanic or
Latino, or Indigenous even though these groups collectively make up 32 percent of the US
population. Meanwhile, 40 percent of service workers (in functions such as food preparation

40
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42
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and maintenance) were from underrepresented populations. 43 Consistent with broader
economic trends, the jobs in higher education that are disproportionately held by people
from underrepresented populations—those in areas such as services and sales—are also
more likely to decline (by 2 to 3 percent), while jobs that have lower representation from
underrepresented populations are more likely to grow. 44
There is some evidence of positive change. Our analysis found that from June 2020 through
November 2021, 32.4 percent of newly hired presidents and chancellors in US higher
education were from underrepresented populations, a significant increase from 19.0 percent
over the preceding 18 months. 45 Despite this progress, more could be done, particularly with
respect to women of color in leadership across institutions.

Potential to expand racial and ethnic equity in higher education
Sectorwide challenges such as declining enrollment and greater public scrutiny—accelerated
by the COVID-19 pandemic—and stagnating completion rates make institutional progress on
racial and ethnic equity more complicated. 46 To overcome these challenges and meet their
organizations’ priorities, leaders could take the following actions:
— reflect on their institutions’ historical and current role in creating and perpetuating racial
and ethnic inequities
— review their current systems for inequities
— realign their institutions based on shared aspirations and assess the ways in which their
institutions may be best positioned to change and to effect change
— respond to build equitable institutions for the long term
— participate in collective reform
Implementing equity strategies has long been difficult because colleges and universities
tend to be decentralized, with departmental and functional silos. Therefore, we highlight
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the themes that emerged from our analysis of how organizations—including in higher
education—create and sustain change. These insights do not form a blueprint for success, but
they may help institutions of higher education make progress on equity along the dimensions
of race and ethnicity and possibly along wealth and other dimensions as well. 47
Reflect on the historical role of the sector and individual institutions in inequities
Institutions that have acknowledged their role in creating and perpetuating race-based
inequities do not assign blame but aim to create an environment of intellectual honesty.
Colleges and universities could even put racial and ethnic inequities in the United States
into the larger context of global racism. 48 The central question here is how the institution
has benefited from—or contributed to—racial and ethnic inequities throughout its history.
Assessing and acknowledging the answers at every level of the institution may make
conversations about the potential to rectify the inequities feel more natural and urgent.
To start, leaders could seek to understand their institution’s history and speak often and in
a matter-of-fact way about how racial and ethnic inequities may have benefited the institution.
Acknowledgment by university leadership of the inequities that made their institutions’
founding—and development—possible could support future actions to increase equity and
demonstrate a long-term commitment. For example, Princeton University provides resources
about land acknowledgments for university stakeholders, 49 and the University of Virginia
publishes an ongoing series about significant episodes in both the history of the institution
and the history of race in the United States. 50
Acknowledging this difficult history and communicating about it often is key but not without
potential costs. However, the reflection stage could help senior decision makers begin to
identify the roles they and their institutions could play in building a more racially and ethnically
equitable society.
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Review current performance and identify inequities
Institutions that have completed comprehensive historical reflections could take cues
from peers that have made progress and review the ways in which they may contribute to
the ongoing marginalization of underrepresented racial and ethnic groups. The central
question in this step is how university processes, systems, and norms might create or
sustain inequities.
As educators, colleges and universities could evaluate the experiences of their students—
across programs, from application through graduation—to identify differences in their student
bodies relative to the national or local population and determine whether these divergences
are the result of addressable systemic factors.
Ongoing data monitoring and analysis is a key consideration when supporting
underrepresented students. Universities could monitor student data for any divergences in
academic outcomes to identify opportunities to provide support for students and analyze
graduates’ early- and mid-career outcomes. For instance, Georgia State University increased
its overall graduation rate from 48 percent to 55 percent in a decade, with even larger
increases for Black students, Hispanic and Latino students, and Pell Grant recipients. 51
Institutional collaboration with prospective employers could help schools address any earlycareer discrepancies and pave the way for more economically equitable careers for their
young alumni.
Institutions may also want to apply their internal research and analytical expertise to
an examination into the diversity of their faculty. For instance, identifying trends in specific
departments, especially those that generate significant research funding, could illuminate
potential areas of focus. Performance and trends in faculty diversity, promotion, and
tenure also highlight departments that have successfully diversified and departments
that have underperformed. Frequently updated survey data may help leaders understand
the experiences of students and faculty from marginalized populations.
Codified processes focused on racial and ethnic equity could also be incorporated into
research and grant support activities. Such processes could encourage grant offices
to ensure that research proposals appropriately incorporate racial and ethnic equity
considerations in the construction and execution of their research.
As economic drivers within their community, institutions may want to review diversity data on
staff and administration as well as trends in promotion and retention to identify inequitable
outcomes. Survey data could also provide insight into employee experiences with belonging
and inclusion at the institution.
Institutions could analyze their impact on the community by auditing their procurement
processes and outcomes such as supplier diversity. Institutions could set supplier diversity
targets that reflect the composition of surrounding communities. For example, the University
of Illinois system has set a goal of at least 20 percent supplier diversity across the system,
with higher targets for some campuses. 52
Transparency can facilitate accountability in these efforts. The University of Pennsylvania
publishes its spending with diverse suppliers. 53 Drexel University requires its direct suppliers
to report second-tier spending and audits those records for supplier diversity.54 Smaller
institutions that do not have their own supplier diversity programs could use existing forums
and supplier fairs to signal their commitment to working with suppliers that are owned by or
benefit marginalized communities.
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Realign the institution based on shared aspirations and priorities
After leaders have gained a strong understanding of their institutions’ relevant historical
and current inequities, they can look to some prominent institutions and realign their
institution toward equitable outcomes. This could include defining an overall aspiration for
what the institution could look and feel like, articulating objectives that can help it approach
the aspiration, setting measurable goals, and designing the right initiatives to reach those
goals. The resulting strategic and cultural transformation could be geared toward an optimal
goal that accounts for the institution’s history and strengths, not just toward addressing
current problems. Decision makers could consider the following:
1. an initial focus, such as representational equity, inclusion and belonging, or equity and
fairness in outcomes
2. the breadth of impact, possibly within the campus community, within the local community,
or on a national or even global scale
3. institutional capabilities, particularly strengths that are specific and distinctive to
the college or university and its community
Leaders could include a range of stakeholders in decision making. Specifically, they may want
to test the aspirations with students, faculty and staff, and alumni, making sure to include
feedback from diverse stakeholders. The initial work will not be perfect or even well rounded,
but leaders could be prepared to iterate on initiatives over time.
Notably, since 2016, Georgetown University has been engaged in a comprehensive, multiyear
effort to examine its history with slavery, enhance diversity within its community, and promote
equity on campus. This effort has required engagement from students, faculty, staff, and
descendants of the enslaved people the university directly benefited from in its early years.
This effort has produced commitments such as a formal apology, the creation of an institute
for the study of slavery, and a public memorial to the people the institution enslaved in its early
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years. 55 The university also named a chief diversity officer and established a new foundation
to lead efforts to address the legacy of slavery in the United States. 56 A leadership council
that focuses on DEI and racial-justice initiatives tracks progress toward the institution’s
DEI goals. 57
Respond to create equitable institutions
This step focuses on ensuring that the institution can respond and execute the new racial
and ethnic equity priorities and embed such equity into the school’s culture. In informal
interactions, most leaders in higher education say racial and ethnic equity is likely to be part
of their institution’s strategic plan. This may mean dedicating sufficient resources, including
funding and talent, to the effort. A senior leader could work with a robust staff to support
the institution’s president in executing the strategy. A council of leaders across the institution
could monitor progress on initiatives.
Leaders may signal their ongoing commitment by sharing iterations of institutional equity
goals with trustees, administration, faculty, staff, and external stakeholders and regularly
communicating about these goals. They could also encourage ownership of institutional
equity goals, supporting organic function- or team-specific initiatives with resources
and recognition.
Finally, institutional leaders could regularly track their overall progress toward their key
performance indicators to update any initiatives that are not yielding the desired results and
to identify successes. They could also consider offering performance-based awards and
compensation tied to goals to help sustain momentum.
Reform through collective action
Many institutions have begun to test and implement interventions that address many of
the inequities embedded across their core areas of impact—teaching and learning; research,
scholarship, and creative expression; and impact in the community. The higher education
sector could learn from these efforts when considering broader racial and ethnic equity
aspirations. These actions are likely to be most effective when pursued by multiple institutions
as a group, rather than individually. In doing so, institutions could potentially lower the costs
(both financial and nonfinancial) and may improve the effectiveness and efficiency of their
efforts. Institutions could pursue the actions that are most appropriate to their context. We
discuss some actions institutions could consider across their three areas of impact.
Teaching and learning. Supporting racial and ethnic equity throughout the student pipeline—
from the admissions process through graduation—is a common goal throughout higher
education. Reforms in any or all of these areas could have an impact on building a more
equitable student body.
Institutions could consider starting or expanding dual-enrollment programs to accelerate
high school completion and also improve college access. A recent study of dual-enrollment
programs in California uncovered an opportunity to expand equitable access to these
programs for underrepresented students. 58 According to the study, more than 75 percent of
California’s community college districts received at least one low rating because too few of
the Black, Hispanic and Latino or Native American students in their region are represented in
dual-enrollment courses.
Institutions could also consider ending legacy admissions. The results of one study
suggest that the removal of legacy preferences would increase the number of admitted
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Black, Hispanic and Latino, and Asian American students by 4 to 5 percent each.59 In 2014,
Johns Hopkins University ended the use of legacy admissions. Over the next decade,
the percentage of Pell-eligible students at the school rose from 9 percent to 19 percent, and
the percentage of students who use financial aid climbed from 34 percent to more than half.
More than a quarter of undergraduates are now people of color, up more than ten percentage
points since 2009. 60 Significantly, Johns Hopkins has reported no meaningful changes
in alumni giving since implementing the reform, challenging the concern that reforms to
admissions processes require financial trade-offs.61
Increasing affordability for specific student populations may also have a positive impact on
equity. One study found that forgiving student loan debt for households making less than
$50,000 a year could reduce the racial wealth gap between Black and White families by
7 percent, while eliminating such debt for families with incomes below $25,000 could reduce
the wealth gap by 4 percent.62
In the classroom, universities could disseminate educational resources about the history and
current context of racial and ethnic inequity, particularly the history of marginalization for
Black, Hispanic, Indigenous, and Asian and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander populations.
Consider that only 8 percent of high school seniors responding to one study could identify
slavery as a central cause of the Civil War and that 87 percent of content taught about
Indigenous people only covers history before 1900.63 In fact, 27 states do not name a single
Indigenous person in their history standards,64 suggesting that universities and colleges have
an opportunity to fill the gap left by high school education. In response to these insights,
the California State University system—in which 21 out of 23 campuses are HSIs65—has made
ethnic studies a graduation requirement.66
Research, scholarship, and creative expression. Many colleges and universities have
experimented successfully with incorporating a diversity of perspectives in their research,
scholarship, and creative expression. Partnerships with MSIs may be one way to promote
this goal. Virginia Tech hosts an annual HBCU/MSI research summit that boosts the visibility
of the work of faculty and graduate students of color.67 To close the resource gap among
institutions and to create opportunities for research partnerships, North Carolina State
University shares access to its labs with Shaw University, an HBCU.68
To recruit faculty from underrepresented populations, the University of Michigan’s psychology
department targeted departments at universities with diverse undergraduate and graduate
populations for faculty recruitment efforts. A fifth of the department’s faculty members
now identify as minorities, compared with 12 percent on average in top-ranked psychology
departments in the United States.69 Similarly, Arizona State University (ASU) has responded
to Indigenous students’ feedback by recruiting an outsize number of Indigenous faculty,
particularly since 2016; McKinsey analysis found that 0.98 percent of ASU’s faculty is
Indigenous, compared with 0.74 percent of the US population.70
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Some institutions dedicate significant resources to hire diverse scholars. At the University of
Massachusetts Boston, a minimum of 20 percent of the faculty hiring budget is allocated for
pairing specialized openings with another hire dedicated to scholars from underrepresented
populations.71 At Amherst College, half of the faculty members hired in the past eight years
are from underrepresented populations. These faculty members help mentor an increasingly
diverse student body; 50.2 percent of Amherst’s 2021 incoming cohort were people of color.72
Another option could be to adjust faculty hiring criteria to consider candidates’ inclusiveteaching practices; when the University of Puget Sound did so as part of a portfolio of efforts,
it increased the share of faculty of color to 27 percent from 19 percent over a six-year period.73
For non-tenure-track faculty, universities may consider increasing career stability and
supporting professional development. A few universities have implemented holistic reforms
that have made faculty pay more equitable and strengthened inclusion of adjuncts, making
university funding available to them and making them eligible for research awards.74 This
may be key given that a large percentage of adjunct faculty are from underrepresented
populations and that 40 percent of adjuncts struggle to cover basic household expenses.75
Impact in the community. Some universities have also begun to translate their success into
positive outcomes for their surrounding communities. For instance, Howard University’s
Social Justice Consortium funds research, education, and activities aimed at community-level
social justice.76
Universities could also participate in community partnerships. These partnerships may go
beyond patronizing diverse businesses to include collaborations with underserved local high
schools, foundations, or other organizations. The University of Rochester works with the city’s
school district to offer and promote year-round programming for high school students on
its campus. Although fewer than half of the district’s students graduate from high school,
95 percent of students who participate in the university’s program enroll in college.77 In
Pittsburgh, Carnegie Mellon University has partnered with a large foundation to address
economic inequity in its city.78 The University of Texas at El Paso—an HSI and the only R1
institution that exceeded expectations on student and faculty parity (as of 2020)—partners
with healthcare providers in the region to improve public health. It will use a $3 million grant
from the National Institutes of Health to develop a public-health intervention related to
substance abuse.79
The examples highlighted above are not an exhaustive inventory of ways in which individual
institutions are working toward racial and ethnic equity. Rather, they indicate that colleges
and universities may be willing—and able—to take collective action. Institutions throughout
the higher education sector could share the knowledge they have gained from their equityfocused efforts, implement what has worked for their peers, and continuously experiment
with ways to make unique contributions to the long-term work.

Colleges and universities may—individually and collectively—reflect on their histories and
create comprehensive responses that encompass their role and influence through their core
areas of impact. Over time, these actions may help build a more inclusive system of higher
education that reflects the full diversity and range of talents in society.
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Appendix
Calculating representational parity
Institutions’ locations are often significant factors in the racial and ethnic composition of their
undergraduate populations. This suggests that there is no one-size-fits-all measure of racial
and ethnic representational parity.
In order to account for these geographic variances, we created an institution-specific
measure of student representational parity. We did this by creating an “expected racial/ethnic
composition if enrolled at parity” for each institution’s first-year undergraduate class based
on the demographic makeup of the traditional college-going population (that is, 18–24 years
old) within states from which it enrolls students. 80 We then compared this to the actual racial
and ethnic composition of each institution’s first-year undergraduate class. The difference is
each institution’s gap in parity.
Location is often not determinative of where faculty come from, so we compared the
demographics of the full-time instructional staff81 —tenure-track, non-tenure-track, and
adjunct positions—to the national population (using the most recent data from the US
Census Bureau for each year).
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