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Why Diversity
Initiatives Fail

Symbolic gestures and millions of
dollars can’t overcome apathy.
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multibillion-dollar diversity industry, there is little indication that they have resulted in

more diversity or less bias. And there’s some evidence that some of the anti-bias strategies

can actually make matters worse.

“Strategies for controlling bias — which drive most diversity efforts — have failed

spectacularly,” Harvard’s Frank Dobbin and Tel Aviv University’s Alexandra Kalev

concluded in their  “Why

Diversity Programs Fail,” published in  in 2016. Dobbin and Kalev,

both sociologists, examined three decades of data from more than 800 U.S. �rms and

interviewed hundreds of managers and executives. The study took an especially dim view

of mandatory training, which was found to trigger a backlash against those it was intended

to help.

study (https://hbr.org/2016/07/why-diversity-programs-fail)
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S
till, the campus turbulence around race has refocused attention on the un�nished

business of diversity efforts begun in the ’60s, when black students demanded more

faculty of color and curricula that moved beyond a Eurocentric canon. These

demands came in the midst of spiraling urban unrest that in 1967 inspired President

Lyndon B. Johnson to impanel the National Advisory Commission on Civil �evocu

https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/1968-kerner-report


Writing for the majority, Justice Lewis F. Powell said it was unfair to impose the burden of

history on the innocent. The ruling meant that past discrimination of disadvantaged

groups could no longer be considered in admission decisions. The burden of history, then,

would not be shared by all but shouldered solely by its victims. The decision seemed to

wipe the slate clean, as if history were unrelated to contemporary realities, and suggested

that all members of society now operated on a level playing �eld. While quotas were

deemed unconstitutional, diversity was viewed as a compelling state interest that enriched

the overall college environment. Colleges could still consider race as one of myriad factors

in admissions decisions.

The  decision was followed in 1981 by the dismantling of federal antidiscrimination

programs under the Reagan administration; af�rmative action continued to be dismantled

even after quotas were eliminated. By then, many of the gains made during the ’60s,

including school integration, had been erased, along with federal policies that had begun

to close the education-and-poverty gap without whites’ losing ground. Following ,

many, including Abigail Fisher in 2013 and 2016, have made similar claims in an attempt to

undo policies helping those who had been systemically denied opportunity.

Bakke

Bakke

C
olumbia University President Lee Bollinger has been at the heart of this legal

�ght, and so last fall I visited him at his stately six-story limestone-and-brick

townhouse in Morningside Heights. We met in a sitting room with high ceilings

and wainscoting just off the main entrance, and he became animated when the talk turned

to .Bakke

“We’re deprived of the context that gave it a sense of mission,” Bollinger said, referring to

the diversity movement since that ruling. “Every college leader is told, ‘Do not refer to

history.’ I think we have a meaningless, abstract conversation about diversity without a

rationale.”

Bollinger, a First Amendment scholar, had become president of the University of Michigan

in 1997 and was soon initiated into the af�rmative-action battles. In October of that year,

Jennifer Gratz, a white student who had been denied admission to the University of

Michigan’s College of Literature, Science, and the Arts, served papers on the university. In

, she claimed that she had been denied admission as a result of reverse

discrimination.

Gratz v. Bollinger



That same year, Barbara Grutter, another white student, was denied admission to the

university’s law school and decided to sue. Instead of settling the lawsuits, Bollinger chose

to defend af�rmative action as moral and just. “I decided we would �ght this to the end,”

he told me. “This would be the centerpiece of my six-year tenure.”

(Harry Haysom for The Chronicle)

Bollinger came of age during the civil-rights era and was not prepared to reverse course. In

2003, a year after he moved to Columbia, the Supreme Court, responding to 

, deemed as unconstitutional the university’s use of a point system that accorded

20 points to members of underrepresented minorities. That same year it decided 

, this time af�rming diversity as a compelling interest in college admissions.

Gratz v.

Bollinger

Grutter v.

Bollinger
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outcome of this apathy. If anything, the trend is moving toward a �attened diversity-for-all

mantle that embraces diversity of all kinds while ignoring the history and legacy of

structural racial disadvantage baked into the educational system.

The plodding pace of change makes clear the need for a diversity conversation that moves

away from a rosy “we-are-the-world” ideal to one �red by a mission to combat systemic

racial injustice and pervasive delusion about where we stand. Unless and until white

America — including academics and those who claim progressive values — comes to terms

with the reality of persisting injustice, diversity initiatives will continually fail.

Diversity, Inc.

Pamela Newkirk is a professor of journalism at New York University. This essay is adapted from

her new book,  (Bold Type Books).
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