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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------INTRODUCTION 

Systemic racism is at the core of American society and the laws that govern it. Racism, as defined by 
Delgado and Stefancic, is “any program or prac�ce of discrimina�on, segrega�on, persecu�on, or 
mistreatment based on membership in a race or ethnic group” (Delgado, 2017). Racism alone, however, does 
not permeate the American experience. Systemic racism means that all elements of society and reward have 
some element of alloca�on along racial lines (Bonilla-Silva, 2021). Understanding systemic racism requires 
assessment of “the prac�ces, mechanisms, and behaviors that reproduce racial dominance. The totality of 
these prac�ces comprises the racial structure of society and, as they are emblema�c of a par�cular way of 
maintaining racial domina�on, they can be labeled as the specific racial regime of a racial period” (Bonilla-
Silva, 2021).  Systemic racism hinges on the fact that it exists in everyday society on both a conscious a 
subconscious level. As Bonilla-Silva describes: 

[T]he “systemic” in “systemic racism” means that we all par�cipate in the reproduc�on of the 
racialized order. Furthermore, this reproduc�on depends fundamentally on behavior and 
ac�ons that are norma�ve, habituated, and o�en unconscious. Hence, systemic racism is the 
product of the behavior and prac�ces of regular White folks rather than the “racists.” 

The current racial order of this country was conceived long before the birth of the idea of America as a “free” 
na�on. The systemic nature of this racism is apparent in every ac�on involving Black people since they first 
set foot on these shores against their will. 

Prior to the landing of the Mayflower in colonial America, individuals brought over from Africa were 
exploited, put to work, and eventually legally made lifelong slaves for genera�ons to come. The moral 
conundrum of slavery vexed Americans for decades, dividing the country, and ul�mately crea�ng a call for 
change. While change did come, it was always achieved through careful measurement of what could be 
afforded for the Black popula�on without hampering or disadvantaging the white. As a result of the 
precedents established by early laws legalizing discrimina�on based on skin color, the lack of specificity in 
legisla�on atemp�ng to establish equality consistently allowed for ongoing racist policies and prac�ces. 
When laws and legisla�on created the opportunity for las�ng change, the white popula�on responded by 
allowing the percep�on of change while silently minimizing the overall impact and reach. This is apparent in 
all facets of American life, including the distribu�on of high earning jobs. Due to the complex and deeply 
rooted origins of systemic racism, the only means to begin to undo its permeance through society and the 
workforce is with equally structured and enforced systema�c change. 

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF INSTITUTIONALIZED RACISM------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 Racism in America predates the establishment of the country as a separate and independent na�on 
and is as much a founding principle of its existence as is life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The first 
slaves arrived in colonial America in 1619, around the same �me that America’s first cash crop, tobacco, 
required manual labor for produc�on (Kendi, 2016). In 1676, a�er some years of Black and indentured white 
servants working together on the Virginian tobacco farms, the class of Black slaves as less than that of whites 
was solidified. At that �me, tumultuous rela�ons between colonists and Na�ve Americans spawned a revolt. 
Nathaniel Bacon led a coali�on of colonists, including white and Black indentured servants, in a rebellion 
against the government for their inability to protect colonists against Na�ve American atacks. Though the 
rebellion ul�mately failed, the ability of Black and white individuals of lower status to work together 
frightened authori�es. Their response was to create slave laws that made slavery lifelong and inherited, thus 
establishing the system of slavery that would exist in America through the 19th century (King, 2009). 
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 While Bacon’s Rebellion led to the establishment of the laws that shaped the meaning of slavery for 
decades to come, it was not un�l the forma�on of the United States of America that its place in this new 
world was solidified. In 1776 when the Founding Fathers, many of whom owned slaves themselves, declared 
that the American colonies should be a free and independent na�on, there was no men�on of race in the 
expression of this sen�ment. This omission highlights how slaves were seen as property, not people, and that 
there was an expecta�on that this would con�nue to be the status quo. Thomas Jefferson’s views on the 
mater were made explicit in his 1832 Notes on the State of Virginia: 

It will probably be asked, why not retain and incorporate the Blacks into the state, and thus 
save the expense of supplying by importa�on of white setlers, the vacancies they will leave. 
Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollec�ons, by the Blacks, 
of the injuries they have sustained; new provoca�ons; the real dis�nc�ons which nature has 
made; and many other circumstances will divide convulsions, which will probably never end 
but in the extermina�on of the one or other race. 

This aptly summarizes the undertones of the Cons�tu�on and expecta�ons around race and rela�ons 
between whites and Blacks in the United States of America: allowing slaves to be freed would create such 
an uter disadvantage to the white popula�on, largely as a result of the decades of cruelty suffered by Black 
people at the hands of whites, that it was best not to atempt any form of jus�ce or reconcilia�on. This 
reinforced a view of white superiority in the country. 

 It was not un�l almost 100 years a�er the penning of the Cons�tu�on that the passage of the 13th 
Amendment in 1865 declared slavery, except as a punishment for crime, would no longer exist within the 
United States (U.S. Const. amend. XIII), though the execu�on or enforcement of this order was not detailed. 
While this was clearly a significant step forward in perceived equality, the amendment in no way addressed 
the racism that permeated through every corner of the country. Concurrently to the passage of this 
amendment ran the crea�on of Black codes, barring Blacks from vo�ng, forcing them into labor contracts, 
and dicta�ng how they could live and move throughout the South. The racist sen�ment emerged that if 
there was any form of equal opportunity, whites would ul�mately suffer, an idea that s�ll persists today 
(Kendi, 2009). Again, even in the face of new legisla�on, a clear expression of white superiority con�nued to 
exist, reinforced by the lack of specificity in the 13th Amendment about what was required to achieve its 
stated result, or even what its stated objec�ve truly meant. In 1866, the passage of the 14th amendment 
afforded equal protec�on and forbade any state from depriving a man of life, liberty, or property without 
due process of law (U.S. Const. amend. XIV) but stopped short of allowing Black Americans the right to vote, 
another means to maintain White power in the country. In 1869, however, poli�cians accepted the poten�al 
benefit of the Black vote in swing states, ra�fying the 15th Amendment, forbidding states from denying men 
the right to vote on the basis of race (Kendi, 2009). The systema�cally managed fate of Black lives and rights 
again hinged on the benefits or disadvantages of White poli�cal figures and the ability to maintain 
dominance by the white race.  

 Despite the passage and ra�fica�on of the 15th Amendment, White Americans refused to accept the 
validity and necessity to recognize and hear Black voices. Any progress among Black Americans was seen as 
a threat to whiteness as property, the idea that whiteness itself has value and equates to privileges and 
benefits to the possessor (Delgado, 2017), yielding an unending atack on Black lives and rights. The 
onslaught against Black rights culminated in the US Supreme Court case of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), which 
decided that segrega�on laws were cons�tu�onal as long as ‘separate but equal’ facili�es were required, 
ushering in the era of Jim Crow (Anderson, 1996). Jim Crow laws, like Black codes, restricted the rights and 
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mobility of Black Americans and persisted through the 1970s. In a 1996 sta�s�cal analysis on the impact of 
Jim Crow, Anderson, G.M. and Halcoussis concluded:  

Jim Crow laws seem difficult to explain in economic terms given that the historical literature 
fails to show how whites, who possessed major advantages over Blacks in electoral clout 
(especially in states with Jim Crow statutes), benefited economically. If whites did not benefit, 
then white voters must have supported Jim Crow for essen�ally irra�onal, racist reasons. If, 
on the other hand, whites benefited by access to expanded labor market opportuni�es, then 
Jim Crow begins to more closely resemble other, albeit non-racial, government regula�ons. 
Jim Crow, in short, appears to have been - at least in part - an effec�ve strategy by which 
poli�cally more influen�al whites secured a redistribu�on of opportuni�es to themselves. 

In the early 20th century, two major forms of legisla�on aided the widening gap between white and 
Black economic opportunity and supported ongoing legal discrimina�on based on race in the United States. 
In 1933, following the economic hardships suffered as a result of the Great Depression, President Roosevelt 
implemented sweeping economic reform in an atempt to benefit the working class in the country. Facing 
poli�cal pressure, Roosevelt le� control of the programs up to the states, which allowed for discrimina�on 
against Black residents and furthered weaved an�-Black undertones into government policies that elevated 
white Americans while excluding Black ci�zens. Redlining, the prac�ce of refusing loans to individuals 
seeking to purchase homes in ‘red’ neighborhoods, which were tradi�onally areas of mixed race, emerged 
from these reforms (de Jong, 2010). Addi�onally, the exclusion of agricultural and domes�c workers from 
the newly implemented Social Security Act provided a legal ground for the exclusion of 60% of the na�on’s 
Black labor force, elimina�ng their access to the economic improvements afforded to white families (de 
Jong, 2010). This discrimina�on was again emphasized in 1944 by the GI Bill, legisla�on that was intended 
to offer benefits and opportuni�es to WWII veterans, however, Black veterans were o�en denied benefits. 
“The GI bill gave birth to the White middle class and widened the economic gap between the races,” (Kendi, 
2016). Without explicit calls for equal access, every atempt to provide economic opportunity was 
interpreted and implemented as means to help the White American popula�on while leaving the Black 
popula�on “confined to low-wage jobs, deteriora�ng housing, and inferior schools that did not prepare them 
well to par�cipate in the postwar economy,” (de Jong, 2010). 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------LEGAL FOUNDATION FOR DIVERSITY INITIATIVES 

 In a post-WWII era, “The United States [was] trying to prove to the people of the world, of every 
na�onality, race, and color, that a free democracy is the most civilized and most secure form of government 
yet devised by man” (Kirk, 2020). The race rela�ons in the United States directly contradicted this messaging, 
gaining disdain from the United Na�ons and crea�ng a source of propaganda for enemies of democracy 
(Kirk, 2020). This culminated with the 1954 decision in Brown v Board of Education. “The decision, a 
revolu�onary act, gave tremendous legi�macy to the civil rights movement and, consequently, forever 
changed US race rela�ons in and outside of schools…this legisla�on declared segrega�on in public schools 
inherently uncons�tu�onal” (Ford, 2023). The Brown decision, however, called many white Americans to 
“organized ‘massive resistance’ through violence and racist ideas. Apparently, they cared more about 
defending their separate but equal brand before America than defending the American-freedom brand 
before the world…But the civil rights movement kept coming” (Kendi, 2016). 

 With the eyes of the world watching, and many Americans recognizing the worldwide implica�ons 
of its con�nued contradictory prac�ces on the basis of race, equality, and democracy, President Kennedy 
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turned to Congress to pass civil rights legisla�on (Kendi, 2016). Over the course of the 1960s, several 
significant execu�ve orders and legisla�on were passed aimed at crea�ng equal opportuni�es and focused 
on affirma�ve ac�on. Kennedy’s Execu�ve Order No. 10925 required equal opportunity “during 
employment, without regard to race, creed, color, or na�onal origin,” while also crea�ng the President’s 
commitee on Equal Employment Opportunity (Exec. Order No. 10925, 1961). “The order was followed by 
Congressional passage of the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed discrimina�on based on 
race, color, religion, sex, and na�onal origin (Civil Rights Act, 1964). These ini�a�ves had one shared, 
common goal: equitable treatment for marginalized groups in the workplace” (Portocarrero, 2022).  

Under external pressure, the United States government heeded the call to create change, but did so 
without implemen�ng any specificity. While the legisla�on of the 1960s emphasized the need for affirma�ve 
ac�on, it did nothing to define what affirma�ve ac�on was or how equal opportunity could be implemented 
in the workplace (Portocarrero, 2022). This le� a gap that came to be filled by each organiza�on and 
personnel managers, who were responsible for devising equal opportunity programs. “This network of 
personnel specialists, some of whom now styled themselves as equal opportunity consultants, created wave 
a�er wave of equal opportunity innova�ons, linking each to ideas about discrimina�on put forth by ac�vists 
and academics” (Dobbins, 2009). As with all laws and legisla�on with room for interpreta�on, affirma�ve 
ac�on and equity in the workplace evolved with the �mes. 

EVOLUTION OF DIVERSITY, EQUITY, & INCLUSION IN THE WORKPLACE------------------------------------------------ 

 Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, many organiza�ons embraced the need for change. Lockheed-
Georgia, an aerospace, technology, and defense company, spearheaded an effort to create a corporate “plan 
for progress” aimed at recrui�ng, training, and retaining minority employees. Several other corpora�ons 
followed suit, including Kodak, Western Electric, Mobil Oil, Pacific Telephone, and Polaroid. With an 
understanding of racial discrimina�on and its impact on the criminal records of minori�es, some 
organiza�ons even moved to overlook criminal records of poten�al candidates. Recruitment from 
Historically Black Colleges skyrocketed as well as skill and management training for African Americans. With 
the lack of clear direc�on, personnel managers took it upon themselves to expand the role that they played 
in corporate policy and affirma�ve ac�on. In doing so, they implemented corporate nondiscrimina�on 
policies, created special recruitment programs for minori�es and women, and created training programs to 
bring these groups into skilled and management posi�ons. Personnel managers formalized equal 
opportunity departments, grievance procedures, and evalua�ons that could serve as a basis for the 
promo�on of minority employees. While the actual impact of these changes is not so easily iden�fied, these 
ini�a�ves were invigora�ng to the minority workforce (Dobbins, 2009). 

 The progress of this �me period was brought to a halt in the late 1970s into the 1980s with a shi� 
to a more conserva�ve business, social, and poli�cal landscape. This shi� manifested in a variety of ways. 
Business leaders rallied around the idea of free markets and individual freedom, opposing the government 
regula�on and worker protec�on implemented in previous decades (Sloan, 1997). White Americans had 
begun to associate the progressive ini�a�ves of the previous decades with preferen�al treatment for Black 
Americans, causing the general retreat from the support of civil rights objec�ves (Sloan, 1997). Conserva�sm 
led American poli�cs, and as Sloan described, represented the retreat from social progress: 

American conserva�ves value individual freedom far more than equality. Whereas liberals 
believe that equality and liberty can be reconciled, conserva�ves do not. While liberals tend 
to think of equality as promo�ng social jus�ce, conserva�ves believe that equality brings 
about s�fling uniformity, leveling, and bureaucra�c oppression… While for liberals equality is 
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a moral incen�ve leading to a more socially just society, for conserva�ves it is economically 
counterproduc�ve, poli�cally dangerous, and a demagogic appeal to envy. Whereas liberals 
believe that freedom will be threatened by growing inequali�es, conserva�ves have no doubt 
that freedom will be sacrificed if government atempts to reduce dispari�es. 

This ideological shi� culminated in the elec�on of Ronald Reagan as President in 1981. Ronald Reagan was 
at the head of the conserva�sm movement and gave it legi�macy, running on pla�orms of social 
conserva�sm, economic deregula�on, an�-affirma�ve ac�on, and pro-individualism (Busch, 2015). These 
objec�ves were communicated to the American people as the rejuvena�on of the American dream, lower 
taxes, more controlled infla�on, budget cuts, and the expansion of individual entrepreneurship. He did so 
by playing off of the fears many Americans had of what the government could do to them if too powerful or 
how white male workers might lose jobs to Black Americans if affirma�ve ac�on went unchecked (Sloan, 
1997). As Reagan took office, and in an atempt to meet his campaign promises, he implemented an 
economic plan and tax cuts for the wealthy that ul�mately increased unemployment and exacerbated the 
economic downturn. To combat these results, the federal government reduced funding for social welfare, 
shi�ing the cost and responsibility to the states, which yielded state tax increases and cuts to public services 
with dispropor�onate impacts on economically vulnerable Americans (Busch, 2015). 

The societal shi� to conserva�sm and the associated changes in the business and poli�cal landscape 
of the 1980s sent a clear message around the importance of equity in the workplace: profit, free enterprise, 
and individual freedom took precedence over all else. These changes not only caused a las�ng economic 
impact on Black Americans, but also spawned a controversy around affirma�ve ac�on that permeated all 
aspects of American life. “White Americans became less concerned with the problem of Black poverty and 
more focused on White resentment” (Pierce, 2014). Affirma�ve ac�on and hiring quotas became seen as 
privileged group rights of racial minori�es at the expense of the individual rights of white males (Sloan, 
1997). This movement against affirma�ve ac�on, coupled with government deregula�on, caused the 
relaxing of department and policies surrounding equal opportunity (Portocarrero, 2022). As a result, 
personnel experts and execu�ves shi�ed their efforts from equitable opportunity and the recogni�on of the 
racist prac�ces that created a need for such ini�a�ves to a focus on the business case for diversity and how 
it can increase the botom-line (Dobbins, 2009).  

“In the 6 decades that have passed since Kennedy passed Execu�ve Order 10925, hundreds if not 
thousands of US organiza�ons have implemented diversity ini�a�ves. However, many of these ini�a�ves 
have been decoupled from the original call to take affirma�ve ac�on to end discrimina�on” (Portocarrero, 
2022). The diversity ini�a�ves that exist in modern organiza�onal structures are “o�en developed by human 
resource managers and self-professed diversity experts who have neither the training in theore�cal and 
empirical issues from science on diversity nor the necessary background to evaluate the effects of these 
programs” (Kaiser, 2013). While these programs are o�en cornerstones of organiza�onal structure, Kaiser 
and her fellow researchers went on to prove that the existence of these policies actually creates the illusion 
of fairness while complica�ng any efforts to detect actual discrimina�on. Their research found that the 
presence of these policies o�en absolves organiza�ons of any wrongdoing in cases of individual 
discrimina�on. While the workplace had undeniably become more diverse since the 1960s, it is unclear if 
this has been impacted by employer diversity programs that are based on best prac�ces rather than 
substan�ated evidence. It is clear, however, that these prac�ces provide organiza�ons protec�on in court 
(Dobbins, 2009). While it is undeniable that there has been change in the workplace from a diversity, equity, 
& inclusion (DEI) perspec�ve, the intent behind such changes seems to have had a direct impact on the 
degree to which such measures create equitable opportuni�es for consistently underrepresented 
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communi�es of color. The result has o�en been seemingly well-inten�oned policies that ul�mately protect 
the company more than they advance the employees or labor force as a whole. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------2020 AND THE IMPACT ON DEI IN THE WORKPLACE 

 There have been many ebbs and flows in terms of the progress around DEI in the workplace over 
the last few decades, but none have brought as much aten�on to the issue in recent years as the events of 
2020. The year 2020 had a profound impact on the awareness of the systemic racism and injus�ce that exists 
in the United States and around the world. In March of 2020, Covid-19 changed what life and work looked 
like across the globe and dispropor�onally impacted communi�es of color, where the likelihood of infec�on 
and death was higher and the impact of changes in economic circumstances more dire. Grills describes the 
driving force behind this: 

Chronic and pervasive social, economic, and health inequi�es place CoC [communi�es of 
color] at increased risk of ge�ng sick and dying from COVID-19. These include pervasive 
inequi�es in access to: quality and culturally safe medical care (i.e., inaccessible, inadequate, 
and discriminatory care); appropriate housing (substandard and overcrowded); access to 
healthy food (food desert environments); clean and accessible water; quality educa�on 
(under-resourced public educa�on); and exposure to damaging environmental hazards, 
pollutants, and toxins–all of which produce cumula�ve and chronic adverse health outcomes 
that were well entrenched before COVID-19. 

Despite the devas�ng and undeniable impacts of Covid-19, it was the murder of George Floyd in May of 
2020 that forced the country to bear witness to the racial inequi�es that exist and called corporate America 
to ac�on to create change. 

 In the weeks following the brutal murder of George Floyd, many major corpora�ons across the 
country issued statements condemning the violence, suppor�ng the Black Lives Mater movement, calling 
for the need to increase workforce diversity, and commi�ng resources to addressing systemic racism (Tracy, 
2021). CEO roles for diversity, equity, and inclusion became the norm and corporate policies focused on 
equitable opportunity, equitable pay, suppor�ng diverse communi�es, and hearing diverse voices. In 
addi�on to calling for change, some companies took the ini�a�ve to change their product prac�ces to 
address the systemic racism they perpetuated. Amazon paused the use of its facial recogni�on technology 
that was reported to racially profile Black Americans, IBM ceased offering facial recogni�on so�ware in fear 
of human rights viola�ons, Estée Lauder commited to increasing reliance on Black-owned businesses for 
their supplies and materials, and Ne�lix pledged to upli� the Black community and bring awareness to Black 
jus�ce through content crea�on and promo�on (Segal, 2021). There was an air of change in the country and 
corporate America, once again, seemed devoted to the cause. 

 Over the following year, America’s 50 biggest public companies donated almost $50 billion to 
addressing racial inequity. In examining these contribu�ons, just over $45 billion was allocated to loans or 
investments that the dona�ng company stood to profit from. About $4.2 billion went to causes focused on 
economic equality, educa�on, and health (Tracy, 2021). In addi�on to monetary contribu�ons, many 
companies, such as Proctor & Gamble, PayPal, Target, & LinkedIn, developed comprehensive plans focused 
on crea�ng equitable recruitment and hiring prac�ces; embedding support and mentoring systems in the 
workplace; hi�ng specific targets for workforce diversity, supplier diversity, and diversity of product tes�ng; 
and crea�ng improved customer experiences for diverse audiences (Volkman, 2021). Employees were 
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seeking these policies when assessing employers and corporate America responded both financially and 
from a policy perspec�ve, con�nuing to display a commitment to address systemic racism. 

 With the focus on distribu�ng funds and establishing policies to help create more equitable 
workspaces, it is important to examine the true impact of these stated objec�ves on communi�es of color. 
According to the US Census Bureau, in 2020, the median income for households by race are as follows: White 
(not Hispanic) $71,419; Black $45,870; Asian $94,903; and Hispanic $55,321. 5% of companies had African 
American CEOs (Crist, 2023) and 8.7% of Fortune 500 companies had Black members on their boards, a slight 
decrease from previous years (Missing Pieces Report). In 2021, according to Sta�sta, median income for 
households by race are: White (not Hispanic) $71,033; Black $45,208; Asian $101,418; and Hispanic $57,981. 
6% of companies had African American CEOs (Crist, 2023). There was an increased presence of nonwhite 
members for new board seats, though these seats remain to be over 80% white (Eavis, 2022). These numbers 
illustrate a marginal increase in opportunity for Black individuals already exis�ng in the upper financial range 
of the Black community, such as those in posi�ons to become CEOs or Board Members, while having no 
impact on the overall median income level. Change does take �me, which could be a possible explana�on 
for this stagna�on year over year. 

 Despite Corporate America’s efforts in 2020 and 2021, 2022 came with an economic downturn and 
financial stress across many sectors that directly impacted the DEI efforts and progress of the previous years. 
Revelio Labs reported that over 2022, the percentage of diverse new hires decreased while DEI professionals 
were dispropor�onately impacted by sweeping layoffs. In December 2022, the 12-month atri�on rate for 
DEI professionals was 33%, with non-DEI posi�ons at 21%. In an NBC News ar�cle, Bunn highlighted the 
opinions of several DEI experts on the cause of this change. Reyan Ayas of Revelio Labs suggested that when 
companies make commitments to achieve something several years in the future, it opens the door for those 
companies to walk back those policies without any form of accountability. Chris Metzler of the Na�onal 
Urban League believed the appointment of DEI professionals was disingenuous and the roles have already 
been weakened to strictly performa�ve posi�ons. As the movements of 2020 faded into the background and 
profit once again emerged as the main priority, DEI efforts were the first to be cut in order to con�nue 
opera�ons and maintain adequate profitability for shareholders. 

 When George Floyd was murdered, the American people issued loud calls for systemic change and 
corporate America responded swi�ly and strongly, publicly sta�ng corporate commitments to reform, and 
in some cases, enac�ng internal reforms. While there was a marginal impact from these ac�ons in the year 
following, the path does not appear to have yielded sustainable and con�nuous change. The actual results 
of these changes point to litle or backwards facing economic impact and performa�ve temporary gestures 
at best. Similar to the policies and movements of the 60s, the intended result somehow got lost along the 
way, or perhaps, the inten�on was more to placate the masses than to create systemic changes. Regardless 
of the inten�on, it is undeniable that corporate America again finds itself at an inflec�on point where the 
steps taken next can determine if the diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts of the past few years turn out to 
be performa�ve or impac�ul.  

A POSSIBLE PATH FORWARD FOR DEI IN THE WORKPLACE----------------------------------------------------------------- 

 Over the last few decades, there have been many concerted efforts to address DEI in the workplace. 
These efforts originated as a call to create equitable opportuni�es and spaces that would elevate the Black 
community in an atempt to right the wrongs of hundreds of years of systemic oppression. In the 80s and 
subsequent decades this shi�ed to crea�ng spaces where all employees felt welcome and elimina�ng 
discriminatory prac�ces through laws and training. In 2020, the focus shi�ed back to addressing systemic 
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racism and changing the system that con�nued to dispropor�onality elevate white professionals. Despite the 
source of the call to ac�on or the level to which organiza�ons and DEI focused professionals were involved, 
the resul�ng change has yet to be systemic or sustainable. While the true cause of this failure is unknown, 
there appear to be a range of contribu�ng factors: the lack of specificity in the laws and regula�ons, the lack 
of accountability in company policies, the lack of understanding of systemic racism and what it might take to 
truly address it, and/or the capitalist structure of business and the emphasis of company profit above all else. 

 The Sustainability Ins�tute’s report on Corporate Progress and Ac�on on Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion highlights several factors that must be considered when corpora�ons devise their approach to 
addressing systemic racism and suppor�ng societal change. First, DEI cannot be addressed with a one-size 
fits all approach. There may be different needs across regions and cultures that require individualized 
aten�on and coordina�on to address. Second, systemic change is a long-term goal that requires long-term 
strategies. This factor can become problema�c in terms of con�nued effort and accountability. Therefore, it 
is impera�ve that organiza�ons create “Transparent, authen�c, and aligned corporate communica�ons 
across mul�ple channels [that] can help ensure that stakeholders have sufficient access to the latest 
informa�on about your company’s DEI commitments, ac�ons, and progress” (Volkman, 2021). The effort 
must be built into the fabric of the company so that it remains con�nuous. Finally, the report indicates that 
understanding of diversity is constantly expanding and it is important that DEI policies have a basis that is 
inclusive and fair to all, addressing the needs and circumstances of all marginalized iden��es. These policies 
must be embedded in strategic objec�ves and guidelines to add another layer of accountability. Taking these 
sugges�ons a step further, in her discussion of DEI in academia and the shi� in language required to create 
las�ng change, D-L Stewart describes DEI as: 

Diversity celebrates increases in numbers that s�ll reflect minori�zed status on campus and 
incremental growth. Equity celebrates reduc�ons in harm, revisions to abusive systems and 
increases in supports for people’s life chances as reported by those who have been targeted. 
Inclusion celebrates awards for ini�a�ves and credits itself for having a diverse candidate 
pool. Jus�ce celebrates ge�ng rid of prac�ces and policies that were having disparate 
impacts on minori�zed groups. 

These considera�ons, while straight-forward, may be difficult to define, implement, and maintain, especially 
within the capitalist structure of the current business landscape. This, however, is not unique in corporate 
America. A similar call to structure and adherence to principles occurs in accoun�ng and financial compliance 
that all publicly traded companies must abide by.  

 In the 1930s, following the stock market crash of 1929 and the subsequent financial crisis, the United 
States Government needed to restore the faith and confidence of the American people in the business sector. 
It was decided that regula�on was necessary to achieve this outcome and stabilize industry. The result was 
the implementa�on of a private sector organiza�on to iden�fy and set appropriate standards for all public 
companies (Borad, 2022). The organiza�ons in charge of regula�on and the established standards have 
evolved since the 1930s, but there has always been an emphasis on con�nuous research and working at the 
intersec�on of accoun�ng firms, accoun�ng academics, financial execu�ves, and other accoun�ng 
prac��oners (Zeff, 2007). In the early 1970s, The Wheat Study Group, an independent group charged with 
iden�fying ways to improve the process of determining standards for financial repor�ng, called for the 
establishment of a non-governmental body to be made up of both prac�cing and non-prac�cing CPAs, as well 
as individuals from colleges, universi�es, and financial ins�tu�ons, located away from both government and 
industry (Zeff, 2012). This led to the crea�on of the Financial Accoun�ng Standards Board (FASB), which s�ll 
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exists today (Zeff, 2007). Funding for this organiza�on would be through dona�ons and the sale of 
publica�ons (Zeff, 2007). While the FASB sets the standards, it is the SEC the enforces them. The effects of 
not following the standards set range from impacts on credibility with lenders and investors to significant 
fines (Ross, 2022). It is important to note that despite the success of the FASB and the Generally Accepted 
Account Principles (GAAP) in the United States, there have been periods of significant struggle and 
disagreement between scholars, government, business leaders, and even the courts. Despite these struggles, 
the regula�ons have persisted and companies have abided by them. Today, publicly traded companies are 
audited on a yearly basis by independent auditors to ensure accuracy of financial statements and compliance 
with regula�ons, with findings reported to the monitoring bodies as well as publicly recorded (Investor 
Publica�ons). 

 The progress and posi�on of financial standards in the United States is the perfect representa�on of 
what is possible when business, academia, and the government work together to create systemic and las�ng 
change in a capitalist society. While the objec�ves of these standards are strictly capitalist in nature, their 
con�nued existence suggests that there is a means to achieve uniform adherence to thoroughly researched 
and veted principles determined by en�rely independent bodies. It is here that the door of possibility is 
opened to the adapta�on of this structure to diversity, equity, and inclusions principles in an atempt to alter 
the state of systemic oppression that exists today. 

 The first step in this adapta�on would be to establish what defines diversity, equity, and inclusion 
exper�se and to establish a coali�on of those who fall within that space to devise the standards required for 
true and las�ng change. This may appear to be an impossible task with endless points of view, but as seen 
with financial standards, anything is possible when dis�nct groups are able to work together towards a 
common objec�ve. Similarly to the establishment of financial standards, such a task would take years, an 
abundance of research and publica�ons, and independent funding to complete. These standards should focus 
on addressing the experience of systemic oppression as detailed by D-L Stewart. They must be objec�ve and 
measurable, which does create a degree of complexity in this space specifically. While you can review a 
financial pos�ng and the support behind it somewhat effortlessly, the same cannot be said for crea�ng 
equitable and inclusive spaces and experiences. Thus, not only must the standards be established, but a 
means of appropriate and representa�ve measurement must also be determined. The number of ERGs, an 
assessment of pay parity, and the ethnic make-up of each level at a company could be illustra�ve of an effort 
to address DEI, but it may come down to standardized employee opinion surveys and environment 
assessments to get an understanding of the true impact of those efforts on the individual experience, at least 
to start. 

Simultaneous to the crea�on of these standards, there should be an increased focus on educa�ng 
individuals who could be ready to begin audit and enforcement upon comple�on. In today’s financial audit 
landscape, many individuals enter the field with an undergraduate degree in accoun�ng and pursue a CPA as 
they accumulate work experience. The same approach would be applied to DEI. Public companies undergo 
financial audits and receive formal audit reports around compliance on a yearly basis. There are firms whose 
main purpose is to execute these audits and these organiza�ons are perfectly situated to add DEI audits to 
their yearly inspec�on, given the appropriate staff and guidelines. Audit firms collect data from financial or 
IT systems and run analyses against it to iden�fy adherence to principles, paterns, and substan�al areas of 
risk that require further inspec�on. With the appropriate data, the same approach can be taken to assess and 
analyze a company’s progress on diversity, equity, and inclusion in the workplace. These findings can be added 
to public repor�ng and made available for employees, shareholders, and investors to review.  
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While the structure exists to create and adhere to established standards, the main divergence 
between financial accoun�ng and DEI revolves around why it is a business necessity in a capitalist economy. 
Financial standards are needed to allow individual investors to gain some level of comfort around the validity 
of the numbers being reported. The objec�ve is to validate reported profit, inspiring, or deterring, others to 
spend money on these companies. The same execu�ves who rely on financial standards may feel that 
diversity, equity, and inclusion has no place in capitalism. A simple solu�on to that viewpoint could be to 
implement a tax or fine for failure to comply with the newly established DEI standards. This would force the 
process into the exis�ng capitalist structure but would be very unlikely to be widely accepted or enforceable 
by government or industry. The ra�onale then must shi� to the financial implica�ons of such efforts, which 
can present themselves in a variety of forms. First, by way of the establishment of this coali�on that will 
define standards and best prac�ces, companies can minimize their financial commitments towards individual 
work in this area. While DEI professionals would s�ll be required to execute sugges�ons and facilitate audits, 
their focus can be on how to efficiently achieve the established standards instead of determining what should 
be done. As with financial audits, DEI auditors can provide sugges�ons and guidance at every step of the 
process. Similarly, employees devoted to tracking and repor�ng this data can also shi� their focus. With all 
changes, implementa�on takes �me, but once the systems are in place to track and maintain the necessary 
procedures and data, these resources will be free to focus on other efforts. Next, according to McKinsey in 
their report Diversity wins, the most diverse companies outperform those lacking diversity on profitability 
metrics. “In the case of ethnic and cultural diversity…We found that companies in the top quar�le 
outperformed those in the fourth by 36 percent in terms of profitability in 2019, slightly up from 33 percent 
in 2017 and 35 percent in 2014” (Dixon-Fyle, 2020). Change might be slow, but the financial impact is visible 
and real, with a widening gap between organiza�ons embracing ethnic diversity and those refusing to create 
change (Dixon-Fyle, 2020). Through the implementa�on of DEI audits, there will be even more data available 
suppor�ng these findings and further contribu�ng to the capitalist incen�ves to embrace DEI. Addi�onally, a 
more equitable distribu�on of wealth afforded by higher paying jobs for communi�es of color creates a larger 
consumer pool for products and services. With increased demand, companies cannot only sell more, but in 
some cases, can increase prices and ul�mately profit. Finally, as the data begins to emerge suppor�ng the 
variances in profitability associated with DEI, investors and shareholders will gain direct insight into forgone 
profits associated with lack of DEI ini�a�ves. This, in essence, redefines what profitability can be and since 
investors follow profit poten�al, companies maximizing their profit through adherence to the DEI standards 
set may see more capital investments. This approach removes the distor�ons due to individual organiza�on 
implementa�on, or lack thereof, or economic changes, revealing the true profit poten�al. If there is a clear, 
direct rela�onship between racial diversity and profit, there may be addi�onal support behind efforts to 
iden�fy and implement op�mal prac�ces. 

Crea�ng a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive workforce has the poten�al to change the lives of 
all individuals living within the capitalist economy of the United States and help to unravel the unjust prac�ces 
that have defined systema�c oppression for centuries. Formalizing the standards needed to actually allow for 
businesses to implement systemic changes is no easy task and not one that individual companies do not seem 
to be structured to execute. Through the crea�on of an independent coali�on, the likelihood of success is 
increased, and corporate America is relieved of the responsibility to solve a problem it has exacerbated. While 
it is not the objec�ve of the DEI coali�on and the standards established to generate more profit for publicly 
traded companies, it is a necessary byproduct that could fuel the acceptance and adherence to these 
standards. A dras�c change is needed to take a permanent and unrelen�ng step forward on the journey of 
untangling the system of oppression that exists today and tying finance to DEI could be the key. 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------CONCLUSION 

 The workforce of the United States has been established and defined by centuries of racism and the 
systemic oppression of communi�es of color. Since the first slaves were forced to step foot on these lands, 
the white man has seen himself superior to the Black man and has formalized and ins�tu�onalized these 
opinions through laws and legisla�on. Though there have been periods of �me in which society has been 
willing to reckon with the impact of such devasta�ng oppression, these periods have been stalled by 
economic woes or poli�cal skullduggery. The efforts to address and right the devasta�on inflicted upon 
communi�es of color have been replaced by performa�ve policies that atempt to change the face of the 
workforce without addressing the heart of the business landscape. The lack of success or even sustained 
commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion thus far is disheartening, but only serves as an indicator that 
con�nued effort and a new approach is required. The suggested approach here is to formalize the standards 
and requirements around diversity, equity, and inclusion through the same uniquely effec�ve process that 
has been applied to financial standards in the United States. This may seem far-fetched or unrealis�c at a 
glance, but the truth of the mater is that what has been done so far has not yielded the necessary results, 
therefore the con�nued fight to end systemic racism requires innova�ve and unconven�onal ideas. 
Regardless of the approach taken, the fight must con�nue to eradicate systemic oppression and create more 
equitable opportuni�es and inclusive spaces for all individuals in the workplace and beyond.  
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