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Abstract
Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) refers to policies, practices, and social norms 
aimed at promoting fair treatment and representation of people from historically 
disadvantaged groups, such as sexual, gender, and ethnic minorities. DEI’s insti-
tutionalization has been criticized by some as ineffective, wasteful and even anti-
thetical to these aims, producing unintended negative side effects, such as threats 
to free speech and to the recognition of merit. Others maintain that DEI has had a 
net-positive influence, and that efforts to dismantle DEI programs in universities, 
business, and government are premature or unfounded. We reconcile these views by 
showing how critics and supporters of DEI alike could each advance their position 
if they (1) narrow the focus of debate to specific policies or programs, (2) evaluate 
how effectively programs or policies achieve their intended humanitarian outcomes 
through a targeted causal mechanism, and (3) build in the capacity to test for un-
intended negative consequences. Doing so avoids the mistake of overgeneralizing 
either the defense or condemnation of DEI by shifting focus to the strengths and 
failings of specific programs, and reveals novel avenues for researchers, policymak-
ers, and the public to adjudicate the value of DEI programming.
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In recent years, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (i.e., DEI) programming has 
expanded rapidly across public and private sector institutions. The term DEI is used 
by its proponents to describe a set of values, norms, programs, and policies aimed at 
promoting fair treatment and equal representation for historically and currently dis-
advantaged groups. Simply put, the goal is to ensure that the true talent and potential 
of members of these groups are not overlooked due to bias or structural barriers, thus 
serving humanitarian principles of fairness, equal opportunity, and unbiased assess-
ment of merit. On the other hand, critics adopt a less flattering definition, describing 
DEI as a set of ideology-driven mandates that distort meritocratic systems, punish 
dissenting views, and heighten group tensions by labeling groups “oppressor” or 
“oppressed” to villainize members of dominant groups. From this perspective, DEI 
is the antithesis of fairness, equal opportunity, and reward by merit. These diverging 
– even contradictory – interpretations of DEI have led to widespread confusion about 
what DEI entails and what it accomplishes. Shedding light on this debate is especially 
pressing in the contemporary moment, as the institutionalization of DEI is being met 
with aggressive and sometimes authoritarian rollbacks, restrictions, and bans in the 
United States and elsewhere (Follmer et al., 2024).

Despite the prominence of DEI in policy, politics, and public discourse, the schol-
arly literature lacks resources that define terms clearly with serious consideration of 
diverging viewpoints and that summarize and evaluate the strengths and failings of 
various contemporary DEI practices. This absence has left supporters and detrac-
tors of DEI without a shared reference point, leading those with opposing views to 
talk past one another. For example, a disagreement might be framed as being about 
values (“are you for or against merit?”) when it could more productively be about 
evidence (“does this policy support or detract from the fair assessment of merit?”). 
This paper – written as an adversarial collaboration between critics and supporters 
of DEI efforts – aims to cut through the ideological noise and foster more produc-
tive science and policy about one of the most contested institutional movements of 
our time. We do so by offering an outcome-defined, scientific approach to evaluating 
the (de)merits of DEI programming. To demonstrate this approach, we first offer an 
operationalization of DEI by its intended outcomes, and sketch how to use the tools 
of science to identify, assess, and advance effective and fair DEI programs - or reject 
or revise policies that are ineffective, counterproductive, or unjust. We then evaluate 
how well current programming meets these standards by briefly reviewing empirical 
evidence for several target theory-based programs (e.g., affirmative action, Critical 
Race Theory-inspired programs, bias reduction interventions).

Defining DEI by its outcomes

DEI’s intellectual history is rooted in the collective reform efforts of the U.S. civil 
rights movement (Morris, 1999), when institutions such as the U.S military, uni-
versities, and corporations adopted interventions like affirmative action (Anderson, 
2005), encounter groups (Brison et al., 2015), and racial sensitivity training (Reddy 
et al., 2022) to address public demand for change to institutional procedures that 
wrongfully discriminate against Black people and other ethnic minorities (see Zheng, 
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2024, Chap. 3). Although the “DEI” framework is now commonplace, how people 
define DEI is still contentiously unstandardized (Reisch & Jani, 2025), which makes 
it difficult to assess whether its programming achieves these aims. Here, we recom-
mend applying scientific standards to determine how successfully DEI programming 
achieves the historically intended outcome of fair treatment and representation of 
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds.

To do so, we propose definitions which standardize how these intended outcomes 
may be studied across divergent perspectives. Although definitions of DEI are numer-
ous and contestable, definitions that permit scientific evaluation of program efficacy 
are helpful because they hold DEI practitioners accountable for the success of their 
programming. Scientists advance knowledge by proposing competing explanatory 
models for how and why an intervention produces change in a target outcome. This 
process requires that each independent, dependent, and mediating variable is opera-
tionally defined so that the effect of changing one variable (e.g., by experimental 
manipulation) may be observed while accounting for change or consistency in each 
other variable. Such precise standardization allows research groups to test and com-
pare different explanatory models and thereby incrementally improve shared knowl-
edge of a subject. In this spirit, the definitions we provide are flexible enough that 
researchers and practitioners can customize DEI interventions to the local conditions 
and demands of a research program or target institution, but constrained enough to yet 
capture the unique, intended humanitarian ideal of each term (i.e., diversity, equity, 
and inclusion). Collectively, each definition involves identifying and removing barri-
ers (i.e., unnecessary, systemic discrimination which impedes an individual’s access 
to institutional opportunities) so that each intended outcome may be realized.

For example, diversity can refer to diversity in demographic makeup, with an 
emphasis on including underrepresented groups within positions of power (Jansen 
& Searle, 2021), or refer to diversity of perspective or viewpoint, which is argued 
to improve organizational creativity and enhance knowledge production efforts by 
building effective guardrails against groupthink (Jussim, 2024; Gjesdal, 2025). For 
example, Gjesdal (2025) argues that viewpoint diversity, such as the inclusion of 
underrepresented political perspectives in higher education, may improve epistemic 
outcomes because it allows group members to screen each other’s poor or parochial 
reasoning, identify inadequately represented or excluded perspectives, and avoid 
groupthink. Similarly, adversarial collaborations (Ceci et al., 2024) - such as this 
manuscript - encourage research teams to identify shared and unshared epistemolo-
gies and collect evidence for competing hypotheses. In this way, diversity prevents 
the pitfalls of tribal epistemology (i.e., when information is evaluated by how well it 
supports a personal group’s goals rather than by some shared standard of evidence) 
(Eppard et al., 2025). A lack of diversity can produce decisions that disproportion-
ately harm individuals in underrepresented groups because their unique needs or 
interests are not considered by existing institutional procedures or workplace norms. 
Although demographic diversity and viewpoint diversity are often framed as compet-
ing, we see them as complementary because demographic diversity can often pro-
duce epistemic benefits by illuminating blind spots and bringing new perspectives to 
the knowledge productiion process. Diversity, then, can be commonly measured by 
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how well a program removes barriers to whether its constituents’ interests and views 
are represented.

Diverging definitions of equity have also fueled confusion and controversy. In 
many legal and scholarly circles, equity is understood as equality of opportunity (i.e., 
ensuring fair treatment by recognizing and mitigating structural disadvantages aris-
ing from SES or group membership; Braveman et al., 2018; Minow, 2021; Unter-
halter, 2009). Conversely, critics of equity often define it as a demand for equality 
of outcome (i.e., achieving parity across demographic groups regardless of merit). 
These definitional disagreements may reflect a tension between equity principles and 
practices. Arguably, the procedurally just way to reduce disparities in outcome is to 
accurately identify and address the system of factors that contribute to why these dis-
parities exist. For example, in healthcare, inequity is indicated not by equal outcome, 
but by access, need, and utilization of health resources (Boeckxstaens et al., 2011; 
Ward, 2009). When institutions seek to reduce disparities without clearly identifying 
the root causes, they may inadvertently target the wrong variables or simply prioritize 
equal group outcomes as the goal in itself. Therefore, to meaningfully evaluate equity 
as an outcome, we recommend operationalizing it by how well a program removes 
disproportionate barriers to constituents’ success in accessing and utilizing institu-
tional opportunities.

Inclusion refers to whether the culture of an organization creates a respectful and 
welcoming environment for all people in an organization, and which may require 
special efforts for people who deviate from the status quo. Inclusion involves creating 
an environment where people of different identities and cultures are fully integrated 
into the normal relationships, collaborations, and shared identity of an institution, 
fostering a sense of belonging (Burchardt et al., 1999; Park et al., 2023; Roberson 
& Perry, 2022), and building trust by inviting and valuing non-dominant perspec-
tives during group decision-making (Nittrouer et al., 2025; Roberson & Perry, 2022; 
Salmi & D’Addio, 2021). Inclusion also involves ensuring that practices, resources, 
and social support systems (e.g., education; health services) are equipped to meet 
the needs of each person (Davey & Gordon, 2017; Krischler et al., 2019; Martin & 
Cobigo, 2011). Nevertheless, how people build welcoming, respectful environments 
can sometimes sew intolerance for ideological difference when it involves strict 
policing of language or disparagement of majority-group members (e.g., Hooven, 
2023; Jagdeep et al., 2024). Therefore, we believe inclusion outcomes should be 
assessed by whether a program improves how individuals’ contributions to a group 
are understood and respected by each other member, and that existing systems do not 
needlessly impede each person’s participation or contribution.

How well does DEI programming work?

If the quality of DEI programming is defined, in part, by how well it achieves these 
intended outcomes, this allows scientific testing of DEI’s (de)merits (Cox, 2021). 
That is, once measurable outcomes have been defined, it becomes possible to model 
and test the causal network of variables by which a DEI intervention is meant to 
improve how well individuals have their interests and views represented (i.e., diver-
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sity), access and utilize institutional opportunities (i.e., equity), or participate in 
and contribute to a group (i.e., inclusion). Just as scientists gather multivariate data 
and use statistical network analysis to test competing hypotheses (Borsboom et al., 
2021), rigorous evaluation of how DEI programs achieve their outcomes is both pos-
sible and necessary to decide whether or how to integrate DEI programming into 
their organization’s procedures and how to revise programing on the basis of these 
evaluations (Carter et al., 2020; Pinkett, 2023). Doing so, however, requires several 
research steps, such as empirically identifying barriers, validating an intervention to 
remove these barriers, and longitudinal and context-sensitive testing to evaluate the 
success of the intervention as well as unintended side effects.

The real-world success of DEI programming is poorly documented (e.g., Corsino 
& Fuller, 2021; Devine & Ash, 2022), in part because organizations have developed 
their own practices for achieving DEI which are often held to poorly defined standards 
of quality and accountability (Aguinis et al., 2024; Tamvada, 2020; Vangeli, 2024). 
Although DEI efforts are sometimes regarded with more credulity than is warranted, 
some DEI consultants acknowledge that current efforts are far from a well-tested 
arsenal of interventions but are rather a crowdsourced amalgam of unstandardized 
procedures that should be open to scrutiny and criticism (e.g., Zheng, 2024). Nota-
bly, although researchers increasingly acknowledge the limitations and unintended 
consequences of DEI programming (e.g., Forscher et al., 2019; Leslie et al., 2024; 
Onyeador et al., 2021), some practices that have been criticized as disingenuous, 
unfair, or even illegal, remain commonplace in academic institutions (Burgess, 2024). 
This checkered history may explain ongoing criticisms that DEI is wasteful, fraudu-
lent, deceptive, or otherwise a threat to individual and institutional wellbeing (Iyer, 
2022). Indeed, if DEI program implementation is not evaluated, or if programs have 
been shown to be ineffective, adopting these interventions not only fails to achieve 
desired outcomes but also risks a substantial loss of trust in DEI (Clark et al., 2023).

Nevertheless, we build the argument below that some programming has a long-
standing and still-developing scientific research literature evaluating its efficacy. To 
improve trust that DEI programming is effective, it is critical to distinguish which 
practices and policy have better versus worse evidence of effectiveness and why. 
Although this logic may be extended to various programming, we focus on three 
influential paradigms (i.e., affirmative action, Critical Race Theory, and bias reduc-
tion interventions) to demonstrate a flexible approach to adjudicating whether each 
accomplishes its intended outcomes.

Affirmative action

Affirmative action refers to a collection of policies that seek to make it easier for 
minorities to succeed in labor and education markets within which they have been 
historically disadvantaged (Bengston, 2024). Affirmative action policies typically 
involve proactive corrective adjustments for past or present discrimination, though 
it is important to note that national context matters: in some countries demographic 
quotas are mandated, whereas affirmative action involving preferential treatment 
toward certain groups are typically prohibited in the US (Schotte et al., 2023). Some 
contend that affirmative action is unfair and anti-merit because it gives advantage 
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to people from some demographic groups to the exclusion or disadvantage of other 
groups. Others argue that affirmative action builds fairer systems and more equi-
table outcomes because it equalizes opportunity to compete within a merit-based 
market. The different assumptions people hold about the state of the world (or of the 
institution in question) may explain this divergence in perspective. That is, people 
who believe that the system is already largely fair and meritocratic will view the 
application of affirmative action as introducing unfairness and discrimination. By 
comparison, people who believe the current system is unfair and discriminatory, may 
instead view affirmative action as equalizing the playing field (Son Hing et al., 2002, 
2011). It is these diverging interpretations of affirmative action that lead to contro-
versy even though supporters and skeptics may agree on the intended principle (fair-
ness). Further, whether these perceptions of fairness are accurate or not, if people 
believe that affirmative action unfairly prioritizes diversity at the expense of merit, 
these programs can inadvertently produce unwanted consequences including resent-
ment about perceived injustice and uncertainty about the beneficiary’s competence 
and deservingness (Heilman & Welle, 2006; Leslie et al., 2024).

A recent systematic review (Schotte et al., 2023) reported that two-thirds of sam-
pled studies found positive effects of affirmative action on the numerical representa-
tion of minority groups (i.e., diversity), but that it was less clear how these policies 
qualitatively affect these and other groups’ quality of experience (i.e., equity and 
inclusion). They also note that nearly all studies used quasi-experimental methods 
to assess the quality of affirmative action, which make claims about causation tenu-
ous. In a rare experimental test, disadvantaged students worked harder and did better 
in a quota-based reward system, but top performers did better in a pure merit-based 
system (Cotton et al., 2022), suggesting research assessing the effectiveness of affir-
mative action programs ought to examine not only how these affect the beneficiary 
group but also unintended side effects for other groups within that system (e.g., Anto-
novics & Backes, 2014).

Critical race theory

Critical race theory (CRT) was inspired by the legal scholarship of Derrick Bell 
(Crenshaw et al., 1995) and derived from similar “critical theories” which analyze 
how inequities can arise from social systems that unfairly and disproportionately 
favor some individuals over others. In this tradition, CRT contends that existing 
power structures within the United States and elsewhere favor people from racial 
majority groups. On one hand, CRT offers an analysis of systemic structural barriers 
that may reproduce patterns of inequality even in the absence of individual-level bias 
(Jahn, 2021). For instance, systemic racism in law and policy has produced patterns 
of socioeconomic inequality and barriers to wealth accumulation for Black Ameri-
cans that have had profound effects on their access to education, jobs, and cultural/
social capital.

Programming aligned with books like DiAngelo’s (2018) White Fragility argues 
that inequity arises from hegemonic oppression (e.g., white culture supremacy), 
yet often focuses deeply on intensive introspective self-scrutiny and monitoring for 
subtle infractions such as microaggressions rather than doing much to challenge sys-
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temic barriers. The efficacy of this style of diversity training is largely unevaluated, 
though related research on antiracism DEI training reveals almost no positive effects 
on workplace outcomes (Lilienfeld, 2017; Paluck & Green, 2009; Wang et al., 2024), 
and some harmful effects. For instance, practices (such as these) that rely on guilt, 
shame, or vilification can backfire and create reactance (Legault et al., 2011; Plaut et 
al., 2011), leading to the conclusion that these popular CRT-adjacent approaches to 
DEI that focus on personal thoughts and behaviors are ineffective and possibly harm-
ful (Jagdeep et al., 2024; Mills, 2025).

Others argue these disparities are better addressed by policy or procedural changes 
that target SES and class (e.g., Bailey et al., 2017; Mijs et al., 2024). Although Dob-
bin and Kalev (2022) are not formally rooted in CRT, they engage in the kind of 
analysis that a CRT-informed consideration of systemic barriers might encourage. 
They recommend DEI practices that correct for systemic wealth inequalities that 
shape opportunity, social capital, and access to mentors. For example, recruiting 
from racially diverse colleges rather than only Ivy League schools can avoid dispro-
portionately selecting candidates from considerably less racially, socioeconomically, 
and ideologically homogeneous families, and deliberate mentorship strategies that 
correct for the fact that higher SES students have the social capital to access men-
tors (Bonifacino et al., 2021). These approaches are effective in real organizations, 
in part, because they consider how policy can alter the barriers imposed by structural 
class factors, rather than attempting to change individual employees’ minds (Dobbin 
& Kalev, 2022).

Bias reduction interventions

Some of the most well-known DEI programs are those that encourage interpersonal 
interaction to dispel false beliefs about unfamiliar people, build rapport, trust, and 
social capital between colleagues and communities, or diffuse existing hostilities. 
Broadly, these are referred to as encounter groups, but their procedures vary widely 
(Brison et al., 2015; Paluck et al., 2021). The scientific logic for these programs 
derives from the clinical techniques of psychodrama (Cruz et al., 2018) and inter-
group contact theory (Paolini et al., 2021), which maintain that fostering contact 
between unfamiliar groups can be a successful approach to reducing prejudice, 
though specific conditions must be present for positive outcomes (Pettigrew & Tropp, 
2006; Reimer & Sengupta, 2023). Cutting edge scholarship in this area now focuses 
on disentangling the conditions under which these interventions work or not (e.g., 
Imperato et al., 2021; Paolini et al., 2024; Van Assche et al., 2023). This is essential 
for understanding unintended consequences, such as when intergroup contact exac-
erbates conflict rather than mitigating it (Bail et al., 2018).

Other programs focus more on reducing bias inside individuals’ minds. Implicit 
bias training, for example, involves workshops where people are asked to examine 
latent tendencies that could lead them to wrongfully discriminate against someone 
based on false inferences drawn from stereotyped or habitual thinking. Its logic has 
its roots in social psychology, which shows that people form stereotypes to categorize 
and quickly navigate a computationally rich social environment (Macrae et al., 1994) 
and therefore may use stereotypes to judge individuals. For example, women have 
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historically been judged ill-suited to male-typical roles (Osman, Speer, & Weaver, 
2024), and men for female-typical roles (Galos & Coppock, 2023), though this has 
changed in more developed countries (Schaerer et al., 2023). Although many stereo-
types may be accurate because they are derived from real trends, using them to infer 
individual traits is hazardous because a given individual can differ from the popu-
lation-level norm (Jussim et al., 2015). Implicit bias training aims to make people 
aware of this tendency so that they may take precautions against making this error. 
Though stereotype bias is well-documented, the intervention science that arose from 
this research has been criticized (Greenwald et al., 2022), as awareness of implicit 
bias does little to durably change it (Kim & Roberson, 2022; Lai & Lisnek, 2023) and 
changing implicit bias has not been found to change intergroup behavior (Forscher 
et al., 2019).

Rather than rely on individuals to self-regulate their biases, more effective inter-
ventions build anti-bias mechanisms into institutional procedure (see Greenwald et 
al., 2022; Onyeador et al., 2021). For example, blind review is a longstanding prac-
tice of many organizations whereby those charged with making assessments of qual-
ity (e.g., during evaluation processes for jobs, grants, or awards) must judge the fit 
of a prospective employee or student without knowledge of candidates’ identifying 
characteristics. Blind review is a classic fix to in-the-moment bias because it removes 
from consideration cues that could prompt biased judgment. In fact, avoiding bias 
in this way can be a reason not to require that people use gender pronouns when 
introducing themselves (Tomlin, 2024) - even if doing so as a voluntary practice can 
improve mental health and inclusion of minority groups (e.g., Perales et al., 2022). 
If reviewers have existing biases (e.g., that women are unfit to traditionally mascu-
line workplaces; that minority candidates have low social capital), expecting each 
reviewer to monitor how these beliefs affect their decisions may be prohibitively 
costly compared to procedural constraints, such as blind review, that limit access to 
biasing information.

Nevertheless, blind review may lead reviewers to miscalibrate a candidate’s merit 
if, for example, their background is relevant to how they demonstrate their merit. 
For example, universities often use the quantity and quality of publications in peer-
reviewed academic journals to evaluate the merit of postdoctoral or faculty hires. 
However, if a candidate has experienced barriers (e.g., Coe et al., 2019) to publishing 
in high-tier journals, yet they have produced an amount of scholarship that is above-
average for someone who has had similarly limited access to social and material 
capital, a candidate’s potential could be much higher than a blinded review of their 
curriculum vitae would suggest. That is, a rigorous, high quality candidate could be 
missed or undervalued if reviewers do not know about personal circumstances.

This is one rationale for diversity statements, which represent another contentious 
DEI intervention. Diversity statements in hiring or admissions applications may, on 
one hand afford valuable information about a candidate’s skills (e.g., they mentor 
disadvantaged students, consider inclusiveness while teaching and mentoring, have 
considered how to increase accessibility), and in some cases may provide informa-
tion about a candidate’s personal context (e.g., the disadvantages they may have navi-
gated, such as poverty, working at a primarily undergraduate institution, balancing 
work and parental leave). Yet, diversity statements may also encourage reviewers to 
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overweigh identity or use it as a pretext to select people based on identity without 
appearing to do so, which can be illegal (Fitcht & Levashina, 2023). Further, diver-
sity statements can be used to disingenuously signal compliance to a norm or as a test 
of whether a candidate supports a favored dogma. Again, to avoid these limitations, 
it may be more effective to consider the information included in a diversity statement 
procedurally, rather than ask each reviewer to judge the relevance of a candidate’s 
experiences for themselves. For example, organizations might adopt diversity men-
torship and networking programs (Bonifacino et al., 2021) to alleviate barriers and 
thereby reduce the need to consider diversity statements during the candidate selec-
tion. Furthermore, DEI statements may devalue other types of valuable humanitarian 
service. Requiring a service statement, rather than a DEI statement, avoids these 
potential biases, while still permitting candidates to highlight their relevant DEI con-
tributions (Burgess & Newton, 2024).

Future directions in the scientific evaluation of DEI programming

Based on our review, we recommend that future research should establish the effec-
tiveness of DEI programs by operationally defining and testing the chain of causal 
variables by which a program is meant to achieve its intended outcome. This model 
can then be tested via an iterative, adversarial process of scientific hypothesis testing 
and parameter adjustment. To do so, researchers ought to first correctly identify and 
validly measure barriers to each outcome to confirm that such barriers exist. Then, 
interventions should be designed to eliminate these barriers and include a network 
model describing which factors ought to be influenced to eliminate such barriers. 
This network model should not only describe how the program will improve each 
intended outcome, but also consider the unintended negative consequences, backfire 
effects, and costs (in terms of both money and time) of these interventions. These 
models should then be tested longitudinally to confirm that program effectiveness is 
durable and that positive (or negative) changes are due to the intervention rather than 
to cohort effects or other broader shifts in society or culture. Finally, any intervention 
should include processes for holding decision-makers accountable for whether these 
interventions produce actual change at a reasonable cost without producing substan-
tial unintended negative side effects, and avoid being impossibly ambitious if, for 
example, individual organizations are not capable of eliminating certain inequities 
produced by the wider society.

Effective programming will require an accurate audit of systemic barriers to achiev-
ing DEI to identify which status quo practices unjustifiably benefit some people over 
another. Evidence of substantial disparity is not proof of injustice, but it should prompt 
scrutiny of whether procedures are unfair. Likewise, evaluation of bias is a dynamic, 
not a static, process: evidence of bias at one timepoint is not a reliable indicator of 
bias later, and current evidence will need to be systematically updated to ensure that 
programming does not become obsolete as the causes of inequality or patterns of bias 
change (Schaerer et al., 2023). Implementation of DEI programming should also be 
based on clear evidence of its effectiveness and also costs (e.g., in dollars or oppor-
tunity loss) and whether bad outcomes would have occurred regardless of program 
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effectiveness (i.e., by chance or by unexamined causes). Here, scientific testing is use-
ful because the scientific method offers standards for reducing procedural bias during 
the search for knowledge (Jabarov, 2023), including experimental intervention (Jeske 
et al., 2025). Given DEI’s history of unstandardized implementation, programming 
should also be evaluated by meta-analysis or by systematic review of a field’s practices 
and scientific outputs. Once audited, resolution of these disparities must move away 
from symbolic, performative fixes toward changes to policy and procedure that demon-
strably produce cost effective and net positive change in each intended DEI outcome.

To accomplish this, effective accountability practices should produce consequences 
if these defined, measurable outcomes are not achieved by the causal mechanisms 
specified (e.g., Flammer et al., 2019). That is, policy should incorporate procedures 
that encourage critique, constructive disagreement, and ongoing revision of current 
programming. For example, communities might enforce accountability by establish-
ing institutional structures (Burnett & Aguinis, 2024) or research practices (Jeske et 
al., 2025; Johnson, 2024; Steele & Spector, 2024) that encourage open criticism and 
build trust among beneficiaries, proponents, and skeptics. Parallel labs that are test-
ing program effectiveness from different theoretical perspectives may also engage in 
adversarial collaboration (Ceci et al., 2024) to improve viewpoint diversity in science 
leadership or social justice advocacy (Jussim, 2024).

Conclusion

After a rapid rise from about 2015 to 2022, many (though not all) DEI programs 
have been in retreat with state governments banning it from their higher education 
systems, and with some of the largest and most influential universities and university 
systems (e.g., University of Michigan, MIT, Ohio State) closing their DEI bureau-
cracies or forbidding use of DEI statements. Furthermore, the Trump administration 
has banned DEI and related initiatives from both government agencies and federal 
funding. Although DEI has a deep and well-intentioned history in social justice 
advocacy, our perspective is that this backlash stems primarily from the pragmatic 
failure to base DEI interventions on rigorous scientific research, or to standardize 
and rigorously test program effectiveness and identify and minimize avoidable costs. 
Interestingly, University of Michigan administrators have raised the possibility of 
repurposing the funding that once went to its DEI program to provide additional 
financial support for meritorious students from low SES backgrounds (Caron, 2024), 
indicating a new understanding of tradeoffs and opportunity costs. If DEI program-
ming aims to achieve its original humanitarian aims, widespread and rigorous evalu-
ation of its programming will be pivotal to prune ineffective or harmful practices and 
advance those that effectively produce opportunity and reduce outcome disparities.
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