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Introduction 

 
Giving voice to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) perspectives can be a risky endeavor for DEI 
Champions in higher education, but also for DEI administrators who are part of institutional 
governance, but are not given the power, authority, and resources to do their work. These voices 
are often suppressed because DEI does not have a legitimized position within administration. It is 
with an understanding of this reality that we, as a DEI Administrator and Fellows, approach the 
work that we have done and continue to do. It is in this same spirit that we offer this assessment of 
our lived experience in engaging in DEI work at our university. We seek to advance DEI, while 
holding space for harm reduction and accountability.  
 
The story of our work begins in 2020, when the dean of the College of Social Science (SSC) at 
Michigan State University (MSU) left the university for a higher position as Provost. Before she left, 
she announced the creation of a new Associate Dean for DEI. The position announced, however, 
was conceptualized as an afterthought and add on, instead of integrated into the overall 
administration structure. Moreover, the roles and responsibilities of the new position were 
limited—the focus was entirely on faculty. The new Associate Dean was not allowed to work with 
staff or students, nor did she have the authority or resources to do the work that needed to be 
done.  An interim dean was soon named and was hesitant to extend the duties of the new Associate 
Dean to be inclusive of all DEI goals. After much dialogue with the Associate Dean, the interim dean 
encouraged her to put into writing her vision of the office for Associate Dean and how that position 
would align with other Associate Dean positions, and the Dean’s Office in general. The proposal 
would correct the existing problematic structure in the Dean’s Office. This was the impetus for the 
developing and writing of the SSC DEI office proposal; and the work was undertaken by members of 
the new Dean’s DEI Fellows in collaboration with the Associate Dean. In the absence of human and 
monetary resources, and broad support for the DEI mission of the College, the Dean’s DEI Fellows 
Pilot Program had been established. The Fellows, faculty from across the SSC and a graduate 
student, support the Associate Dean’s DEI efforts while building leadership skills in the DEI arena. 
  

 
1 In light of our radical and transformative approach to DEI, we note that all authors contributed equally to this 
manuscript. To accommodate requirements for order of authorship, we alternate who serves as first author and 
list ourselves alphabetically thereafter. 
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The Dean’s DEI Fellows and Associate Dean undertook this charge with a singleness of purpose. 
Regardless of whether the interim dean or the new dean agreed to put into place the 
recommendations from the proposal, the Dean’s DEI Fellows and Associate Dean felt strongly about 
the proposal because how university DEI efforts are structured is important. The proposal aligned 
with best DEI practices and was evidence based. Thus, it represented a blueprint for DEI 
organizational structures at institutions of higher education. Furthermore, producing this DEI Office 
Structure document was important as it could not only codify DEI in SSC, but also serve to create 
DEI memory, sustainability, and continuity between administrations. 
 
Codifying and creating sustainable DEI requires structure and process (Thomas, 2021; Harris, 2021; 
Ahmed, 2012). John Paul Kotter, thought leader in business, leadership, and organizational change, 
introduced an 8-stage organizational change framework in a 1995 article entitled “Leading Change: 
Why Transformation Efforts Fail.” This process-based framework has been applied to numerous 
organizations over the past 20 years, and updated in Kotter’s (2014) book to reflect lessons learned. 
The 2014 framework includes the following steps: (1) Create a sense of urgency; (2) Build a guiding 
coalition; (3) Form a strategic vision and initiatives; (4) Enlist a volunteer army; (5) Enable action by 
removing barriers; (6) Generate short-term wins; (7) Sustain acceleration; and (8) Institute change. 
 
In the current paper, we situated our experiences and efforts to design and establish the proposed 
DEI office within Kotter’s (2014) organizational change framework.  Such an office would 
institutionalize the college’s efforts to advance DEI. We selected Kotter’s framework because it 
contains practical steps for, and stages of, organizational change. Although Kotter situates his 
processes within the business sector, his organizational change framework has been used to study 
and assess change efforts (e.g., CDO implementation of diversity plans) in higher education (e.g., 
Stanley et al., 2018).2 We found it to be a useful model for shaping our change effort, but found that 
the stages articulated often overlap in the real world. In some instances, our DEI work connected to 
multiple steps. We found this to be true as we navigated the contours of creating our DEI structures 
document and doing DEI work in SSC. 

 
Background  

 
John Paul Kotter identifies “creat[ing] a sense of urgency as the first stage of organizational change. 
He visions it as an exigency to “help others see the need for change through a bold, aspirational 
opportunity statement that communicates the importance of acting immediately” (Kotterinc.com, 
n.d.). In the University context, this urgency for change can emerge from a broader context of racial 
unrest, heightened awareness of existing disparities in faculty representation, gaps in student 
success across racial lines, and sexual misconduct, spurring universities to articulate an “aspirational 
opportunity statement” to act. Indeed, it is against this backdrop that University efforts to 
institutionalize DEI have often occurred with a heightened sense of urgency to act. Urgency created 
out of obligation is performative, and rarely sustained. 
 

 
2 Some have noted the challenges of using Kotter’s framework to change outcomes or processes controlled by 
faculty (e.g., curriculum), as faculty have much more autonomy than employees in a corporate setting (Kang, et al., 
2020). However, faculty are not the focus of our change effort. 
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In fact, higher education has been under increased scrutiny for failure to address inequalities in 
representation and educational opportunities and outcomes. Regardless of high-school test scores, 
Black and Hispanic students are less likely to earn a college degree within 10 years in comparison to 
White and Asian students. Similarly, bachelors’ degree attainment is much lower among first-
generation, low-income students, and far more likely among students from families in the highest 
income quartile. Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans are also underrepresented in the conferral 
of all advanced degrees, particularly Masters’ and Doctoral degrees, in comparison to Caucasians 
(Carnevale, Fasules, Quinn and Peltier Campbell, 2019: 25). Critics charge that many universities fail 
to implement changes that can help reduce such gaps, such as inclusive pedagogy (Gooblar, 2020) 
and supporting students through graduation, not just recruitment (Holzer and Baum, 2017; Fischer, 
2019). Representation in minoritized faculty is also dismal. As of 2019, Whites were 
overrepresented in tenure-track faculty positions in comparison to the U.S. population and the U.S. 
undergraduate student population, while African-American, Hispanic and Native American faculty 
remain underrepresented (Matias, Lewis, Jr. & Hope, 2021).  Taken together, these disparities have 
galvanized an “immediacy of action” in academic leadership to inspire their communities to see the 
need to together find solutions to these issues. 
 
MSU is no different in its challenges. The university has reported disparities in six-year graduation 
rates by race and between Pell and non-Pell students and first generation and non-first-generation 
students.  In addition to being less likely to graduate in six years, Black and Latinx students are less 
likely to persist after their first semester and more likely to be placed on academic probation than 
White and Asian students (Largent, 2019). These gaps spurred urgency in MSU’s SSC to create a 
guiding coalition of stakeholders (faculty, staff, students, alumni) who collaboratively produced a 
college-wide strategic plan which articulated the need for change and improvement in persistence 
rates. The College committed to achieving a 5% improvement in six-year graduation rates and a 
50% reduction in opportunity gaps for underrepresented minoritized undergraduates (SSC Office of 
the Dean, n.d.). This commitment represents “a volunteer army,” in the SSC context. The strategic 
planning committee, comprising a "coalition of effective people – born of its own ranks” was 
engaged “to guide . . . coordinate . . .  and communicate [these change] activities” (Kotterinc.com, 
n.d.). As with other universities, African American, American Indian and Hispanic faculty are 
underrepresented at MSU among tenure-stream faculty (MSU Office of Inclusion and Intercultural 
Initiatives, 2020). This urgent need was addressed in the College’s Strategic plan, by its guiding 
coalition of stakeholders. One of the main foci of the DEI section of the plan was to grow the 
number of minoritized faculty and future faculty. 
 
In addition to concerns regarding faculty representation and opportunity gaps, MSU experienced a 
major sexual abuse scandal and series of racist incidents on campus over several years, all creating 
additional pressure and urgency for the advancement of DEI. Faculty member Larry Nassar serially 
sexually abused more than 160 women and girls over several decades (Evans, Alesia & Kwiatkowski, 
2018; Correa & Louttit, 2018). This resulted in the resignation, charging, and conviction of several 
high-ranking MSU administrators (Hauser & Zraick, 2018). In the wake of this negative publicity, the 
university president convened a “guiding coalition of stakeholders” to produce an institution wide 
“Relationship Violence and Sexual Misconduct Plan” to help foster a “safer campus community” 
(Office of the President, n.d.).  
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Unsurprisingly, the mishandling of sexual misconduct was not the university’s only failing. In 2019, 
several incidents targeted racialized groups on campus, including a toilet paper noose (Walker, 
2019) and the destruction of property at the MSU Hillel Jewish Student Center (Tidwell, 2019). In 
addition, a faculty member studying how people respond to racist online speech sent a survey to 
students that failed to provide adequate warning regarding its offensive and profane content 
(Johnson, 2019). Continuing in 2020, staff at the gift shop at the Wharton Center for Performing 
Arts created a display of figures of African American leaders hanging from a rack resembling a tree 
(Das, 2020). Later the same year, students posted racist remarks in response to questions posed by 
Black students at a campus event designed for such questions, called “Ask President Stanley” 
(Guzman, 2020). Thus, one can argue that the congruence of these institutional failings and national 
events that made racial health inequities and police violence visible, spurred the need for urgent 
attention to DEI at MSU.  
 
The newly appointed President Samuel Stanley and Provost Teresa Woodruff thus convened a 
guiding coalition to search for MSU’s first Vice President and Chief Diversity Officer. President 
Stanley also set up other coalitions—a DEI Steering Committee and Taskforce on Racial Equity—to 
guide, coordinate and communicate DEI change at MSU. The former inventoried existing efforts, 
gathered feedback, and reviewed best practices and metrics to measure progress (campus and unit 
specific) in order to devise a set of recommendations for advancement (Office of the President, 
n.d.). The latter created a series of recommendations to advance racial equity in the areas of 
policing, campus climate and safety, and faculty and staff diversity (Office of President b, n.d.). 
 
Progress, however, has been uneven across campus. For example, as described further below, the 
College of Agriculture and Natural Resources is the only college on campus with an internally 
supported DEI office. In addition, there is a general disconnect between DEI initiatives around 
campus. Each unit and initiative were created independently, and only later were mechanisms 
generated to interface to some degree (MSU Office of Inclusion and Intercultural Initiatives, n.d.). 
Prior to a recent collaboration among three Associate Deans for DEI to create a Council of Diversity 
Deans (CODD), the DEI Deans were not connected across campus. The university’s Institutional 
Diversity, Excellence, and Action (IDEA) Coordinators—one in each college—arose in the 1990s as a 
network of individuals with DEI responsibility in MSU colleges and units. They meet as a committee 
regularly to not only support college and unit level goals related to DEI, but also to influence the 
direction of DEI in those units and serve as a resource for DEI work at MSU. The university’s Faculty 
Excellence Advocates (FEAs), who are selected by the Deans of each college to work as the drivers 
of DEI in all academic human resources in their colleges, meet as a consortium, separate from the 
IDEA coordinators or the Diversity Associate Deans. Michigan State University also has an Office of 
Intercultural Initiatives and Inclusion (OI3). Housed in OI3 is the Diversity Research Network (DRN), 
which provides a mechanism to help faculty of color and diversity scholars connect across campus 
to increase research collaboration and visibility. These entities, individual though they may be, in 
other ways can be viewed as guiding coalitions for DEI action across campus.  

 
SSC context 

 
With 291 tenure stream faculty, the SSC is the largest of MSU’S 17 degree-granting college (Office 
of Planning and Budget, 2021). The structure of the Dean’s Office includes a .51 full time-equivalent 
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(FTE) Associate Dean for Faculty Affairs who manages all matters relating to the hiring, 
reappointment, promotion, and tenure of SSC faculty. There is also a .75 FTE Associate Dean for 
Academic and Student Affairs who oversees all matters related to undergraduate students and 
studies. Then there is a .75 FTE Associate Dean for Graduate Studies and Research. She oversees the 
grant research concerns of faculty and manages graduate studies in the college. The Dean’s Office 
also has a Chief of Staff and Business Operations Manager, Communications and Marketing 
Director, and Senior Development Officer. Completing the leadership team of the Dean’s Office, 
prior to recent changes, is a .25 FTE Faculty Excellence Advocate (FEA) whose job it is to work “with 
faculty, department chairs, and the Dean’s Office, to create a climate of, and meet its goals for, 
quality, inclusiveness, alignment, objectivity, consistency, and transparency of all academic human 
resource policies and practices (particularly faculty recruitment, retention, and advancement) in the 
College of Social Science.” (MSU Worklife Office, 2020). 
 
In 2017, the SSC welcomed a new Dean. One of this new leader’s first charges was to lead the 
College through the Strategic Planning process. The Strategic Planning process, through a guiding 
coalition, identified DEI as one of 4 areas of focus for the college (College of Social Science, 2017). In 
the absence of institutional structure or resources, the DEI portion of the plan called for the 
creation of an ad hoc committee, the Dean’s Advisory Board on Diversity and Inclusion or DABDI, 
composed of students, faculty, and staff from the SSC. This board, a guiding coalition and volunteer 
army, served as an advisory council on all diversity matters to the Dean, but at the same time 
supported the FEA, who was able to enlist this army of numerous senior DEI allies and thinkers in 
her quest to drive large-scale change in the DEI goals of the college (College of Social Science, 
Diversity Matters a, n.d.). As an advisory board, it was DABDI that first “rallied around a common 
opportunity” to recommended to the Dean that the position of Associate Dean for DEI be 
reintroduced, as the position was not filled after a previous Associate Dean for Graduate Studies 
and Diversity left the university. They applied pressure on the Dean by penning a memorandum to 
this effect. The Dean would eventually acquiesce and announce a university wide search for this 
Associate Dean position a few months before she left the university. 
 
The DEI portion of the College strategic plan identified three areas of concentration: inclusive 
climate, faculty hiring and retention, and developing future faculty as focus areas. As part of the 
faculty hiring and retention, and developing future faculty foci areas, the Faculty Excellence 
Advocate led the creation of two new diversity hiring programs—the Dean’s Research Associate 
Program (College of Social Science, Diversity Matters b, n.d.) and the Dean’s Distinguished Senior 
Scholars Program (College of Social Science, Diversity Matters c, n.d.). Both programs promote an 
inclusive scholarly environment in which “outstanding scholars in the social sciences support the 
advancement of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the academy” (College of Social Science, Diversity 
Matters b, n.d.). 
 
The fall 2020 hire of an Associate Dean for DEI represented the college’s first steps in attempting to 
institutionalize DEI in the college. The position, however, was not conceptualized with an 
understanding that DEI permeates everything that is done in a college or university. Instead, it was 
conceptualized as a stand-alone position, with little or no influence or far-reaching responsibility. 
Moreover, the position was constructed as a .51 FTE position, which included the responsibilities of 
the aforementioned FEA position, which was originally capped at .40 FTE. Thus, on paper the DEI 

https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-us&rs=en-us&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fmichiganstate.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2FSTUOT-CollaborationofDEIFellows%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2Fccaf651615ba467c84fa7f13780695e6&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=-646&uiembed=1&uih=teams&hhdr=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%2C%22surl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22curl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22vurl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22eurl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%2Ffiles%2Fapps%2Fcom.microsoft.teams.files%2Ffiles%2F1994067961%2Fopen%3Fagent%3Dpostmessage%26objectUrl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fmichiganstate.sharepoint.com%252Fsites%252FSTUOT-CollaborationofDEIFellows%252FShared%2520Documents%252FGeneral%252FDEI%2520Publications%252FOffice%2520of%2520DEI%252FIdea%2520for%2520Paper.docx%26fileId%3Dccaf6516-15ba-467c-84fa-7f13780695e6%26fileType%3Ddocx%26ctx%3Dfiles%26scenarioId%3D646%26locale%3Den-us%26theme%3Ddefault%26version%3D21021008600%26setting%3Dring.id%3Ageneral%26setting%3DcreatedTime%3A1617560487312%22%7D&wdorigin=TEAMS-ELECTRON.teams.files&wdhostclicktime=1617560487186&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=339356a4-c7f2-4656-9980-83695835b1f6&usid=339356a4-c7f2-4656-9980-83695835b1f6&sftc=1&sams=1&accloop=1&sdr=6&scnd=1&hbcv=1&htv=1&hodflp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_ftn2
https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-us&rs=en-us&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fmichiganstate.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2FSTUOT-CollaborationofDEIFellows%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2Fccaf651615ba467c84fa7f13780695e6&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=-646&uiembed=1&uih=teams&hhdr=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%2C%22surl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22curl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22vurl%22%3A%22%22%2C%22eurl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%2Ffiles%2Fapps%2Fcom.microsoft.teams.files%2Ffiles%2F1994067961%2Fopen%3Fagent%3Dpostmessage%26objectUrl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fmichiganstate.sharepoint.com%252Fsites%252FSTUOT-CollaborationofDEIFellows%252FShared%2520Documents%252FGeneral%252FDEI%2520Publications%252FOffice%2520of%2520DEI%252FIdea%2520for%2520Paper.docx%26fileId%3Dccaf6516-15ba-467c-84fa-7f13780695e6%26fileType%3Ddocx%26ctx%3Dfiles%26scenarioId%3D646%26locale%3Den-us%26theme%3Ddefault%26version%3D21021008600%26setting%3Dring.id%3Ageneral%26setting%3DcreatedTime%3A1617560487312%22%7D&wdorigin=TEAMS-ELECTRON.teams.files&wdhostclicktime=1617560487186&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=339356a4-c7f2-4656-9980-83695835b1f6&usid=339356a4-c7f2-4656-9980-83695835b1f6&sftc=1&sams=1&accloop=1&sdr=6&scnd=1&hbcv=1&htv=1&hodflp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_ftn2
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Associate Dean position only amounted to .11 FTE effort. Nonetheless, the new Associate Dean for 
DEI worked to form a strategic vision and initiatives, in order to “clarify how the future will be 
different from the past and how you can make that future a reality through initiatives linked directly 
to the vision” (Kotterinc.com, n.d.). In response to the requests from the interim Dean, the 
Associate Dean for DEI 1) developed a strategic vision for DEI in the SSC document that described 
the responsibilities and programs needed to institutionalize DEI across all domains (e.g., curriculum, 
recruitment, leadership) and 2) with the Dean’s DEI Fellows, created an office structure document 
to implement this work.  

 
University-wide context 

 
This conceptualization of the SSC Associate Dean for DEI position, however, does not necessarily 
reflect best practices in the DEI space, even at MSU. The same position in other colleges 
demonstrates this point. Although other colleges with more DEI infrastructure (e.g., Human 
Medicine and Veterinary Medicine) have supported such efforts by securing external grants, the 
College of Agriculture and Natural Resources (CANR) has a full-time Associate Dean for Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion who manages an Office of Diversity and has full-time staff.  While the SSC is 
the largest and most diverse college in the university, it lags behind on legitimizing DEI as a 
structural component of its administration. This contrast presents an example of how lacking a DEI 
structure leaves an uneven distribution of resources in the hands and charity of individual leaders. 
In the same way, this charity approach undermines the efforts to even create a sense of urgency for 
change.  
 

Challenges to Institutionalizing a DEI Structure 
 
 In addition to determining how to best implement and sustain a college-wide DEI structure, further 
logistical challenges also had to be considered. One initial logistical challenge included who would 
govern ideas around the proposed DEI structure. Ideally, faculty, staff, and students would not only 
benefit from our DEI efforts but would also play a pivotal role in determining the structure and 
reporting systems of our proposed plan. One way that we addressed this goal was through utilizing 
the expertise of DABDI. With their support, we produced the Dean’s requested "Office of the 
Associate Dean of DEI” document and presented this proposal to her. This strategy represents an 
application of the "Build a guiding coalition” stage in the organizational change framework.  

 
A second logistical challenge to implementing a college-wide DEI structure consisted of securing 
resources for sustaining it. The “generate short-term wins” stage in the organizational framework 
implies the need to have measurable achievements. According to Kotter, this process “must be 
recognized, collected and communicated – early and often – to track progress and energize 
volunteers to persist” (Kotterinc.com, n.d.). We achieved this while addressing this second logistical 
challenge. First, the Dean’s DEI Fellows Pilot Program was created to provide some support for the 
Associate Dean. It attracts SSC faculty to build leadership skills around DEI and prepares the fellows 
to lead internally and externally.  These DEI Fellows come from various social science departments 
in the college and meet on a weekly basis to provide input, representation, and assistance in the 
SSC. Through this process, we embodied the “Form a strategic vision and initiatives” stage in 
Kotter’s framework, and also further contributed to the “volunteer army.”  While working within a 
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decentralized administrative structure, the Associate Dean also encouraged every unit in the 
College to have a DEI committee. As a result, all units in SSC now have a DEI committee, another 
"short term win.” In addition, some forward-looking departments actually created administrative 
positions of DEI Coordinators. These DEI Coordinators were administrators on the same footing as 
Associate Chairs and Directors, and the creation of these positions represented another “short term 
win” and further extended the reach of the SSC DEI volunteer army.  Other short-term wins realized 
with the support of the DEI Fellows included a DEI small grants program created early in the tenure 
of the DEI Fellows Program, two DEI minors, the aforementioned ad hoc DABDI which was ratified 
into a permanent standing committee, now called Dean’s Advisory Committee on Diversity and 
Inclusion. Last, but not least, the Associate Dean’s “From the Desk of . . .” diversity monthly 
newsletters which celebrate the work of faculty, staff, students, and alumni in the DEI space, is 
another “short term win” that has been well received by the SSC community. As part of this 
monthly series, A DEI champion is featured every month in a university-wide publication that is also 
distributed to alumni. 

 
To create a DEI model at the college-level, the Dean’s DEI Fellows conducted a nationwide review of 
DEI best practices, structure, and available resources in colleges of Social Science or its equivalent in 
universities across the nation. The review examined Diversity Champion Universities (as awarded by 
Insight into Diversity), Big Ten Universities, and other colleges at MSU.3 Their search was focused on 
three main points: 

 
1. How are their DEI programs conceptualized and whom does it serve? 
2. What is the basic structure of these DEI programs and what offices are they in? 
3. What kinds of resources are available to these DEI programs? 

 
For several weeks, each DEI Fellow was assigned a few universities to review. We started our search 
by looking at the university’s position and provisions for DEI at the university level, then college 
level, and finally individual departments and programs. Starting the review with 2019 Diversity 
Champion universities, the schools reviewed were Oklahoma State University, Rochester Institute of 
Technology, Texas A&M, Clemson, Florida State University, Medical University of South Carolina, 
University of Alabama-Birmingham, University of Cincinnati, University of Kentucky, University of 
North Florida, Virginia Commonwealth Universities, and University of Louisville. Although these 
universities are diversity champions, their investment on DEI differs, with some clearly lacking. For 
example, while some of the reviewed universities had clearly defined DEI offices and operating 
structures at the university and college levels; others barely had a DEI office, even at the university 
level.  

 
Focusing on the Diversity Champion universities that are doing better with DEI, the fellows in their 
findings, identified some contributing factors that propel the success and sustenance of DEI in these 
universities. Some of the factors and recommendations include:  

 

• Having clearly defined DEI goals in the university, college, department, and programs’ 
strategic plans.  

 
3 Applicants for the Higher Education Excellence in Diversity (HEED) Award are ranked and those in the top tier are 
considered Diversity Champions. 
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• Colleges, departments, and programs that have inclusive teaching strategies, various 
ongoing initiatives targeted at faculty, staff and students offer better space for DEI to thrive.  

• Highlighting minoritized and first-generation students. Also, when possible, providing 
financial support to these underrepresented members of our community. 

• Creating a climate and inclusive committee. This committee should be dedicated to 
reviewing college, department, and program policies to make sure that they are inclusive. 

• Having a way of measuring progress or an annual accountability report.  

• Each department having a DEI committee, including a representative from the committee 
who serves on the college DEI committee. 

• Having initiatives that encouraged the recruitment of minoritized faculty, staff, and 
students, thus increasing the demographic diversity. 

• Advancing community engagement programs targeted at minoritized communities. 

• Establishing mentorship programs for minoritized and first-generation students 

• Offering course releases and other incentives to stimulate faculty interest in diversity-
related activities. 

 
Since Michigan State University is a Big Ten University, the Dean’s DEI Fellows deemed it necessary 
to review MSU’s peers. The Big Ten universities reviewed were Purdue University, Ohio State 
University, University of Wisconsin, University of Illinois, Indiana University, The University of Iowa, 
University of Maryland, University of Michigan, Penn State University, University of Minnesota, and 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln. The Dean’s DEI Fellows identified some factors and best practices 
that ensure the sustenance of DEI in the reviewed universities. Examples of such factors include: 

 

• Strategic plans that lay out key areas and initiatives for promoting diversity and inclusion.  

• Promotion of diversity and inclusion through recruitment, mentoring, retention of 
minoritized faculty, staff, and students. 

• Inclusive leadership training courses for faculty, staff, and students. 

• Creation of culturally relevant mentoring programs and encouraging partnerships with local 
cultural resource centers. 

• Creation of centers for research on DEI that could be separate or within colleges that 
support research on DEI. 

• An office dedicated to DEI initiatives and implementation.   

• DEI advisory committee with faculty, staff, and student representation that advises the 
Dean.   

• Encourage inclusive pedagogy and research. 

• Encourage equity and accountability, recognize invisible labor, and establish a better 
reporting procedure to capture labor put into DEI.  

• Institutionalize DEI within College Units. 

• Diversifying the faculty, staff and students through minority hires and scholarships for 
minoritized students. 

 
Comparing Michigan State University with its closest neighbor and peer, University of Michigan, it is 
very clear that MSU needs to invest a lot more resources in the promotion of DEI. Looking at 
University of Michigan’s Literature, Science, and the Arts (LSA), a close equivalent of College of 
Social Science here at MSU, it is obvious that U of M walks the talk. The college has invested both 
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human and financial resources in the promotion of DEI. The college has a functional office for DEI 
with resources committed to ensure efficacy and results.  The office has the Associate Dean for DEI 
and Professional Development and a diversity manager. The manager supports the Associate Dean 
in the design and implementation of their strategic DEI goals and other DEI related issues. The LSA 
DEI office created in 2016 is charged with delivering DEI-related professional development training 
for faculty, staff and students in the college. They also: 

 

• “Provide consultations to students, staff, and faculty on DEI matters,  

• promote other DEI activities on and off campus that are open to students, staff, and faculty.  

• support diversity efforts in hiring and retention processes,  

• create and manage recruitment sources in efforts to diversify candidate pools for staff and 
faculty positions, and;  

• develop metrics to measure and evaluate the effectiveness of DEI initiatives.” (UM LSA DEI 
Office, n.d.).  

 
Comparatively, the SSC at MSU can only boast of an active Associate Dean for DEI. This position 
comes with no “office” nor staff dedicated to DEI matters. U of M’s establishment of an office offers 
more guarantee for DEI sustainability as activities are not dependent on individuals. At MSU, the 
programs introduced by the Dean or Associate Dean for DEI may end with the tenure of that Dean 
or Associate Dean. Long term goals will be difficult to achieve, as there are no guarantees for 
sustainability. With this in mind, the Dean’s DEI fellows embarked on crafting an office structure for 
the College of Social Sciences. Comparing different programs across Big Ten universities was a 
pivotal first step to the foundational stage “create a sense of urgency” within the organizational 
change framework.  

 
Revisioning the SSC Office of Associate Dean for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 

 
Drawing inspiration from this exploratory and information-gathering process, with the knowledge 
that “to enable action, change requires removing barriers,” the Dean’s DEI Fellows began work on 
reimaging and revisioning the existing structure of the College of Social Science’s Dean’s Office so 
that diversity, equity, inclusion would be present in every part of the Dean’s Office administration. 
The DEI Fellows enabled action by removing the barrier existing in the form of college leadership. 
They rejected College leadership’s nonacceptance by forging ahead to publish DEI office structure, 
crafted based on good data and best practices as a guide for SSC and other institutions. What 
follows below is the actual “best practices/restructuring” document that the Dean’s DEI Fellows 
introduced and shared with the Interim Dean of the College of Social Science. 

 
The Associate Dean for DEI Office—Collaborating to Promote an Inclusive SSC 

 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion is not a standalone entity, but rather should permeate all that we do 
in the College of Social Science (SSC)—from recruitment and retention to campus climate, 
curriculum, and instruction, to research, student/faculty/staff success, to leadership development, 
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advancement/development, and external relations (NADOHE, 2020).4 The work crosses multiple 
domains and requires capacity to ensure a sustainable infrastructure. Therefore, existing 
administrative structures in the Dean’s Office will have to be re-visioned and new DEI-focus 
positions created. When there is a mismatch between articulated commitment to DEI and the 
resources allocated to diversity initiatives, efforts, and offices, there is a potential that DEI work will 
become a source of tension, conflict, and failure (NADOHE, 2020). 
 
The Associate Dean for DEI (henceforth AD) should necessarily be involved in every theater of 
operation in the College of Social Science’s Dean’s Office, infusing diversity principles throughout 
the College with the aim of transforming the culture of the College into a more diverse and inclusive 
space. Towards these ends, the AD should be bound together with all the other Associate Deans, in 
a network of inter-dependent relationships of collaboration with shared interests and goals. 

 
The SSC Office for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Affairs (DEIA) should be reintroduced to support 
and enhance the College’s commitment to creating an inclusive community.5 The Office will be 
overseen by the AD, assisted by a 1 FTE Assistant Dean for DEI/Associate Director of the Office. The 
AD will be responsible for the design, structure, and daily operation of the office. The primary 
mission of the office will be to provide quality support through programs and initiatives that foster 
a community climate that acknowledges and appreciates a multiplicity of diversities. The Office will 
be a multi-dimensional site for DEI work with multiple operations and arms collaborating to create a 
more equitable College for all. Above is a diorama that demonstrates the interconnectivity of DEI 
work in the Dean’s Office, and below is a narrative that lays out this interconnectivity in more 
detail. 
 
General Responsibilities 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office oversees, facilitates, and advances all DEI-related 
interests in the College of Social Science. 

o They network and liaise with other administrative units to promote, support, and advance 
all minoritized members of the SSC community. 

o The AD and Director of DEIA liaises with community and academic partners to propel DEI-
related interests. 

o The AD and Director of DEIA is an ex-officio member of Dean’s Advisory Committee on 
Diversity and Inclusion (DACDI) which provides feedback and guidance to the Associate 
Dean and Dean in addressing diversity-related concerns. 

o They are members of CODD (Council of Diversity Deans). The present AD for DEI is founder 
and co-chair of CODD. 

 
4 See National Association of Diversity Officers in Higher Education (NADHOE), “Standards of Professional Practices 
for CDOs, (NADHOE, 2020), standard two, “diversity officers work to ensure that elements of equity, diversity, and 
inclusion are embedded as imperatives in the institutional mission, vision, and strategic plan,” 8. 
5 MSU DEI Leaders—the Colleges of Engineering, Human Medicine, Agriculture and Natural Resources (CANR), Law, 
Veterinary Medicine, Madison, Communication Arts and Sciences, Natural Sciences (NatSci)—all have DEI offices to 
support the breadth and depth of the work. SSC established its office in 2005, only to get rid of it after the sitting 
Associate Dean for DEI left the university. 
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Organizational Chart – Dean’s Office6 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Faculty Affairs 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office leads efforts to support and advance minoritized faculty 
members, in collaboration with the AD for Faculty. The AD’s efforts are concentrated on, 
but not limited to faculty hiring.  The complete range of faculty affairs include: 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office leads efforts to support and advance minoritized 
faculty members, in collaboration with the AD for Faculty. The AD’s efforts are 
concentrated on, but not limited to: 

o Works with search committees and the Dean’s Office in hiring faculty from job 
advertisements, to search committee trainings, to hire letters. 

o Leads the Dean’s Research Associate Program 
o Leads the Dean’s Distinguished Senior Scholars Program 
o Leads the Dean’s DEI Fellows Program 
o Retention, Promotion, and Tenure (RPT) 
o Develops RPT Implicit Bias Training for College RPT Committee 
o Ex officio member of College RPT Committee  
 

 
 

 
6 The justification for the above structure, roles, and responsibilities is inspired by the foremost professional 
organization for Diversity Officers NADHOE’s “Standards of Professional Practice for Diversity Officers” as well as 
justification from other Colleges at MSU. 
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Undergraduate and Graduate Student Affairs 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office leads efforts to infuse DEI into general undergraduate 
curriculum, including creating two SSC DEI Minors—domestic and international. 

o They lead efforts to support and advance minoritized/first-generation undergraduate 
students, in collaboration with AD Academic and Student Affairs. 

o The AD will manage all programming designed for minoritized/first generation students 
including Opportunity Gaps Programming. (Will collaborate with the AD of Academic and 
Student Affairs to conceptualize a first-generation program for undergraduates, with a 
middle school pathway program for marginalized students from the Detroit, Flint, Grand 
Rapids, and Lansing areas. 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office leads efforts to support and advance minoritized 
graduate students, in collaboration with AD Graduate Studies. (Manages AGEP—the 
Alliances for Graduate Education and the Professoriate, and Graduate School Pipeline 
Programs for minoritized students.) 

 
Staff Affairs 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office leads efforts to support and advance minoritized staff 
members, in collaboration with all Associate Deans and the Dean’s office.  

 
Communications 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA will collaborate with the Director of Communications and the 
DEI Communications Specialist in facilitating and mediating all DEI branding and 
communications on behalf of the Associate Dean/Dean’s office. 

o The DEI Communications Specialist will manage DEI communications workload (newsletter, 
website, social media, journalistic responsibilities in general). 

 
Development 
 

o The AD and Director of DEIA Office will collaborate with the Senior Director of Development 
and the DEI Development Specialist in advancing and promoting College efforts in DEI 
development. 

o The DEI Development Specialist will manage DEI development, including, working with the 
AD to attract donors, gifts, etc. from DEI-interested parties, and establish an alumni DACDI 
giving board. 

 
Assistant Dean for DEI /Associate Director of DEIA Office 
 

o The Assistant Dean for DEI /Associate Director of DEIA Office provides student-centered 
support for minoritized SSC students and facilitates a DEI-affirmative environment among the 
undergraduate and graduate student populations 

o They report to the Associate Dean for DEI, and, 
o Work with the Assistant Director DEI Academic Affairs 
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o Work more broadly with Associate Provost for Undergraduate Education (APUE). Is a liaison 
to APUE  

o With oversight of AD, leads first-generation program. 
 
 
 

Resources Needed (structural) 
 

1. Percentage time of AD increased to .75 FTE.7 
2. Creation of a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Affairs (DEIA) Office, with an Assistant 

Director/Assistant Dean of DEI (staff) at 1 FTE. 
3. Space for the DEI Office (safe space for minoritized students, staff, and faculty) 
4. 1 FTE administrative assistant   
5. .50 FTE grad student assistant  
6. 1 FTE Assistant Director of DEI undergraduate and graduate Affairs  
7. .50 FTE DEI Communications Specialist 
8. .50 FTE DEI Development Specialist 

 
Resources Needed (financial) 
 

1. Budget for DEI Faculty Hiring Initiatives 
2. Extend Dean’s Research Associate Program for 5 years 
3. Hire three Research Associates each year 
4. Five years of unrestricted funds for programming in support for the Dean’s Research 

Associate Development Institute (DRADI)  
5. Extend Dean’s Distinguished Senior Scholars Program for 5 years 
6. Hire two Distinguished Senior Scholars each year 
7. Unrestricted budget for SSC DEI initiatives $100,000 

 
Theory to Practice: Implementing a Sustainable University DEI Structure 

 
 As we reflected upon the steps and processes involved in advocating for a sustainable DEI structure 
for the SSC, we explored various frameworks that would support our efforts. It was important to 
utilize a framework to provide empirical evidence in support of the efficacy of a DEI structure. In 
doing so, we utilized Kotter’s (2012) 8-Step Process for Leading Change, and determined how his 
processes aligned with our vision for a sustainable DEI structure within our College. An explanation 
and application of the stages are below.  
 
Step 1: Creating a Sense of Urgency Around a Single Big Opportunity 
 

 
7 Justification for the request for a higher FTE is that the DEI Associate Deans in CANR/NatSci are hired at 1 FTE, 
and the DEI Associate Dean in Education, a much smaller college than the College of Social Science is hired at .75 
FTE. 
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According to the model, when seeking to institute change in a current structure, “heightening an 
organization’s awareness . . . and ridding an organization of complacency” (Kotter, 2012, p. 51) is 
critical. We decided to address the need to implement a sustainable DEI structure due to the very 
urgency of the moment. Racial inequities and tensions, not limited to the challenges mentioned 
above solidify the need for a sustainable DEI, structure. The recent racial tensions which forced 
corporations, workplaces, and society in general to evaluate injustices compelled higher 
educational institutions to express their solidarity with a rapid sense of urgency that may not have 
otherwise occurred. Despite the intent or rationale for institutions moving swiftly, we had to utilize 
this rationale in order to further our DEI goals. Now that we have the platform, we must take 
advantage of the opportunity and make clear that implementing a sustainable structure will provide 
sustenance and support for faculty, staff, and students within our college not just during a “DEI P.R. 
Crisis.” In short, we are seeking to provide a DEI structure that permeates through every phase, 
person, and process of our SSC. 
 
Step 2: Building and Maintaining a Guiding Coalition 
 
A Guiding Coalition (GC) comprised of individuals of various levels throughout an organization is 
crucial to institutional success (Kotter, 2012). Further, each member of the GC should have equal 
say and input. In our case, the Associate Dean for Diversity purposefully sought to create 
opportunities for faculty and staff of various levels to contribute to our DEI goals. She created the 
Dean’s DEI Fellowship Program for that very reason. 
 
Step 3: Forming a Strategic Vision and Initiatives 
 
A strategic vision serves as the North star for the importance of change initiatives. Further, the 
vision demonstrates the importance of opportunities (Kotter, 2012). In our case, all of the 
aforementioned steps and processes that we have undertaken have supported our DEI vision. We 
began the process of undertaking a strategic vision based upon discontent with status quo and 
piecemeal DEI initiatives. In addition, nationwide evaluations of best DEI practices among other 
universities have provided insight on DEI effectiveness, as well as DEI necessities that are not being 
addressed.  
 
Step 4: Enlisting a Volunteer Army 
 
“The Volunteer Army is not a bunch of staff carrying out orders . . . its members are change leaders 
who bring energy, commitment, and enthusiasm” (Kotter, 2012, p. 56). As we began this initiative, 
we were not naïve to the fact that implementing institutional change is difficult, challenging, and at 
times frustrating. As such, it takes individuals who are willing to serve as change advocates - “even if 
10% of an organization” (Kotter, 2012, p. 56). Within the SSC, DEI advocates seeking to sustain a 
permanent DEI structure are small, but mighty. DABDI members provide input, counsel, and 
suggestions for instituting structural change. DEI Fellows are committed to creating a blueprint for 
action. The army is small, but the mission is mighty.  
 
Step 5: Enabling Action by Removing Barriers 
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In order to accelerate movement, those seeking change must ensure that barriers are being 
removed. In this case, we must ensure that the DEI needle is constantly advancing within the SSC to 
move beyond DEI statements. In our case, despite lack of resources to advance a sustainable DEI 
office, we sought to balance short-term wins discussed below in Step 6 with longer term strategies 
that would support implementation of our envisioned SSC structure.  
 
 
Step 6: Generating Short-term Wins 
 
Short-term wins “should be obvious, unambiguous, and clearly related to the vision” Kotter, 2012, 
p. 56).  Such was the case with several efforts undertaken by the Associate Dean of Diversity for the 
SSC and the DEI Fellows. We implemented small grants for faculty and students within the SSC. A 
DEI vision was conceptualized and submitted to the Dean. We have created and proposed two DEI 
minors and begun with the help of an outside facilitator to develop a DEI strategic plan. Finally, we 
have produced three manuscripts that outline the DEI processes, challenges, and visions for 
academic outlets.  
 
Step 7: Sustaining Acceleration 
 
Recognizing that “urgency is central because when an organization takes its foot off the gas, cultural 
and political resistance arise,” (Kotter, 2012, p. 56) we sustained acceleration as a result of the 
external pressure generated by the Black Lives Matter movement, the Nassar scandal, the COVID 
pandemic, as well as the visibility of injustice across the country. All of these culminated into the 
need for Michigan State University to develop a university wide DEI strategic plan. This plan calls for 
further work at the college level. We have kept the urgency of developing a sustainable DEI Office 
at the forefront of our goals and objectives. DEI advocacy cannot be placed on the sidelines, and 
this served as a motivator to ensure that we continue to hold SSC leadership accountable: advocacy 
cannot wait.  
 
Step 8: Instituting Change 
 
As mentioned throughout, our goal is to develop a sustainable DEI structure that permeates 
throughout our SSC. DEI work can be isolating, and difficult to see advancement. With the 
implementation of a DEI permanent structure, we will institutionalize support that will be visible 
throughout SSC. Whether or not true transformative DEI change occurs is yet to be seen. We are 
however hopeful that there will be some change due to the implementation of the university-wide 
DEI strategic plan, which further calls for college level DEI strategic planning. It is our hope that after 
these are realized that there will be dialogue around, and implementation of, a structure, roles, and 
responsibilities plan. 

 
Recommendations 

 
The DEI Office sustainable structure presented here is meant to be a blueprint for advocating and 
advancing DEI systemic transformation in colleges and universities. As we discovered while 
conducting the review of structures at other universities, far too often DEI programs are not 
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structurally tied to the organization. This leaves DEI in a vulnerable position where it is at the whim 
or mercy of the leadership at any given time. Although one could assume that Deans and Chairs 
have made DEI a priority, the reality, as we found, is that such assumption is not a guarantee. Even 
when it is expressed in words and slogans, it is not supported by sharing equal power and 
significant resources. 
 
The eighth stage of Kotter’s organizational change framework affirms that to institute change, it is 
important to “articulate the connections between the new behaviors and organizational success, 
making sure they continue until they become strong enough to replace old habits.” In our view 
developing a structure where DEI is ingrained and connected to the fabric of every major 
administrative stakeholder, brings more accountability and voice to the priorities necessary for 
transformative DEI. Beyond inclusion, the proposed blueprint demands that resources be allocated 
to recognize, reward, and support DEI as a major priority in colleges and universities. This blueprint 
also establishes legitimacy in DEI leadership through a structural and sustainable approach. 
Furthermore, this blueprint represents a sharp departure from the idea that DEI is only invoked but 
not invested. Given our changing and diversifying world and context within higher education, this 
blueprint also reinforces that leadership and accountability at all levels must also be invested in the 
transformative process.  Finally, such investment advances beyond an institution’s forced 
commitment to demonstrate performative support of DEI during a time of societal unrest, moving 
toward transformative commitment and support which is at the heart and connective tissue of 
operations and decision-making across campus.  
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