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The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the experiences of diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) professionals in NCAA intercollegiate athletic departments, with a primary focus
on understanding how these professionals leverage high-impact practices to contribute to the
advancement of DEI work. Understanding what athletics DEI professionals perceive as highimpact practices is important to inform wide-scale changes in policy and procedures that
meaningfully support diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives across intercollegiate athletic
departments. Based on 23 semi-structured interviews with DEI professionals in NCAA athletic
departments across the U.S., the authors highlight four main high-impact practices that advance
DEI work in collegiate athletics: (1) Diverse Hiring & Retention Practices, (2) Holistic and
Engaging Support, (3) Culturally Relevant and Responsive Programs, and (4) Infrastructure for
Institutional Transformation. Implications for research and practice are outlined in order to
further support the successful advancement of DEI – and empower the individuals holding DEI
positions – within intercollegiate athletics.
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O

ver the last decade, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)1 initiatives have
increased exponentially across higher education (Dobbin & Kalev, 2017; Dover et al., 2020).
The increase in DEI initiatives can be attributed to the changing demographic landscape of
students within higher education as well as national legislation (Harper et al., 2009) geared
towards supporting the growth and development of diverse populations across higher education.
As a result of the increased number of students from diverse backgrounds and identities,
stakeholders within institutions of higher education have recognized the importance of providing
specific support mechanisms that foster inclusive, equitable, and socially just campus
environments (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Kuh, 2008; Museus, 2014). Institutional environments
have not always focused on equity and inclusion, and many diversity initiatives have emerged as
a response to the underrepresentation of various populations (i.e., increase recruitment of
underrepresented student populations) or social justice issues that arise (i.e., campus incidents)
(Wilson, 2013).
Many of these diversity initiatives, while well-intentioned, lack the commitment and
long-term sustainable investment required to have a significant impact at colleges and
universities (Dover et al., 2020). Ahmed (2012) argues that to do DEI work well and be effective
on college campuses, there must be a commitment to moving beyond superficial rhetoric and
more towards engaging in actions that disrupt the foundational principles on which higher
education was built and from which it continues to profit – including racism, sexism, elitism, and
heteronormativity (Ray, 2019; Museus 2014). Indeed, many scholars have argued convincingly
that DEI efforts still fall short and do not address the structural inequities embedded deep in the
fabric of higher education institutions in the U.S. and day-to-day operations that are often
exclusionary (Ahmed, 2007; Brayboy, 2003; De Welde, 2017; Williams 2006). As Williams
(2006) outlined, diversity work requires long-term attention and continuous evaluation and
should not be viewed as a one-time fix, but rather a dynamic, evolving, and ongoing process.
This is especially true within intercollegiate athletics, a space that seemingly struggles with
operationalizing and sustaining strategies and initiatives that support and advance principles of
DEI (Cunningham, 2009). Intercollegiate athletics has historically been dominated by white,
able-bodied, heterosexual men (Davis, 1994; Regan et al., 2014), and thus the emphasis on DEI
has often not been a priority for leaders within the industry.
In line with many broader institutional plans to support diversity and social justice,
athletic departments are seeking ways to address the climate and culture of their departments to
support various minoritized groups – and create environments committed to the advancement of
social justice and equity. It is evident that when departments within an institution can develop
meaningful and robust initiatives, along with creating a culture that holistically supports students

1

Throughout this essay, we conceptualize the terms diversity, equity, and inclusion as follows. As a
group concept the term diversity encompasses the different identities represented in a given context,
including but not limited to those based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic
status, national identity, ability, or age (Roberson, 2006). Equity refers to the creation of fair policies,
procedures, and practices that allow people to thrive based on their unique needs and identities (HurtadoPrater, 2021). Finally, inclusion is defined as the active creation of a sense of belonging in an
environment where individual differences are respected, accepted, and celebrated (University of
Michigan, 2020).
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from diverse backgrounds, there is an increase in retention, persistence, sense of belonging, and
overall increased levels of satisfaction within that environment (Palmer et al., 2011; Museus,
2014; Strayhorn, 2012; Strayhorn, 2018). Across the National Collegiate Athletic Association
(NCAA), many athletic departments hold seemingly diverse college athlete populations,
particularly in regards to race. While a large number of these college athletes tend to be from
racially minoritized2 backgrounds, especially in sports such as football and basketball, in many
instances outside of athletic programs the numbers of students from racially minoritized
backgrounds is significantly lower across the institution (Harper, 2016). The NCAA
demographics database reports that the racial demographics of college athletes during the 20202021 year was 56% white, 21% Black, 5% Hispanic/Latino, 5% Two or More Races, 4%
Unknown, 2% Asian and 7% Non-resident alien (NCAA, 2021). As such, the racial composition
of college athletes in an athletic program does not necessarily signal that there is a genuine
commitment to advancing equity and inclusion. In fact, one way this is evidenced is by the lack
of representation of racially minoritized individuals at the senior leadership level of
intercollegiate athletics (Lapchick, 2019).
Additionally, racial diversity is only one (albeit extremely important) aspect of DEI work
that is often sidelined in intercollegiate athletics. Many take the representation of racial diversity
(i.e., the number of Black student-athletes) as a sign that the department or athletics program is
doing meaningful, equitable, and socially just work when this is often not the case (Comeaux,
2013; Gayles, 2015). Athletic departments are frequently tasked with developing initiatives and
establishing cultures that meaningfully support diverse students by embodying the commitment
and investment required to truly support the unique needs of students holding a variety of
identities. While athletic departments across the country sometimes offer lofty and broader
diversity goals (i.e., create an inclusive environment that supports the diversity of athlete
populations), they often lack the intentionality and commitment required for disrupting dominant
discourse to effectively implement, execute, and achieve meaningful diversity, equity, and
inclusion goals (Bimper & Harrison, 2017; Bimper, 2020; Cunningham, 2009).
Data collection for this study coincided with the murder of George Floyd and the
numerous national protests against police brutality on Black populations across the United
States. These pivotal circumstances certainly played a role in how receptive higher education
institutions (and, more specifically, intercollegiate athletic departments) were to DEI initiatives –
regardless of whether they were symbolic or substantive. Given the national outcry against racial
injustice and increased attention to matters related to DEI, intercollegiate athletic departments
have started to create positions focused on driving DEI initiatives. This trend was elevated by
legislation passed across all three NCAA Divisions in August 2020 that required each institution
to appoint an Athletics Diversity and Inclusion Designee (ADID) to serve as a conduit for DEI
communication from the NCAA national office to their respective campus community (Dent,
2020). In addition to this recent legislation, since its inception in 2010 the NCAA’s office of
inclusion has provided support to member institutions through educational programming (e.g.,
the annual NCAA Inclusion Forum), professional development opportunities (e.g., the NCAA
Pathway Program for senior-level administrators), policy recommendations (e.g., for the

2

We use racially minoritized to describe populations who identify as People of Color and who are often
termed ‘minorities.’ This description acknowledges structural racism and recognizes that the term
‘minority’ is simply a status placed on people who have limited power in society and is subjective based
on those who hold power (Benitez, 2010; Stewart, 2013).
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inclusion of transgender athletes), and best practice resources (e.g., NCAA Champions of
Respect: LGBTQ Inclusion Best Practices) geared towards creating equitable and inclusive
environments within intercollegiate athletic departments.
Despite the fact that the NCAA office of inclusion has served as an important resource in
driving and expanding inclusion efforts across intercollegiate athletics, empirical research on
athletic department staff with DEI responsibilities is scarce. Therefore, the purpose of this study
was to explore the experiences of DEI professionals in intercollegiate athletic programs at
institutions across the United States and to understand how these individuals were able to
successfully implement and contribute to meaningful DEI work within their institutional
contexts. Specifically, this study examines high-impact practices that advance DEI work in
intercollegiate athletic programs. While scholars in higher education usually approach highimpact practices from a student perspective and focus on student outcomes (Kuh, 2008), we
define high-impact practices for DEI as practices that contribute to the centering of DEI in the
cultural and structural fabric of an organization (e.g., intercollegiate athletic
department/institution of higher education) in ways that are culturally relevant and responsive
(Museus, 2014) and take into account the needs of a diverse set of stakeholders within the
organization (e.g., students, staff, leadership). As such, this study offers important contributions
to understanding the range of high-impact practices necessary for athletic departments to create
sustainable environments that are institutionalizing transformative DEI work.

Literature Review
DEI in Higher Education & Intercollegiate Athletics
At the institutional level, the increase in DEI offices and Chief Diversity Officer (CDO)
positions across higher education institutions indicate that higher education is somewhat
committed to engaging in DEI work. Along with the role of the CDO, departments dedicated to
DEI initiatives are often tasked with helping to create more diverse, equitable, and inclusive
campus environments that support the most marginalized populations on campus (Williams &
Wade-Golden, 2013). While these units serve an important purpose in helping to advance the
development of diverse, equitable, and inclusive college campuses, they are also often expected
to fix everything wrong in the institution as it relates to diversity issues, and many times without
adequate support to do so effectively (Stanley, 2014). The allocation of resources to CDOs, as
well as the priority their units are given on campus, often influence how effective they are able to
be with inclusion efforts. Those who receive comprehensive support and buy-in from
institutional leadership yield far more positive results than others who have more limited support
(Stanley, 2014).
Similar to broader institutional contexts in higher education at large, collegiate athletics
in the U.S. has historically been overrepresented by white men in leadership positions, which
continues to be the case today (Cunningham, 2009; Harrison et al., 2009; Lapchick, 2019). While
athletic departments have seen slight increases in the number of minoritized individuals in
leadership positions, the low numbers indicate there is still a long way to go as senior athletic
positions continue to be occupied mostly by white men (Comeaux, 2017). Of all athletic director
and coaching positions across men’s and women’s sport, 80% are made up of white individuals
and 50% of these positions are held by white men (NCAA, 2019). Athletic directors specifically,
who remain the key stakeholders in college sports, are comprised mostly of white men as well:
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72.3%, 70.8 %, and 61.6 % across Divisions I, II, and III respectively (Lapchick, 2019). To
address the lack of diverse representation in leadership positions within athletic departments,
there has been an increased desire to become more diverse. This has often been limited to
focusing on gender diversity, with a specific emphasis on recruiting women (Ortega, et al.,
2020).
While there has been an increase in gender diversity, racially minoritized populations,
individuals with different immigration status, gender identities, and sexual orientations still
rarely occupy leadership positions in athletic departments (Lapchick, 2009) – and when they do,
they are often relegated to positions designated to DEI (Wilson, 2013). As such, those who are
minoritized are oftentimes put in positions that specifically rely on their labor to improve DEI
shortcomings within athletic departments (Cunningham, 2009). Similar to the broader institution,
athletic departments depend frequently on recruitment as their sole strategy to improve DEI
efforts. While increasing the number of minoritized individuals in athletic departments is
important and needed given institutionalized practice often disadvantages them (Walker,
Schaeperkoetter & Darvin, 2017), equal attention must be paid to matters of retention. In fact,
many minoritized individuals find themselves on campus after being recruited with little to no
support for their retention (Harper et al., 2013). To truly improve and advance DEI within
athletic departments, there must be a willingness and long-lasting commitment to dismantling
non-inclusive cultures present across college athletics as well as shift towards viewing DEI as
essential to the advancement of athletic departments and also the broader community in general
(Singer & Cunningham, 2018).
Scholars have increasingly turned their attention to how members of the campus
community can support inclusive excellence in and through athletics while facing persistent
structural challenges affecting various minoritized populations (Andrassy & Bruening, 2011;
Bernhard, 2015; Carter-Francique, 2018; Comeaux, 2018; Harper, 2016; Harper et al., 2013;
Ortega et al., 2020). Harper et al. (2013) and Harper (2018), for example, found that Black male
athletes continue to be overrepresented in collegiate athletics, specifically football and men’s
basketball, even though they remain underrepresented in the general undergraduate population.
Harper’s studies further argue that intercollegiate athletics profits from the labor of racially
minoritized athletes (particularly those who are Black and play football and basketball), but
rarely is the athletes’ overall well-being considered, outside of winning championships (Cooper
& Doughtery, 2015). In addition, Comeaux and Grummert (2020) have shown that the racial
climate on campus as well as anti-Black racism in college athletics often negatively impact the
academic success of Black student-athletes. Going beyond the classroom, Carter-Francique
(2018), has noted that Black female athletes continue to be underrepresented in athletic careers
post-college despite their success as student-athletes. This, as Carter-Francique (2018) posits, is
primarily due to policies and practices across intercollegiate athletic departments that do not
prioritize a strong culture where these athletes feel a sense of belonging and perceive a lack of
support for their future careers beyond collegiate sports.
Current High-Impact Practices for DEI in College Athletics
As outlined in the introduction, we conceptualize high-impact practices for DEI as those
practices that center DEI in the cultural and structural fabric of the organization. Ortega et al.
(2020), for instance, examined athletic diversity mission statements and found 90% of
institutions did not have an athletic diversity statement or mention diversity in their mission and
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vision. An athletic diversity statement was considered an important tool in communicating an
athletic department’s level of engagement with, and commitment to, advancing principles of DEI
– and therefore not acknowledging these principles showcased that an institution may not be
invested meaningfully in DEI (Ortega et al., 2020). This study, as well as others before
(Andrassy & Bruening, 2011; Bernhard 2016; Ward, 2015; Ward & Hux, 2011), highlights the
disconnect between athletic departments aspiring to be diverse, equitable, and inclusive and
actualizing that commitment through something as rudimentary as a mission statement, which
many stakeholders (e.g., student-athletes, coaches, and administrative staff) use to inform their
decision to join a specific athletic department.
It is studies such as these that show the need for establishing long-term, viable DEI
practices that have the potential to transform college athletics and, by extension, the broader
institutions they are housed in. Indeed, research has shown that in higher education, when
campus environments reflect, affirm, and celebrate the diverse identities and experiences of their
students, faculty, and staff, there is an increase in feelings of belonging (Strayhorn, 2009),
increased engagement (Akens et al., 2019; Museus, 2014), academic success, and retention
(Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Much of the DEI work emerging in college athletics is becoming
more geared towards fostering culturally relevant and responsive programming, especially
towards the student-athlete population (Cooper et al., 2019). For example, Jolly et al. (2020)
looked at the experiences of Black athletes at historically white institutions; they found that
culturally responsive programming provided these athletes with a space to develop holistic
identities beyond their athletic identity. Therefore, such programming can be an important tool
for creating environments that support the holistic development and success of college athletes.
From the athletic department perspective, a larger focus has shifted toward intentional
actions to diversify staff and support individuals from minoritized groups in leadership positions.
For example, a study conducted by Katz et al. (2018) showed that women in college athletics
leadership often have less cohesive professional networks compared to their peers who are men –
a finding that is particularly alarming given gender diversity is often at the forefront of diversity
action. Indeed, when it comes to diverse hiring practices, as Cunningham (2015) has noted, these
practices are seemingly limited to increasing representation based on gender. Doherty et al.
(2010) encouraged athletic departments to integrate current surface level practices (proactive
hiring practices, diversity training, transformational leadership, and encourage the expansion of
individual perspectives) with deeper more intentional actions (advocacy, resistance,
institutionalized prioritizing of diversity), the latter of which led to more meaningful and
sustainable changes. To comprehensively dismantle structures that are inherently racist and
sexist, the practices highlighted above should also be extended to athletic administrators and
coaching staff to transform the overall culture of collegiate athletics (Ortega, et al., 2020).
Strategic efforts to advance DEI action across the NCAA have become increasingly
important over the past two decades (see e.g., Kluch & Wilson, 2020). Most notably, in August
2020 legislation across all three NCAA Divisions was passed that mandated athletic departments
to designate a current employee dedicated to serving as a point of contact for DEI work (Dent,
2020). These professionals, who are referred to as Athletics Diversity and Inclusion Designees or
ADIDs, are crucial to college athletics as they can spearhead the charge of outlining strategic
priorities for athletic departments that can create diverse, equitable, and inclusive spaces and
transform the culture of athletic departments (Dent, 2020). The new designees are primarily
tasked with communicating NCAA resources for creating equitable and inclusive spaces to their
constituents in the department and across campus. While the designation does not represent a
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new position and is thus assigned to a current member on staff, the responsibilities that come
with the ADID designation may add to the workload of staff already charged with DEI
responsibilities who often operate with little to no resources or support and, like their
institutional counterparts (CDOs and other DEI administrators), are expected to find solutions to
all DEI-related issues plaguing athletic departments (McInnis, 2020).
Since the mandate, some institutions have opted to create a new ADID position, whereas
others have added it to the role of a staff member. Even though the NCAA provides training and
professional development opportunities for DEI professionals, Bopp et al. (2014) argue the small
NCAA office of inclusion staff cannot enact change within their 1,200-school membership,
highlighting the importance of more localized support at the institution level. DEI professionals
in athletics, whether they serve as their institution’s ADID or hold DEI responsibilities outside of
the designation, are important across the board to both athletes, administrators, and coaching
staff – yet the benefits of having these professionals, and amplifying the work of those who are
engaging in high-impact practices to advance DEI work in athletics, is not yet comprehensively
captured in the literature on DEI in collegiate athletics. As a result, this study fills a void in the
literature by focusing specifically on high-impact practices for DEI in collegiate athletics, as
documented by the experiences of staff at NCAA member institutions with DEI as part of their
official job responsibilities.

Theoretical Framework
Research on the impact of campus environments for diverse populations has increased
over the last few decades (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus, 2014;
Museus & Neville, 2012; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Rendon, 1994). The Culturally Engaging
Campus Environments (CECE) model was developed by Museus (2014) to primarily examine
the impact that institutional environments have on the success of racially diverse student
populations. Museus (2014) found that it was crucial to incorporate the lived experiences and
realities of people from diverse backgrounds into campus structures, and explained that the
success of these groups of students was heavily impacted by an institution’s ability to cultivate
environments that validate their backgrounds and allow for opportunities to engage with their
communities and peers both in curricular and co-curricular settings. The CECE model has nine
indicators for success of diverse populations on college campuses: 1) Cultural Familiarity; 2)
Culturally Relevant Knowledge; 3) Cultural Community Service; 4) Meaningful Cross-Cultural
Engagement; 5) Collectivist Cultural Orientations; 6) Culturally Validating Environments; 7)
Humanized Educational Environments; 8) Proactive Philosophies; and 9) Holistic Support
(Museus, 2014). These indicators were generated based on evidence suggesting that when these
components are present in an institutional environment, diverse populations were more likely to
experience success and thrive on their campus (Museus, 2014). Museus (2014) groups the nine
indicators for success into two main categories: Cultural Relevance and Cultural Responsiveness.
Cultural relevance indicates the extent to which campus environments are relevant to the varied
backgrounds, identities, and lived experiences of students (Museus, 2014). In this group, there
are five indicators for success: First, cultural familiarity captures the opportunities diverse
populations have to connect with faculty, staff, and/or peers with shared backgrounds, identities,
and experiences. Second, culturally relevant knowledge describes opportunities for diverse
populations to learn about their cultural communities. Third, cultural community service refers to
opportunities diverse populations have to engage in work within their communities that allow
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them to give back to these communities. Fourth, meaningful cross-cultural engagement describes
the opportunities to engage with others from different backgrounds. Fifth, culturally validating
environments describe how diverse populations believe their institution values their cultural
knowledge, backgrounds, and identities (Museus, 2014).
Cultural responsiveness refers to how institutions respond to the needs of diverse
populations through policies, practices, and procedures (Museus, 2014). Four corresponding
indicators fall in this category. First, collectivist cultural orientations refer to how communityoriented a college campus is. Second, humanized environments describe how invested
institutional stakeholders are about creating meaningful relationships with diverse populations.
Third, proactive philosophies describe the extent to which campuses can make decisions on their
own, anticipating the needs of diverse populations and addressing them in practice and policy.
Fourth, holistic support refers to the on-campus network that diverse populations have access to,
especially in terms of how confident they feel that support can and will be provided no matter
what need arises (Museus, 2014).
The CECE model, while primarily geared towards student success, has been
(re)envisioned for faculty success (Wright-Mair, 2017) and can also be applied to the
experiences of administrators as well. Therefore, the CECE model can be a useful tool to inform
educational stakeholders about how to develop campus environments that incorporate highimpact practices for advancing DEI work. In this study, the CECE model was particularly useful
for interpreting and developing findings that provide insight into how DEI professionals in
athletics aim to make campus environments more inclusive through high-impact practices. As
such, the CECE model provides a guiding lens to inform the development of high-impact
practices that advance DEI work in ways that contribute to establishing culturally engaging
athletic environments on U.S. college campuses. While current literature offers insights into DEI
work in higher education and intercollegiate athletics more broadly, questions about how to
advance DEI work in college athletics specifically remain largely unaddressed. Therefore, this
study draws from the CECE model to understand high-impact practices geared towards
advancing DEI in NCAA athletic departments. While the data collected was part of a larger
study examining the experiences of DEI professionals in the NCAA, the primary research
questions guiding this part of the study were:
RQ 1: What practices do NCAA DEI athletics administrators perceive to be high-impact
practices for driving DEI work in intercollegiate athletics?
RQ 2: How do NCAA DEI athletics administrators drive DEI action within their
institutional contexts?

Methods
To find answers to the research question posited above, we conducted semi-structured
interviews, as the method allowed us to capture detailed, in-depth descriptions of the experiences
of DEI professionals in athletics (Patton, 2002). While we acknowledge the power imbalance
inherent in interviewing situations (Kvale, 1996; Edwards & Holland, 2013), our semi-structured
interviews proved valuable in centering the unique experiences of DEI professionals in
intercollegiate athletics, particularly in terms of what aspects of their environment contributed to
engaging in meaningful DEI work. A semi-structured interview approach also gave the research
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team the flexibility to probe when necessary during the interview process (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
Participant Recruitment & Demographics
Purposeful and snowball sampling was utilized to recruit participants who met the criteria
for the study (Patton, 2002). To meet the criteria for the study, participants had to be staff
members in an athletic department within the NCAA and had to have DEI responsibilities as part
of their job duties. Participants were recruited through various outlets including NCAA staff
directories, social media, and the researchers’ professional networks. We identified 51
individuals who held DEI responsibilities across NCAA athletic departments nationally. After
contacting all 51 potential participants via email, 14 interviewees agreed to participate in the
study. Snowball sampling yielded an additional nine participants. In total, the sample for this
study included 23 DEI professionals working in NCAA athletic departments across the United
States. Participants represented a wide range of colleges and universities from all three divisions
within the NCAA. Upon completion of the semi-structured interviews, 19 of the 23 participants
completed a voluntary demographics survey in which they could self-identify their gender
identity, race, sexuality, and other identity categories3. In terms of gender, the sample included
ten self-identifying men (n=10), eight women (n=8), and one non-binary participant (n=1). The
respondents self-identified their sexual orientation as straight/heterosexual (n=15), gay or lesbian
(n=3), and queer (n=1). Lastly, participants self-identified their race, with the sample including
Black or African American (n=12), White, (n=6), and Latino (n=1) participants. Table 1 below
summarizes the participants and their institutional NCAA division classification.
Data Collection & Analysis
All interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were conducted either via phone or
via Zoom videoconferencing technology. Participants were invited to provide pseudonyms
during interviews and, in some cases, participants asked the researchers to choose a pseudonym
on their behalf. An interview guide was utilized for the semi-structured interviews. Examples of
the interview questions include: How would you describe the campus culture at your
college/university? What diversity and inclusion services do you provide to your athletic
department? What have been some of your major successes in your current position? How do
you ensure that athletes, coaches, and administrators promote diversity and embrace inclusion?
Based on your experience, what do you think are examples of exemplary diversity and inclusion
work? Interviews were audio-recorded with the permission of the participants and were
transcribed for data analysis following each interview. In addition, detailed memos were taken
during interviews, as these memos documented the perspectives of researchers conducting the
interviews as well as interpretations of responses from participants (Miles & Huberman, 1984).
To analyze our data, we utilized open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to
identify higher-order themes that captured the high-impact practices for DEI utilized by the
participants of the study. During the first stage of analysis, interview transcripts were read twice
3

Given the number of DEI professionals in intercollegiate athletics remains relatively small, we chose not
to include any further identifying information beyond NCAA division in this manuscript in order to
protect the identities of the participants.
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Table 1
Overview of Participants
Name

Division

Institutional Context

Alice

III

Private small liberal arts, Diverse Fields Institution

Carter

I

Large public, R1 Institution

Betsy

III

Medium public, M2 Institution

Clara

I

Medium private Ivy League, R1 Institution

Clark

I

Large public land-grant, R1 Institution

Antonio

I

Large public, R2 Institution

Juan

III

Small private Roman Catholic, M1 Institution

Leah

III

Small private liberal arts, Arts & Sciences Focus Institution

Rico

I

Large public, R2 Institution

Julia

III

Small private, Arts & Sciences Focus Institution

Eliza

III

Small private Lutheran, Diverse Fields Institution

Jabari

I

Large public land-grant, R1 Institution

Peyton

I

Large public land-grant, R1 Institution

Rachel

I

Large private, R1 Institution

Frank

I

Large public land-grant, R1 Institution

Pete

I

Large public land-grant, R1 Institution

Kobe

N/A

N/A

Paulson

I

Large land-grant, R2 Institution

Allen

II

N/A

Stephanie

I

Large public land-grant, Medical Schools & Centers Institution

MJ

II

Medium public, M2 Institution

Red

II

Small private liberal arts M1 Institution

Ruth

II

Medium public, M1 Institution
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by an assigned member of the research team to develop a rich understanding of the experiences
of DEI professionals in athletics. After each research team member read through their assigned
transcript, they open coded the transcript, which meant they assigned a code for each part of the
interview (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This process included categorizing the codes that emerged
from the study and organizing them in a codebook utilizing the qualitative coding software
Dedoose. After we completed the open coding process, our research team met to discuss the
congruence of all emergent open codes. Next, the open codes were axially coded; that is, they
were put in relation to each other to develop higher-order themes in the data (Strauss & Corbin,
1990). Given the CECE model (Museus, 2014) was used to inform data analysis and provided a
lens for understanding how to create optimal environments that promote equity; close attention
was paid to how culturally relevant and responsive DEI initiatives, policies, and practices were
utilized by the participants – as well as how DEI athletics professionals understood and talked
about the impact of these initiatives on their experiences in advancing DEI work in athletics and
on campus.
Trustworthiness
In qualitative research, trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) is referred to as the
process that accurately represents and portrays participant voices in a study. A diverse sample of
participants representing a range of institutions allowed researchers to maximize transferability
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of findings regarding DEI professionals in intercollegiate athletics.
Throughout the study, the researchers held regularly scheduled debriefing sessions and engaged
in constant dialogue at all stages of the study, from its conceptualization to the writing of this
manuscript. Each researcher engaged in reflexivity (Hall, 1999; May & Perry, 2011) and kept
detailed memos throughout data collection and analysis. Additionally, in debriefing sessions,
researchers reflected collectively about the unique perspectives each brought to the study, and
the assumptions held regarding issues related to professionals doing DEI work in intercollegiate
athletics. The process of individual and collective reflexivity ensured that our perspectives were
included, but also provided us with several opportunities to ensure that we were not
misrepresenting participant experiences based on own identities, experiences, and research
expertise. Collectively, our professional and personal commitments to DEI shaped the ways in
which we approached this study and analyzed data. As scholars who are invested in
transformative DEI work, we recognize that our identities are crucial to our research4. To ensure
4

When it comes to the positionality of the authors, the research team represents a diverse set of identities
and perspectives. The first author identifies as a Black, multi-racial, first-generation, immigrant, woman
faculty member in higher education. Her research agenda is focused on creating equitable institutional
environments for racially minoritized populations. She also has extensive experience consulting on issues
related to DEI in and across higher education. The second author identifies as a white, able-bodied, and
queer cisgender man. He is a faculty member with a research agenda focused on DEI in sport, athlete
activism, and inclusive leadership, and has a sport-specific background in DEI consulting as well as
industry experience working for sport organization’s offices focused on DEI. The third author identifies
as a white, able-bodied, and straight cisgender man. As a doctoral student in sports administration, his
research focuses on DEI initiatives within interscholastic and collegiate sport structures, with a focus on
women in sport. Finally, the fourth author is a faculty member in sport administration and identifies as a
white, able-bodied, straight man. He has a research agenda focused on diversity and inclusion in sports as
well as student-athlete well-being.
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that we accurately represented our participant voices, we held bi-weekly research team meetings
and openly discussed the data analysis process in relation to our unique identities and
perspectives.

Findings
In relation to the research questions, four higher-order themes emerged from the data in
relation to high-impact practices that advance DEI work in NCAA athletics: (1) Diverse Hiring
and Retention Practices; (2) Holistic and Engaging Support; (3) Culturally Relevant and
Responsive Programs; and (4) Infrastructure for Institutional Transformation. Below, we outline
each of the themes.
Diverse Hiring & Retention Practices
Participants in the study all discussed the importance of creating and sustaining diverse
hiring practices within intercollegiate athletics in order to attract a wide range of diverse
populations to help challenge as well as support existing policies, practices, and procedures.
These participants noted that in order to advance DEI in college athletics, there should be a focus
on robust recruitment and retention strategies in order to cultivate long-term sustainable solutions
towards fostering environments that are equitable, inclusive, and diverse. Participants spoke
about the importance of recruiting strategies that were intentional and noted the positive impact
of creating a culture of recruitment that was equity-oriented and inclusive. Ruth (Division II), for
example, shared one of the ways she contributed to shifting the culture of recruitment from just
trying to attract diverse individuals to campus to fill a void in representation towards one where
recruiters understood context for exclusion and the lack of diverse composition of communities
on and around campus. She was able to apply that knowledge as her athletic department sought
people to recruit to campus. Ruth (Division II) highlighted:
I created a diversity handbook, which is a tool that people now use when recruiting,
whether that's student-athletes or recruiting staff members, [it includes] educational
pieces they use to learn more about the different cultures represented in our community.
Participants also pointed out that implementing mandatory unconscious bias training for
all employees in their department was something that was beneficial to recruitment, as it
provided all staff, but especially those engaged in active recruitment, with resources and tools to
understand their own biases. As such, it allowed them to move beyond the limitations associated
with their understandings of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Jabari (Division I), for example,
noted that his institution mandated staff training on “topics about diversity and inclusion in
hiring, and eliminating unconscious bias in specific areas so that it doesn't affect hiring
practices.”
Similarly, Carter (Division I) explained how he worked steadfastly with human resources
and hiring managers to intentionally diversify applicant pools. For example, he shared that his
department put job postings in outlets that attract diverse candidates. He also spoke about the
education that has taken place to properly equip those in power (i.e., hiring managers) with the
tools and knowledge to understand why being intentional in the hiring and recruitment process is
crucial to DEI. Carter (Division I) outlined:
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We've gone through a lot of educating from a campus standpoint on what to look for in
the hiring process. It's been a process for our hiring managers that I've had to undertake
on knowing who's out there, not using the excuse that, ‘I can't find any diversity, or I
can't find any people of color. When we know that there's going to be an opening in
athletics, I work with our human resources department ahead of time and work with the
hiring manager before the job is posted to get a list of names together that we might reach
out to encourage to apply for these positions. We've had a lot of success in expanding our
candidate pools and making those more competitive from a diversity standpoint. That's
been a big initiative that we've undertaken and built that program from the ground. We're
starting to see some of the fruits of our labor here. We also have an employee-led
committee [made up of psychologists, strength coaches, athletic trainers, development
officers] that focuses on recruiting folks from underrepresented backgrounds to apply for
jobs.
These comments highlight some ways in which the hiring processes can be diversified
and, as such, made more equitable. Comments such as Carter’s often underlined the need to be
intentional and strategic about diversifying recruitment pools, a task that was elevated by the
educational efforts put forth by the DEI administrators in collaboration with campus units such
as the human resources office.
Participants understood that a diverse workforce does not only come from diverse
recruitment strategies, but also from a focus on the retention of underrepresented staff members.
Most participants felt that retention was crucial to advancing DEI work as it created a pathway
for integrating equity and inclusion into the culture of athletics. Participants overwhelmingly
agreed that in order to be successful with retention plans, there had to be a focus on developing
strategic goals, programs, and initiatives focused on retention. Participants also felt that coaches
and administrators played an important role in helping to establish cultures focused on retaining
individuals from diverse backgrounds. Antonio (Division I), for instance, acknowledged that
while his department came a long way with recruitment practices, he wanted to stress the need to
focus on retaining people they hire. He noted:
Before hiring, we need to say: Is there programming that allows a person to feel
legitimately present in this space? So they don't have to hide who they are. Is our
environment welcoming? Is our environment fair? Is there a true pathway where a person
can express a grievance and have that grievance addressed? Can they thrive here?
Frank (Division I) also highlighted the need to create a culture focused on valuing the
individual hired, noting that before the development of retention programs can occur, there must
be a commitment to valuing the individual and providing them with tools to ensure their success.
He states: “If we value the human being, then there should be equal types of resources allotted to
ensure they are being welcomed, valued, and respected.” The need for resource allocation for
retention, in fact, was emphasized by other interviewees as well.
Participants pointed to a variety of retention programs that reflected a commitment to
diverse hiring. Often, participants pointed out that for retention to be sustainable, athletic
departments had to focus on inclusion first rather than diversity by itself. For example, Jabari
(Division I) discussed poignantly that his goal was to “focus on inclusion first, make sure to
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create an inclusive culture for everyone, and then focus on diversity [and] bringing in diverse
candidates.” To create such inclusive environments in which retention can be successful,
participants shared a variety of programs that were directed at retaining underrepresented staff.
Among these programs, as stated by Rico (Division I), were mentoring programs with senior
level administrators that would help members from underrepresented groups navigate the
athletics space. Rico also pointed to goal setting meetings each semester, funding allotted to
professional development, and monthly staff meetings with faculty and staff from racially
minoritized backgrounds as further programs supporting the retention of staff members from
underrepresented populations. This theme connects directly with the proactive philosophies
Museus (2014) outlines in the CECE framework, as a major factor in developing campus
environments that are proactive in understanding the needs of racially minoritized populations
and provide the necessary policies and procedures upfront to support their success.
Holistic and Engaging Support
Participants spoke at length about the importance of relationships in their role as DEI
professionals in athletics, and they explained how these relationships were crucial to doing
strategic and intentional DEI work. Participants spoke about relationships with athletes, staff
within athletic departments, staff and faculty across the institution, and external relationships
they developed with people in the surrounding community. Relationships with student-athletes
were important to the role of DEI professionals as they all felt a greater sense of commitment to
supporting the athletes’ success and overall well-being. These relationships were driving forces
that fueled participants desire to continue to be change agents and create environments that are
diverse, inclusive, and supportive of all athletes, especially those with minoritized or
underrepresented identities. Julia (Division III) explained how her commitment to DEI made a
difference in developing meaningful relationships with athletes:
We had a student-athlete who was struggling to come out as gay, and as a male in our
team locker room it was a very difficult experience for him. He was not ready to talk to
me about it and didn’t want to talk to me about it and that was okay. Eventually, based on
the other work that I was doing, he, I think, saw that I was doing the work. Eventually, by
the time he graduated, he was really appreciative of the work that I had been doing and
the action that I have been taking. During the [2016] election, he came to me and he said,
"I don't think I can compete this weekend”. It was the weekend after the election, and I
was like, I get it. I think he was surprised that this was my response. That was a success;
letting him have his time and, eventually, just by doing the work he began to open up to
me and trust me. It really was just about me being willing to listen and validate his
experiences.
Carter (Division I) explained that in his department there were several identity-based
student- athlete groups that provide support to those who are racially and ethnically minoritized,
international, and LGBTQ+. Carter explains that his department takes great pride in supporting
student athletes who are minoritized. These groups have allowed for the development of close
connections with student-athletes who are minoritized, and provides space to engage closely with
athletics staff and those who are vested in DEI work. As a result of these relationships between
student-athletes and athletics staff, Carter and his team are able to proactively engage with these
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athletes, and commit to supporting their personal and academic success. Carter elaborated “We're
doing things for our student-athletes as a whole, making sure that all of them have different
opportunities to feel welcomed, and talk about some issues or just see a smiling face from
somebody”.
Both Julia and Carter noted the importance of developing meaningful relationships with
student-athletes, especially highlighting that being able to provide support mechanisms for those
with minoritized identities was crucial to the success of DEI work.
Participants also discussed the importance of forming close relationships with staff within
their own athletic departments as well as with staff and faculty collaborators across campus for
driving DEI. These relationships were crucial for feeling supported across campus, and
participants frequently highlighted how they were able to leverage these relationships to support
their own work focused on DEI. After taking a senior-level DEI role, Rachel (Division I) noted
that a climate survey revealed the need for better relationships among athletics staff to
collectively engage in DEI work. She noted that the climate survey “allowed us all to see that
people didn’t know each other [and] they had been working with [each other] forever. They
didn’t realize what they wanted … so this survey allowed us to develop closer relationships with
each other.” Rachel also noted that the survey allowed her to establish further infrastructure for
strengthening relationships in and beyond the athletic department:
We also created a committee focused just on enhancing the culture in athletics. This
allowed us to work together and really support each other. Many silos existed in our own
department before the culture/climate assessment. People were initially resistant to
change but understood the need for it and were open to going deep, resulting in a huge
difference in people’s attitudes, relationships, and shared goals. We now operate as one
unit working toward a common goal.
Antonio (Division I) explained that at his institution, the broader institutional community has
easy access to people within athletics, which made it easy to collaborate on many opportunities.
He explained:
The broader community has a certain access to athletics and I don't know that that’s the
case at other schools. As it relates to access, at least from a cultural perspective, because
of my history with the environment and the fact that I came from the other side [student
affairs], we receive calls regularly to bring student-athletes over for a tour, to do joint
programming with the coalitions. Faculty reach out all the time, wanting to do something
[together], and ask for my thoughts, they ask about doing presentations and research
projects with the student-athletes.
Similarly, Rico (Division I) indicated that his strong connections across campus served well as
he tried to advance DEI efforts within athletics. He noted that “developing strong networks
across campus has definitely helped to increase the visibility of my work and given me a chance
to also take my work in athletics to the wider institution.”
A final group of relationships participants described as crucial for advancing DEI work
was that with members external to the campus community. They pointed out that the external
environment was crucial to influencing what happens on campus. Paulson (Division I), to give
one such example, said:
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A diversity and inclusion fund was started within athletics to see if donors wanted to
donate to our "Diversity/Inclusion Initiative" to get it off the ground. We got a great
donor for at least the next three years and hope to continue that for the next three years
but that was really a big success knowing that we have resources to utilize and support
the initiative.
Stephanie (Division I) even took this a step further, when she discussed a collaboration with a
locally situated global sports brand, which took their DEI work on campus to a new level. She
explained:
We started to talk about: "What can we globally say about [our institution] that puts us on
a map and makes us a leader that other universities can now follow?" [Our state] being in
the backyard of [a major sports brand] along with all of the connections we had, we
started to have conversations with [the sports brand] because they had an [equity]
initiative there, so the conversations with them then led to this [institution specific]
initiative. We started to put some logos and some graphics together. Students, staff,
coaches really started to buy in. It just became the culture [of our community].
These findings illustrate the importance of holistic and engaging relationships at multiple levels
– from athletes and coaches to staff and external stakeholder – and their impact on DEI work.
This theme directly aligns with the humanized educational environment indicator from the CECE
framework highlighting that when racially minoritized populations get the chance to develop
meaningful relationships they are more likely to feel a strong sense of community and experience
personal, professional, and academic success.
Culturally Relevant & Responsive Programming
Participants explained the importance of implementing culturally relevant and responsive
programming for their athletic department. They shared a variety of examples for such programs,
ranging from professional development workshops and policy-specific workshops to town halls
and leadership advisory committee programming. The various programs were culturally relevant,
according to the participants, in that they anticipated many of the needs of diverse studentathletes and athletics staff members and integrated those needs throughout the structure of the
program. Julia (Division III) explained that she held weekly workshops in her department and
noted that one of the items coming from those workshops was the launch of a policy committee
created to create a transgender inclusion policy that responded to the needs of trans athletes. She
also highlighted other workshops aimed at supporting underrepresented identities in the
department:
Our professional development workshop series in the evening that we do has also been a
big success. I do realize how important it is to give opportunities to our first-generation
student-athletes as they may not have had the opportunity to know what different careers
may be like or know a lot of different people with different careers.
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Participants also described various leadership groups or advisory committees in their department
that they led and outlined their benefits – especially to student-athletes. Clark (Division I) noted:
I also run a leadership advisory committee. We have a leadership group for our
[minoritized], international, and women student-athletes, and [it] is designed to make sure
that individuals in the group are receiving additional support, but also receive a mentor to
help with their transition and retention at the university. It's also checking in with those
students, it's also checking in with their mentors, developing content, managing the
budget etc.
Creating a space for specific programming focused on the needs and experiences of
underrepresented and minoritized individuals in the department, whether it was through
committees or other groups, was a DEI high-impact practice shared by various participants. It
provided them with a space in which they could intentionally and strategically drive DEI action
while focusing on the needs of those members of the department that often felt most
marginalized.
Additionally, participants highlighted that in response to current events (e.g., anti-trans
legislation, the murder of George Floyd and other people in the Black community, as well as
COVID-19) initiatives that they helped to launch such as town halls were used as an opportunity
to create affirming spaces, exchange rich dialogue, and develop action plans for being more
attentive and engaged with current events as well as understanding the impact of such events on
minoritized populations. Pete (Division I) shared an apt example:
We hosted a town hall. Being a part of the [institution] inclusion group, we created a
town hall conversation with the AD. In that conversation, the AD had all the studentathletes present, and we had breakouts and small group discussions. It was an opportunity
for them to express themselves, express some of their frustrations, and just process what's
going on.
Jabari (Division I) echoed similar sentiments about a newly developed series he led featuring
DEI programming for members within the athletic department:
We have a lunch-and-learn series every month, we get in and just have real conversations
about tough topics. We've had conversations about race, we've had conversations about
LGBTQ+ inclusion, we've had conversations about Title IX; discrimination, harassment,
freedom of speech. Just different things that will impact our student-athletes in the longrun. Then we also look at what's impacting them now, and equipping our staff with the
resources to be able to serve them better, no matter what the situation is. Then just
education for our staff in general as well. Just because sports is such a melting pot for our
society, and it's something that people use in terms of [advancing] social justice and
athletes speaking out. We want our employees to understand where this stuff is coming
from, and why it's important, why it matters to our student-athletes and to our
community. Lunch-and-learn is a huge programming piece.
These comments speak to the importance of being able to anticipate the needs of diverse groups
through proactively planning and developing initiatives that support and validate their lived
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experiences and identities. The examples provided also highlight how crucial it is to respond to
current events that impact marginalized members of the community – and then be able to provide
programming geared towards making sense of these experiences and processing them as a
collective unit.
Relatedly, was programming led by the institution or the national governing body
focused on the professional development of DEI professionals. Participants often referenced such
opportunities being provided from their campuses, DEI organizations, or the NCAA national
office. Carter (Division I), for example, states that programming from the Association has
supported his own professional development:
For me, attending conferences and utilizing the NCAA leadership development programs
are important. They have all types of different programming that you can find whether
you are anticipating becoming an athletic director or a president or something else or
people aspiring to move up to that next level. They have something for just about
everybody. We learn the nuts and bolts of moving into senior leadership in college
athletics and how to navigate that. That program has opened my eyes to best practices.
And I can lean on my classmates, the folks who were in the class before me and the
people who are going to be in the class after me. I lean on them pretty hard because
they're spread out in all three levels of the NCAA.
Participants such as Carter emphasized the need for programming specifically designed for
members of marginalized communities, as they often face additional barriers within
intercollegiate athletics compared to their more privileged peers. This theme emphasizes the
culturally relevant knowledge indicator of the CECE model which notes the importance of
incorporating diverse knowledge from minoritized communities into both curricular and cocurricular opportunities.
Infrastructure for Transformation
Arguably the theme that was most highlighted by participants was that of creating a
comprehensive infrastructure for DEI transformation. Participants indicated that support
structures embedded within their departments provided opportunities for them to advance
professionally as well as propel DEI efforts. Participants discussed the importance of having
support and buy-in from senior athletic administrators who often set the tone for how DEI work
is viewed and valued within the department. Carter (Division I) posited:
It starts at the top. I'd say our athletic director has really made it a priority in talking about
the efforts we're making in recruitment, at all our department staff meetings, so he's done
that over the past year probably in three or four different occasions in front of the entire
athletic department staff. All of our coaches, and all of our support staff. Once you say it
in front of some pretty powerful figures in coaching in our business, they get the
message. And then [again] in front of all of our senior and executive staff members. They
hear the message loud and clear. From a buy-in standpoint, it's a lot easier to get some
buy-in when the boss tells people this is a priority.
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Betsy (Division III), similarly, highlighted the importance of getting buy-in from department
leadership for DEI initiatives to be sustainable and impactful – particularly when facing
pushback for those efforts. She added:
There was a lot of eagerness to learn and eagerness to grow. There was definitely a lot of
support from the higher administration. The president and our AD specifically were very
supportive of those [DEI] initiatives, which made it very helpful and easy knowing that I
had that support to lean on when things would get difficult or you faced pushback from
maybe students or other employees who didn't understand what we were doing.
As such, Betsy’s comment underlines what was mirrored by many of the participants in this
study: Buy-in from leaders, particularly during times of crisis, was crucial to advancing DEI
work in athletic departments.
When it came to support structures, the DEI professionals in this study also highlighted
that for DEI work to be impactful an infrastructure focused on open and transparent
communication had to be created. Participants reiterated throughout interviews that not only was
open and transparent communication with senior administrators crucial to their success, but so
was the leaders’ willingness to receive feedback on what worked and did not work when it came
to their DEI efforts. Julia (Division III), for instance, underlined the value of assessments to the
DEI work she led:
I think the other good thing is [including] the assessment piece. Being more intentional
with having dialogue. If the student-athletes trust me, they will be honest. A student I feel
I got really close with over the last year told me straight up: "What you're all doing here
is just not working, and this is why." … The survey is good because the survey is
anonymous and can drive change.
Given participants operated in spaces that were often facing significant DEI challenges, they
frequently highlighted the importance of having autonomy in their DEI work. That autonomy
went beyond having the buy-in from leadership and assessing DEI needs toward the
institutionalization of their role within the leadership structure of the department. Participants
spoke about how either having a position on the senior leadership team, or having a direct report
line to the senior leadership team was crucial to promoting DEI action within the department.
Paulson (Division I) elaborated:
I think being promoted to senior staff and having a seat at the table is a big thing as well.
I think when you can sit at the leadership table with the admin and your AD and be able
to be the voice for diversity and inclusion for your student-athletes and staff who you're
trying to get this to work for, that's empowering and that's impactful, that's huge.
Especially to be the only person of color on senior staff, it's huge.
In addition to having a seat on the senior leadership team, participants overwhelmingly discussed
that structural support (i.e., resources) played a key role in their success. Pete (Division I), for
example, stated that funding specifically allocated to DEI work sent a strong message that the
work is valued and central to the athletic department:
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You can't just say [you want to do] diversity work and not give people money to do stuff
… and adequate staff members …Like really looking at … stuff that matters, the
systematic stuff. I have a mentor who says "Commitment without cash is counterfeit."
Basically, if you are not committing money towards it, if you're not really putting your
dollar behind what you're saying, then it's counterfeit. You don't really mean what you're
saying. You are just saying it. Give DEI work a budget, show ‘Hey, we are committed to
this, you got a budget for this, you have the buy-in from admins.’
Funding as a resource for DEI infrastructure was not only crucial for driving DEI action within
the department, but was also necessary for providing participants with professional development
opportunities to strengthen their work. These comments illustrate that when resources like
funding are available, DEI professionals can develop their expertise and do meaningful work.
The importance of having support structures for DEI professionals was an important driving
force to engage in innovative and transformative DEI work within athletics. As pointed out in the
CECE framework, the availability of comprehensive holistic support is crucial for racially
minoritized populations to succeed and thrive.

Discussion
This study contributes to the extant literature on high-impact practices within
intercollegiate athletics that advance DEI. High-impact practices are defined as practices that
positively influence the outcomes and success of various populations on campus (Kuh, 2008).
Based on interviews with 23 DEI professionals in NCAA athletic departments, we identify four
primary practices that meet this criteria: (1) Diverse Hiring and Retention Practices; (2) Holistic
and Engaging Support; (3) Culturally Relevant and Responsive Programs; and (4) Infrastructure
for Institutional Transformation. The high-impact practices outlined in this study serve as a
foundation for advancing DEI work and help to broaden the discourse on future comprehensive
practices within intercollegiate athletics. Though DEI work and its wide-reaching impact has
been widely researched across higher education, there is sparse literature available on the
experiences of DEI professionals within athletics specifically, and the practices that help to
support their work. Our study fills this void in the literature by outlining specific ways in which
DEI professionals can utilize high-impact strategies to drive meaningful DEI work in U.S.
intercollegiate athletics.
To start, our findings contribute to the discourse on the benefits of diverse hiring and
retention practices. While much attention has been paid to increasing compositional diversity
across higher education and in intercollegiate athletics (Milam et al., 2005; Singer &
Cunningham, 2012), our findings indicate athletic departments must intentionally design
recruitment and retention initiatives aimed specifically at individuals from underrepresented and
minoritized groups. This is particularly important because the lack of diverse representation is a
significant barrier to advancing DEI. These findings demonstrate a core component of the CECE
model (Museus, 2014): the need for proactive philosophies when developing diverse hiring
practices and long- term sustainable retention plans that prioritize and ultimately advance DEI
work. As such, our study reaffirms the existing literature on the benefits of diverse recruiting
practices, while also extending the literature on retention practices by showing how retention is
necessary for both student-athletes, coaches, and staff (Gaston-Gayles, 2003; Kayes, 2006;
Stanley, 2006). However, we argue that while diverse hiring and retention programs are crucial
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to fostering a culture of DEI, they should not distract from the necessary work still needed in
athletic departments to create inclusive environments, dismantle systemic discrimination, and
improve the overall experiences of diverse populations.
Further, the study affirms the importance of DEI professionals holistic and engaging
support with colleagues and student-athletes. This theme aligns with the component of
humanized environments under the CECE model (Museus, 2014), as it emphasizes the need for
environments that cultivate relationship building and care in order to contribute to success. These
relationships benefit the overall goals that DEI policies, practices, and programs often seek to
achieve. As outlined, relationships are an essential component to building community and can
lead to transformational partnerships that help with forwarding equity agendas (Museus, 2014;
Stewart & Alrutz, 2012). These relationships are especially relevant to advancing DEI work,
which is often collaborative in nature and involves developing long-term partnerships with others
in hopes of achieving a common goal anchored in equity and inclusion. Meaningful and
sustainable relationships with others have far-reaching impacts and, as evidenced from the
findings in this study, contribute to the success of both minoritized individuals and marginalized
groups of people. For example, in this study the positive relationships between DEI professionals
and athletic directors played a significant role in the success of DEI work. These relationships
contribute to humanizing campus environments, thus creating places and spaces where people
are open to, and willing to, engage in the work necessary to advance equitable and inclusive
outcomes.
Third, findings concretize the need for culturally relevant and responsive programming in
order to serve the growing number of diverse populations in intercollegiate athletics (Jolly et al.,
2020). Incorporating various elements of the CECE model could prove beneficial in
understanding how to do this comprehensively. The fact that participants highlighted the need for
such programming supports the indicator of the CECE model outlining culturally relevant
knowledge. Indeed, when educational programs facilitate purposeful engagement with sociopolitical realities, and applicable life skills, diverse populations benefit greatly, as they are
prepared for investing in solving real issues while simultaneously being able to develop
personally, academically, and professionally (Museus, 2014). Not only does culturally relevant
programming affirm and validate people from diverse backgrounds, but anticipating the needs of
these groups and planning accordingly communicates a strong message that people from these
diverse groups are a priority. As noted throughout the literature, and affirmed by the findings,
culturally relevant and responsive programs offer students and staff valuable avenues to feel a
sense of belonging in an environment that demonstrates that their unique identities and lived
experiences matter (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Kuh, 2008; Museus, 2014; Strayhorn, 2011).
Additionally, when athletic departments are equipped to immediately respond to issues that arise
with care and humanity as a focal point, those who are most impacted benefit tremendously. This
requires proactive planning for the unknown and understanding the importance of responding
with urgency to issues that can negatively impact the diverse communities within athletic
departments.
Lastly, the current inquiry emphasizes the importance of creating the infrastructure for
transformation, most evident in the need for comprehensive support structures as a vehicle to
equip DEI professionals with the tools necessary for transformational change to occur. This
theme demonstrates the importance of holistic support, a core part of the CECE model (Museus,
2014), as a mechanism to support and validate DEI professionals in athletics, enabling them to
engage in important work across the board in an effort to advance social justice efforts within
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athletic departments. It is not enough to be given general goals to achieve in a checklist manner;
rather, professionals within athletic departments who have specific DEI job functions must be
given resources to support their professional DEI efforts. In addition, these professionals need to
be provided with specific resources to advance DEI action. In our study, for example, the DEI
professionals who were most successful were those who had full buy-in from their leadership,
were allocated departmental funding and support staff for DEI work, as well as professional
development resources geared towards their success.

Limitations, Implications & Conclusion
This study has several implications for both research and practice. Specifically, this
inquiry contributes to understanding current high-impact practices for DEI and why they are
important to the success of DEI work in intercollegiate athletics. However, this study did not
come without limitations. We realize that the majority of our participants came from Division I
institutions. Future research, therefore, should focus more extensively on DEI administrators
from Divisions II and III. Second, all participants in this study had DEI as part of their
responsibilities. Future research should look at how athletic administrators without specific DEI
responsibilities can drive DEI action. Third, while some of the participants in this study served as
their institution’s Athletics Diversity and Inclusion Designee (ADID), being the ADID was not a
criterion for inclusion in the study. As such, future research should examine the experiences of
ADIDs specifically so that the designation can serve as a meaningful change agent for DEI in
intercollegiate athletics. Finally, while our findings present high-impact practices that support the
advancement of DEI work, research should further examine the challenges and limitations that
DEI professionals face within athletic departments as they seek to do DEI work often by
themselves and without the necessary support and resources to be successful. An examination of
individual athletic programs can be beneficial to provide an understanding of how DEI work is
supported at specific institutions and illustrate what barriers arise for DEI professionals in these
contexts. In addition, engaging a variety of constituents (e.g., athletes, other staff members) and
getting more perspectives from other stakeholders within the institutional context could provide a
more comprehensive and robust picture of the extent to which the findings discussed in this
study led to substantial change across intercollegiate athletic departments.
When it comes to implications for practice, our findings highlight that the hiring of
employees specifically for DEI roles is an important first step in centering DEI in the work of the
athletic department. However, it is equally important that such hires are provided with the
support to be successful in DEI work. Our findings highlight the urgency for leaders within
athletic departments to be authentically committed to DEI work. Athletic directors and members
of the senior leadership team, for example, should ensure that the mission, vision, and core
values of their departments align with their actions, signaling a strong commitment to advancing
DEI. Additionally, buy-in and support from department leadership is crucial for the work that
DEI professionals engage in. Beyond hiring professionals designated for DEI initiatives, it would
benefit intercollegiate athletic departments to fund entire units to lead efforts similarly to how
many universities create units designated to equity and inclusion with a full staff and operational
budget. When there is an investment in promoting and integrating DEI work into the fabric of
intercollegiate athletic departments, there is a greater likelihood that these environments will be
truly committed to advancing DEI work. In addition, our findings suggest that developing a
culture committed to DEI across the board must be prioritized in athletic departments. DEI work
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cannot only be seen as a checklist of accomplishing specific initiatives, but rather should be
viewed as a multifaceted, integral part of the department or division. This ranges from who is
being recruited for DEI positions, to whether they get a seat at the decision-making table, to
influencing the kinds of initiatives and support structures required to foster success for DEI.
To close, though research on DEI in higher education has increased over the last two
decades, very little research exists on DEI roles in intercollegiate athletics specifically. Over the
past two years, several athletic departments have been tasked with developing programs and
policies geared towards advancing DEI without much direction or support. The passing of
legislation requiring every NCAA member institution to designate a point person for DEI is an
important first step in anchoring DEI in athletic departments across the association. However, the
ADID designation does not replace the need to hire and retain staff specifically charged with
driving DEI work within and beyond the athletic department. In order to better understand how
intercollegiate athletic departments are advancing DEI work, it is thus important to examine
current high-impact practices that exist in order to inform future work that prioritizes DEI in (and
beyond) athletics. Only if high-impact practices are documented, shared, and elevated,
transformative change advancing DEI can be achieved.

References
Ahmed, S. (2007). ‘You end up doing the document rather than doing the doing’: Diversity, race
equality and the politics of documentation. Ethnic and racial studies, 30(4), 590-609.
Andrassy, E. J., & Bruening, J. E. (2011). From rhetoric to reality: NCAA Division I athletic
department mission statements and student-athlete community service efforts. Journal of
Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics, 4, 271-288.
Bernhard, L. (2015). Toward a better understanding: Three studies on diversity in intercollegiate
athletics (Doctoral dissertation, UCLA).
Bimper Jr, A. Y. (2020). Black Collegiate Athletes and the Neoliberal State: Dreaming from
Bended Knee. Lexington Books.
Bimper Jr, A. Y., & Harrison Jr, L. (2017). Are we committed to issues of race? Institutional
integrity across intercollegiate athletics. International Review for the Sociology of
Sport, 52(6), 675-692.
Bopp, T., Goldsmith, A., & Walker, M. B. (2014). Commitment to Diversity: The impact of
diversity and inclusiveness on athletic department organizational attractiveness and job
pursuit intentions. Journal of Applied Sport Management, 6(4), 6.
Brayboy, B. M. J. (2003). The implementation of diversity in predominantly White colleges and
universities. Journal of Black Studies, 34, 72-86.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934703253679
Francique, A. (2018). Is excellence inclusive? The benefits of fostering Black female college
athlete's sense of belonging. Journal of Higher Education Athletics & Innovation, (3), 4873. https://doi.org/10.15763/issn.2376-5267.2018.1.3.48-73
Comeaux, E. (2013). Rethinking academic reform and encouraging organizational innovation:
Implications for stakeholder management in college sports. Innovative Higher Education,
38(4), 281-293. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-012-9240-1

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2021 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

Wright-Mair, Kluch, Swim & Turick

622

Comeaux, E. (Ed.). (2017). College athletes’ rights and well-being: Critical perspectives on
policy and practice. Johns Hopkins University Press.
Comeaux, E., & Grummert, S. E. (2020). Antiblackness in college athletics: Facilitating high
impact campus engagement and successful career transitions among Black athletes. .
Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics, 56-72.
Cooper, J. N., & Dougherty, S. (2015). Does race still matter?: A post bowl championship series
(BCS) era examination of student athletes' experiences at a Division I Historically Black
College/University (HBCU) and Predominantly White Institution (PWI). Journal of
Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics, 8, 74-101.
Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). Sage Publications.
Cunningham, G. B. (2009). Understanding the diversity-related change process: A field study.
Journal of Sport Management, 23(4), 407-428. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.23.4.407
Dashper, K., & Fletcher, T. (2013). Introduction: Diversity, equity and inclusion in sport and
leisure. Sport in Society, 16(10), 1227-1232.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2013.821259
Davis, T. (1994). The myth of the superspade: The persistence of racism in college athletics.
Fordham Urb. LJ, 22, 615-698.
De Welde, K. (2017). Moving the needle on equity and inclusion. Humboldt Journal of Social
Relations, 39, 192-211. https://doi.org/10.2307/90007880
Dent, G. (2020, August 10). New designees set to champion diversity and inclusion. National
Collegiate Athletic Association.http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/mediacenter/news/new-designees-set-champion-diversity-and-inclusion
Dobbin, F., & Kalev, A. (2017). Are diversity programs merely ceremonial? Evidence-free
institutionalization. In R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, T. B. Lawrence, & R. E. Meyer (Eds.),
The SAGE handbook of organizational institutionalism (pp. 808–828). London: Sage
Publishing.
Doherty, A., Fink, J., Inglis, S., & Pastore, D. (2010). Understanding a culture of diversity
through frameworks of power and change. Sport Management Review, 13(4), 368-381.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2010.01.006
Dover, T. L., Kaiser, C. R., & Major, B. (2020). Mixed signals: The unintended effects of
diversity initiatives. Social Issues and Policy Review, 14(1), 152-181.
Druery, J. E., & Brooms, D. R. (2019). “It lit up the campus”: Engaging Black males in
culturally enriching environments. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 12(4), 330–
340. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000087
Edwards, R., & Holland, J. (2013). What is qualitative interviewing? London, UK: Bloomsbury
Academic.
Gaston-Gayles, J. L. (2003). Advising student athletes: An examination of academic support
programs with high graduation rates. NACADA Journal, 23(1/2), 50–57. doi:
https://doi.org/10.12930/0271-9517-23.1-2.50
Hall, John R. (1999) Cultures of Inquiry: From Epistemology to Discourse in Sociohistorical
Research. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Harper, S. R., & Hurtado, S. (2007). Nine themes in campus racial climates and implications for
institutional transformation. New directions for student services, 2007(120), 7-24.

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2021 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

Examining High-Impact Practices

623

Harper, S. R., Patton, L. D., & Wooden, O. S. (2009). Access and equity for African American
students in higher education: A critical race historical analysis of policy efforts. The
Journal of Higher Education, 80(4), 389-414.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2009.11779022
Harper, S. R., Williams, C. D., & Blackman, H. W. (2013). Black male student-athletes and
racial inequities in NCAA Division I college sports. Center for the Study of Race and
Equity in Education.
Harris, J. C., Barone, R. P., & Davis, L. P. (2015). Who benefits?: A critical race analysis of the
(d) evolving language of inclusion in higher education. Thought & Action, 2015, 21-38.
Harris, T. M. (2020). Dismantling the trifecta of DEI: The illusion of
Heterogeneity. Confronting Equity and Inclusion Incidents on Campus: Lessons Learned
and Emerging Practices, 34. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429264825-4
Harrison, C. K., Lapchick, R. E., & Janson, N. K. (2009). Decision Making in Hiring:
Intercollegiate Athletics Coaches and Staff. New Directions for Institutional
Research, 144, 93-101.
Hurtado-Prater, J. (2021). How A mindset of diversity, equity & inclusion enhances your life and
leadership. Leadership Excellence, 38(2), 31-34.
Jolly, S., Cooper, J. N., & Chepyator-Thomson, J. R. (2020). An examination of culturally
responsive programming for Black student-athletes’ holistic development at Division I
historically white institutions (HWIs). Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics, 7390.
Katz, M., Walker, N. A., & Hindman, L. C. (2018). Gendered leadership networks in the NCAA:
Analyzing affiliation networks of Senior Woman Administrators and athletic directors,
Journal of Sport Management, 32(2), 135-149.
Kuh, G. D. (2008). Excerpt from high-impact educational practices: What they are, who has
access to them, and why they matter. Association of American Colleges and Universities,
14(3), 28-29.
Khilji, S. (2020, February 20). Doing DEI Work: The Experiences of DEI Practitioners.
https://shaistakhilji.medium.com/doing-dei-work-the-experiences-of-dei-practitioners1df710dd8e4b It's organic, but does that mean it's safer? The New York Times.
http://www.nytimes.com
Kluch, Y., & Wilson, A. (2020). #NCAAInclusion: Using social media to engage studentathletes in strategic efforts to promote diversity and inclusion. Case Studies in Sport
Management, 33-43.
Kvale, S. (1996) InterViews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. London, UK:
Sage Publications.
Lapchick, R. (2019). The 2018 racial and gender report card. The Institute for Diversity and
Ethics in Sport. Retrieved from https://www.tidesport.org/
May, T., & Perry, B. (2011). The Political Economy of Knowledge: Relevance, Excellence and
Reflexivity. Social Research and Reflexivity: Content, Consequences and Context, 12552.
Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and
implementation. John Wiley & Sons.
McInnis, T. (2020, August 20). A farewell letter to DEI work. Inside Higher Ed.
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/08/20/diversity-equity-and-inclusionoffices-cant-be-effective-if-they-arent-empowered
Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2021 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

Wright-Mair, Kluch, Swim & Turick

624

Milem, J. F., Chang, M. J., & Antonio, A. L. (2005). Making diversity work on campus: A
research-based perspective. Washington, DC: Association American Colleges and
Universities.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1984). Drawing valid meaning from qualitative data: Toward
a shared craft. Educational Researcher, 13(5), 20-30.
Museus, S. D. (2014). The culturally engaging campus environments (CECE) model: A new
theory of success among racially diverse college student populations. In Higher
education: Handbook of theory and research (pp. 189-227). Springer, Dordrecht.
National Collegiate Athletic Association. (2019a). NCAA demographics database.
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-demographicsdatabase
NCAA. (March 2021). NCAA Demographics Database.
https://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-demographics-database
Ortega, G., Taylor, Z. W., & Childs, J. (2020). What are we saying by saying so little? Mission
statements, diversity mission statements, and NCAA programs. Journal of Diversity in
Higher Education. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000299
Palmer, R. T., Maramba, D. C., & Dancy, T. E. (2011). A qualitative investigation of factors
promoting the retention and persistence of students of color in STEM. The Journal of
Negro Education, 491-504.
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Two decades of developments in qualitative inquiry: A personal,
experiential perspective. Qualitative Social Work, 1(3), 261-283.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325002001003636
Ray, V. (2019). A theory of racialized organizations. American Sociological Review, 84(1),
26-53. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418822335
Regan, M., Carter-Francique, A., & Feagin, J. R. (2014). Systemic racism theory: Critically
examining college sport leadership. Out of Bounds: Racism and the Black Athlete, 29-53.
Richards, K. A. R., & Hemphill, M. A. (2018). A practical guide to collaborative qualitative data
analysis. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 37(2), 225-231.
https://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.2017-0084
Roberson, Q. M. (2006). Disentangling the meanings of diversity and inclusion in organizations.
Group and Organization Management, 31, 212-236.
Saldaña, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage.
Singer, J. N., & Cunningham, G. B. (2012). A case study of the diversity culture of an American
university athletic department: Implications for educational stakeholders. Sport,
Education & Society, 17, 647–669. doi:10.1080/13573322.2011.552572
Smith, D. G. (2009). Diversity’s promise for higher education: Making it work. Johns Hopkins
University Press.
Stanley, C. A. (2014). The chief diversity officer: An examination of CDO models and
strategies. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 7(2), 101108. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036662
Stewart, D. L. (2013). Racially minoritized students at US four-year institutions. The
Journal of Negro Education, 82(2), 184-197.
https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.82.2.0184
Strayhorn, T. L. (2012). Exploring the impact of Facebook and Myspace use on first-year
students' sense of belonging and persistence decisions. Journal of College Student
Development, 53(6), 783-796. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2012.0078

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2021 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

Examining High-Impact Practices

625

Strayhorn, T. L. (2018). College students' sense of belonging: A key to educational success for
all students. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315297293
University of Michigan. (2020). Defining DEI. Retrieved from
https://diversity.umich.edu/about/defining-dei/
Walker, N. A., Schaeperkoetter, C., & Darvin, L. (2017). Institutionalized practices in sport
leadership. In L. J. Burton & S. Leberman (Eds.), Women in Sport Leadership (pp. 3346). Routledge.
Ward, R. E. (2015). Buried accomplishments: Institutional isomorphism in college athletics
mission statements. International Journal of Sport Communication, 8(1), 18-45.
https://doi.org/10.1123/IJSC.2014-0018
Ward, R., & Hux, R. (2011). Intercollegiate athletic purposes expressed in mission statements.
Journal for the Study of Sports and Athletes in Education, 5(2), 177-200.
https://doi.org/10.1179/ssa.2011.5.2.177
Williams, D. (2006). Overcoming the brutal facts: Building and implementing a relentless
diversity change process. The Diversity Factor, 14(4), 10-18.
Williams, D. A., & Wade-Golden, K. C. (2013). The chief diversity officer: Strategy, structure,
and change management. Stylus Publishing, LLC.
Wilson, J. L. (2013). Emerging trend: The chief diversity officer phenomenon within higher
education. The Journal of Negro Education, 82(4), 433-445.
https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.82.4.0433
Wright-Mair, R. (2020). Longing to belong: Mentoring relationships as a pathway to fostering a
sense of belonging for racially minoritized faculty at predominantly white institutions.
JCSCORE, 6(2), 1-31. https://doi.org/10.15763/issn.2642-2387.2020.6.2.1-31

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2021 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

