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Abstract: This study examines how RI universities have responded to the intensified political
backlash against diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) since 2023. This period has been marked
by coordinated federal and state-level retrenchment efforts aimed at dismantling DEI
infrastructure. We constructed a national sample of 176 RI universities, 108 of which appeared
on The Chronicle of Higher Education’s DEI Tracker and formed the analytic sample for
examining publicly documented retrenchment through June 1, 2025. Guided by institutional
theory, racialized organizational theory, and institutional racial paralysis, we categorized
documented institutional retrenchment actions into _four categories: structural, symbolic, funding,
and ambiguous. Descriptive statistics showed that symbolic and structural actions were the most
frequently documented forms of retrenchment among tracker-listed institutions. Structural actions
were associated with Republican gubernatorial leadership, enacted anti-DEI legislation, and
larger institutional size. Symbolic retrenchment was documented across varied political contexts
and was associated with minority-serving institution status. Our findings suggest that institutional
DEI commitments may be structurally fragile and susceptible to abandonment under political
pressure. This study provides a foundational account of how RI universities navigated
contemporary racialized pressures during the initial 2023-2025 period of intensified DEI
retrenchment.
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INTRODUCTION

R1 universities sit at the center of the national struggle over Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion (DET) as the White House undertakes unprecedented efforts to dismantle related
programs, policies, and commitments through a series of executive orders (Ostrager et al., 2025).
This paper examines how R1 universities in the United States are responding to federal and state
DEI retrenchment initiatives that have intensified since 2023. Our research maps the range of
institutional responses and investigates how those responses vary according to institutional
characteristics. We define DEI retrenchment initiatives as coordinated state and federal efforts to
erode or dismantle DEI infrastructure in higher education (Kamola, 2024; Holleran et al., 2023).
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This includes policies, administrative positions, funding streams, and programmatic
commitments.

Higher education (HE) has undergone rapid change since the racial justice uprisings of
2020, a period marked by mass student mobilization against systemic racism alongside a
growing partisan divide over whether and how universities should respond. Universities
responded to the uprisings with actions ranging from symbolic gestures to structural reforms,
including issuing diversity statements, pledging to improve campus climate, establishing
dedicated DEI roles and departments, revising curricula, and investing in equity-focused research
(Watson, 2024). As institutions scaled up their DEI efforts, conservative backlash simultaneously
grew louder. Holleran et al. (2023) argue that 2021 marked a significant shift in this opposition,
as conservative think tanks began to coordinate a more strategic and expansive legislative
campaign to undermine DEI, replacing the ad hoc efforts of previous years. Thus, for the past
five years universities have been targeted and critiqued for their support of DEI, but we know far
less about how they are systematically responding.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Since 2023, a coordinated campaign to dismantle DEI has expanded across state
governments and, beginning in 2025, the federal government (U.S. Department of Education,
2025). This retrenchment is driven by executive orders and policy directives that restrict federal
funding and pressure universities to comply, justified by claims that DEI is “radical,” “wasteful,”
and contrary to neutrality and merit (The White House, 2025). Despite a growing body of public
commentary, our focused literature review shows little empirical research on how R1 universities
have responded to the mounting backlash against DEI.

Given this rapidly developing issue, existing discourse is either speculative, media-
driven, or focused on isolated case studies. Missing from the scholarship is a standardized and
comprehensive examination of institutional responses and how these responses vary by
organizational characteristics. R1s are central to this study because of their size, reliance on
federal and state funding, prestige, and influence on the broader HE landscape. As the most
visible and well-resourced institutions, they are influential and vulnerable, setting the tone for
practices and policies that shape the sector as a whole. Thus, understanding how they respond to
DEI retrenchment allows us to better understand the state of racial equity in HE and the pressures
reshaping it.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study systematically documents and categorizes R1 institutional responses to DEI
retrenchment reported between January 2023 and June 1, 2025 by The Chronicle’s DEI tracker
and identifies institutional characteristics associated with those responses. We situate these
actions within the broader organizational adaptations to external pressures. Our analysis is
guided by the conceptual frameworks of Institutional Theory (IT), Racialized Organizational
Theory (ROT), and Institutional Racial Paralysis (IRP). As shown in Figure 2, these frameworks
highlight that institutions are inherently racialized structures, and that DEI efforts are inseparable
from race, even as these efforts work to expand representation for historically marginalized
groups across multiple axes of domination (Ray, 2019). For this project, race and racial equity
are our primary analytic focus.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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This paper is guided by two central research questions:
1. Between January 2023 and June 1, 2025, what types of DEI retrenchment actions have
R1 universities taken in response to state and federal pressures?
2. How do these actions vary across internal institutional characteristics and external
influence?

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY

This study illuminates how R1 universities respond to the racialized political pressures shaping
contemporary DEI retrenchment. By linking institutional responses to racialized organizational
logics and risk-averse decision-making, our findings show that DEI commitments are often
structurally fragile, rooted more in compliance, legitimacy, and resource acquisition than in
transformative equity work. Retrenchment thus exposes enduring patterns of racialized
institutional behavior rather than anomalous deviations. This analysis offers an empirical basis
for understanding how universities respond to racialized crises and supports future research on
institutional reactions to these pressures.

LITERATURE REVIEW

A systematic literature review of scholarship and grey literature on diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) in higher education was conducted between February 2025 and June 2025. We
searched Google Scholar and ProQuest using keywords such as diversity, equity, inclusion,
retrenchment, affirmative action, backlash, and higher education. The search yielded
approximately 100 abstracts published over the past ten years. After screening, we excluded
works that focused on K—12 contexts, international higher education, or general organizational
diversity management outside of HE. Both peer-reviewed publications and grey literature (e.g.,
policy briefs, advocacy reports, AAUP publications) were included when they provided
empirical evidence or theoretical framing relevant to institutional DEI responses. In total, 42
articles and reports met the inclusion criteria and were retained for review. The literature review
is organized into two parts: the institutionalization of DEI and its inherent vulnerabilities.

INSTITUTIONALIZING DEI

The modern framework for diversity in HE emerged from the Civil Rights Movement’s
goal to “correct historical discrimination” (Baker, 2019, p. 1861) through affirmative action
policies. This reparations approach was the dominant paradigm for over a decade in HE until the
Supreme Court’s 1978 decision in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke. The Supreme
Court’s decision was a major turning point that shifted the reparations model toward the diversity
model we see today; additionally, it marks a significant retrenchment action. The Court ruled that
rigid racial quotas for admissions were unconstitutional while simultaneously recognizing that a
diverse student body was in the best interest of the institution, the student body, and ultimately,
society. Therefore, race-conscious admissions policies could be justified in the eyes of the Court
(Baker, 2019; Rajasekar et al., 2025). Many scholars argue that this ruling not only marks the
origins of the diversity paradigm that we see today but also demonstrates that from its origins,
this paradigm obscured structural racism and the politics of equity in service of institutional
interest (Ahmed, 2012; Felix & Trinidad, 2020; Iverson, 2012).

Race-conscious admissions policies provoked immediate conservative backlash. During
the 1980s, the conservative resistance became more organized, as the discourse around “reverse
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discrimination” gained traction in popular culture (Omi & Winant, 2015). This period also
marked a broader political shift toward conservatism and saw a wave of unsuccessful lawsuits
challenging university admissions policies. These developments ultimately laid the groundwork
for the first state-level ban on the use of race as a factor for university admissions with the
passing of California’s Proposition 209 in 1996 (Baker, 2019; Felix & Trinidad, 2020). Between
1996 and 2012 a wave of other states followed California (Washington, Florida, Michigan,
Nebraska, Arizona, New Hampshire, Oklahoma) and implemented their own state-level bans,
setting the early stages for the types of DEI retrenchment that we see today (Baker, 2019).

These political and legal setbacks did not end diversity initiatives in HE, but they
weakened the dominance of affirmative action logics. Universities moved away from rights-
based rationales rooted in corrective justice and embraced utilitarian claims that framed diversity
as essential for student learning, workforce readiness, and institutional prestige (Berrey, 2011;
Lipson, 2008). DEI became seen as a universal good that shielded universities from legal and
political challenges while promoting cultural pluralism at the expense of structural redress.

The diversity paradigm in HE began to normalize more broadly in the early 2000s. By the
2010s, the concept had evolved into what is now widely recognized as Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion (DEI), a tangible and institutionalized set of norms with a measurable presence across
HE, both in language and practice. Rajasekar et al.’s (2025) study reveals that a comprehensive
analysis of diversity professionals’ job titles from 2004 to 2022 shows a marked shift from the
generalized term “diversity” to the more codified DEI framework (Rajasekar et al., 2025). The
authors documented that "the proportion of schools using the conjoined language of diversity,
equity, and inclusion in job titles was minimal in earlier years but increased in the mid-2010s,
steadily climbing from about 1.61% of IHEs in 2015 to 14.21% in 2022" (Rajasekar et al., p. 12).
Rajasekar et al. argue that this linguistic shift reflects institutional isomorphism, as DEI gained
legitimacy, universities converged around a formalized and increasingly explicit framework for
equity work. The growing formalization of DEI was not limited to titles or roles; it also became
operationalized within university policies and systems. In an audit of nearly 1,000 academic job
postings in 2020, Paul & Maranto (2023) found that mandatory diversity statements from faculty
candidates had become a common practice, a trend led by the nation's “most influential”
universities. Paul and Maranto (2023) state, "selective universities are significantly more likely
to require DEI statements than non-selective universities" (p. 314), signaling that DEI
commitments were becoming a marker of institutional prestige as well as a mechanism for
shaping faculty lines.

As DEI became institutionalized in HE, it also emerged as a dominant model for
advancing equity across both public and private sectors (e.g., Ahmed, 2012; Rajasekar et al.,
2025). Its language and logics were embraced across corporate, nonprofit, and governmental
sectors, where it became central to diversity compliance, branding, and workforce strategy. DEIs
prominence as a high-profile sociopolitical movement was also crystallized by the racial
uprisings of 2020, in which the public placed intense pressure on universities, and corporations,
to respond visibly and materially to demands for racial justice (Kamola, 2024; Watson, 2024).
Universities responded rapidly and in varied ways, ranging from symbolic gestures to structural
reforms. Responses included issuing diversity statements, pledging to improve campus climate,
establishing DEI offices and leadership roles, revising curricula, and funding equity-focused
research (Watson, 2024). Some institutions also promised to reassess curricula to include the
histories of racism and slavery, prioritize inclusive hiring practices, expand implicit bias training,
and launch antiracist or social justice centers and academic programs (Kamola, 2024).

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 37, Issue 2, ISSN 2637-8965 128



Feig, K. & Taylor, D.

DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION’S INHERENT VULNERABILITIES

As DEI became a more visible and embedded fixture of higher education, many scholars
simultaneously identified the model’s theoretical and structural vulnerabilities. Scholars argued
that DEI efforts were often reduced to performative gestures, absorbed into market logics,
constrained in their ability to redistribute power or resources, and ultimately unable to confront
the racial hierarchies embedded in university structures (Ahmed, 2012; Iverson, 2007; Ray,
2019; Scauso, 2024). Ahmed (2012) argues that universities engage in “non-performance acts”
that use the language of DEI to mark themselves as progressive and committed to equity while
resisting substantive structural change. She explains that diversity work is more often the
responsibility of minoritized individuals who are siloed within the institution. These individuals
are then cast as “disruptive” when pushing for change deemed too radical or just simply outside
the narrow confines of their institutional roles, reinforcing the “brick walls” of racialized power
(Ahmed, 2012).

Iverson (2007) and Scauso (2024) argue that the transformative imperatives available
within some frameworks of DEI were jettisoned in favor of more constrained, depoliticized
approaches. These authors argue that the redistribution of power and resources necessary for a
just restructuring of HE is routinely sidestepped, resulting in the co-optation of DEI as a market
commodity rather than a mechanism for systemic transformation. Iverson (2007) contends that in
the early 2000s, higher education institutions leveraged DEI to enhance their reputation within
the "marketplace discourse." Their perceived progressiveness and commitment to diversity and
equity not only increased their reputation, improved institutional rankings, and attracted
particular types of funding, but offered a competitive advantage without addressing underlying
structural power imbalances (Iverson, 2007). Scauso (2024), by contrast, demonstrates that as a
commodity within higher education, DEI allows institutions to welcome difference so long as it
can conform to the hegemonic structures of the academy. Difference is tolerated only when
maintaining institutional logics. Those who bring alternative epistemologies, cultural practices,
or systemic critiques are often contained, disciplined, or excluded, underscoring DEI’s function
as a commodity rather than a catalyst for transformation (Scauso, 2024). In the end, Iverson
highlights how DEI bolsters institutional prestige, while Scauso highlights how that same
commodification polices the boundaries of acceptable knowledge and identity. Together these
two authors reveal the limits of DEI’s transformative potential.

As DETI’s value became increasingly tied to institutional branding throughout the 2000s
(Iverson, 2007, 2012; Scauso, 2024), and with its frequent, if not pervasive, non-performativity
(Ahmed, 2012) it became especially vulnerable to political weaponization, as evidenced in the
post-2020 era. DEI’s radical promises were severed from its commodified form to make it more
palatable and easily subdued since its inception. As a result, institutions could readily abandon
DEI when it became politically inconvenient (Scauso, 2024). Kamola (2024) demonstrates how
the 2020 racial uprisings created an opening for more transformative, justice-oriented DEI efforts
to gain traction in HE. In that moment, public demands for racial equity pushed institutions to
temporarily loosen their grip on co-opted DEI frameworks and make space, however limited, for
initiatives that gestured toward structural change. At that same time, with heightened visibility,
DEI became increasingly politically charged and the primary target for a concerted conservative
backlash. Kamola (2024) details how right-wing think tanks like the Heritage Foundation,
Manhattan Institute, and American Legislative Exchange Council, along with figures like
Christopher Rufo and Ron DeSantis, reframed DEI as radical and divisive, collapsing it into a
broader culture war narrative and transforming its marketability into a liability.
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The orchestrated effort resulted in a legislative backlash between 2021-2023 with over
150 bills introduced across the U.S to defund DEI programs, restrict curricula, and weaken
academic governance (Kamola, 2024). These attacks draw on a familiar set of arguments that see
DEI as too administratively costly, burdensome, illegal, and inefficient, as well as a leftist
ideological project that threatens neutrality, meritocracy, and free speech (“wokeness”) (Kamola,
2024; Stokas, 2023; Paul & Maranto, 2023). Kamola (2024) argues that current retrenchment
efforts reveal that DEIs institutional value was never grounded in its capacity for social justice,
making it expendable during times of political backlash or uncertainty.

Figure 1
The Evolution of DEI in Higher Education, Timeline

The Evolution of DEI in Higher Education

Diversity Racial
Civil Rights Rise of paradigm uprisings — 5
Movement + conservative becomes massive Executive Order
Affirmative resistance, . nonpal}zed, institutional DEI 14173 and
Action — lawsuits. and tied to institutional ——— Dear Colleague
Reparations ‘reverse reputat-l.on and creation of DEI Letter
model discrimination' 1anl\u1,gs offices.
dominates HE. discourse. (Iverson, 2007). policies,
funding
initiatives
1960s-1970s 1980s Early 2000s 2020 2025
| I I I I I I I I >
1978 1996 2010s 2021-2023
Bakke decision Proposition Rise of formal DEI 150+ anti-DEI
shifts 209 bans language, policy, and bills
reparations affirmative institutionalization. introduced;
model — action; other retrenchment
Diversity states follow efforts
paradigm. (1996-2012). intensify.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study identifies and categorizes the types of DEI retrenchment enacted by R1
universities in the post-2023 political climate and explores which institutional characteristics are
associated with different types of response. Drawing on The Chronicle of Higher Education’s
DEI Legislation Tracker, we coded nine discrete types of retrenchment and grouped them into
four broader categories: symbolic, structural, financial, and ambiguous. These serve as the
variables of our analysis. We employ a mutli-layered theoretical framework as our conceptual
lens that integrates macro-level political analysis, meso-level organizational theory, and micro-
level critiques of institutional behavior. This framework posits that DEI retrenchment is the
product of the intersection of external political backlash and the model’s own pre-existing
vulnerabilities, leading universities (as racialized organizations) to respond with a mix of
institutional paralysis and strategic adaptation.
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Figure 2
Theoretical Framework
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INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

Institutional theory (IT) argues institutions are constantly working to maintain legitimacy
as they are regularly navigating various external political, social, and regulatory pressures
(Manning, 2017). Universities, as institutions, are not stand-alone actors but exist within a
structure with established norms and expectations that they abide by in an effort to maintain
legitimacy (accreditation, public perception, funding). IT provides a framework for
understanding how universities preserve credibility in the face of external conditions. DiMaggio
& Powell (1983) identified three types of actions that institutions enact in order to sustain
legitimacy: normative isomorphism (adopting standards through professional norms and
credentialing), mimetic isomorphism (imitating like institutions in times of uncertainty), and
coercive isomorphism (complying with external mandates).

Mimetic, normative, and coercive isomorphism help explain how DEI became
institutionalized across higher education, as well as how it is now being strategically dismantled.
The institutionalization of DEI in the early 2000s can be explained by mimetic isomorphism. As
universities began adopting the DEI roles, policies, and branding strategies of elite institutions to
remain competitive and appear legitimate in a cultural climate increasingly supportive of
diversity (Paul & Maranto, 2023). Normative isomorphism played a central role in the
professionalization of DEI work and the establishment of shared standards and credentials across
HE (Rajasekar et al., 2025). In the current political moment, coercive isomorphism helps explain
the significant DEI retrenchment across R1 institutions as they respond to executive orders,
legislative mandates, and conservative public pressures (Kamola, 2024). However, institutions
may also be engaging in mimetic isomorphism even in the absence of legislative mandates. For
instance, Baker (2019) notes in his analysis of affirmative action that many institutions ended
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race-conscious admissions policies even in the absence of state bans, mirroring the actions of
peer institutions in neighboring states.

RACIALIZED ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY

IT explains why institutions conform to environmental pressures, but it also assumes that
institutions are inherently neutral entities. Victor Ray (2019) debunks this assumption by
drawing on the tenets of Critical Race Theory, and argues that institutions are intrinsically
“racialized structures” that work to maintain their own logics, norms, and values that work to
(re)produce racial inequality. Through the lens of ROT, DEI can never function as a truly
transformative model because the university’s ontology is rooted in, and incapable of,
dismantling its own racialized structures. Ray (2019) calls this paradox “racialized decoupling,”
a process which institutions signal a commitment to DEI, whether through strategic planning,
policy, programs, curriculum, admissions, etc., without dismantling its own core logics, such as
reallocate resources in order to enact an anti-racist framework. Similar to Ahmed’s (2012)
concept of non-performativity, Ray (2019) describes racialized decoupling as the
incommensurability between symbolic commitments to DEI and the material transformations
necessary to dismantle racialized institutional structures. As a result, DEI is relegated as a
branding strategy for institutional legitimacy (Iverson, 2007, 2012; Scauso, 2024), always
already constrained by the university’s racialized architecture, structurally incapable of enacting
deep transformation, and easily discarded when it becomes politically inconvenient.

This political inconvenience is evident in the shifting role of funding. During periods of
perceived racial progress, resources flowed to DEI initiatives because they aligned with
institutional self-interest, offering reputational capital and compliance with public expectations.
This reflects the logic of interest convergence (Bell, 1980), in which racial equity is supported
only when it benefits dominant power structures. However, as the political economy shifted, DEI
became a contested paradigm and funding mechanisms were weaponized by the federal
government and a growing number of state legislatures as tools of discipline. Executive Order
14173 (2025) threatened to strip federal funding from institutions engaging in DEI, transforming
it from a marketable commodity into a political liability (Kamola, 2024).

Universities do not simply abandon DEI in response to abstract political pressure; they
recalibrate in order to preserve funding. On the one hand, elite institutions like Harvard, with
their immense financial privilege, prestige, and legal infrastructure, can resist such threats and
perhaps even enhance their reputations by doing so (Piper-Vallillo, 2025). On the other hand,
most universities find such resistance materially unfeasible. For many R1 universities, federal
research funding is a foundational pillar of their budget, often constituting hundreds of millions
or even over a billion dollars annually, making its withdrawal a direct threat to the institution's
financial stability. For them, the political pressure puts the inherent vulnerabilities of DEI on
display, revealing it to be predictably expendable precisely because an anti-racist restructuring of
institutional power was never, and could never, be realized.

INSTITUTIONAL RACIAL PARALYSIS

ROT argues that institutions are inherently racialized structures that (re)produce
inequality through their everyday operations. To analyze how those patterns of behavior unfold
in practice, we also draw on Conyers and Wright Fields’ (2021) theory of Institutional Racial
Paralysis (IRP) as a micro-level theory also rooted in CRT. IRP argues that institutions behave in
predictable, risk-averse ways that avoid direct confrontation with race. They write, IRP is “the
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propensity for an organization to not act when race is a salient factor in a situation” (2021, p.
487). Conyers and Wright Fields’ (2021) describe four types of IRP behaviors: Idleness (doing
nothing), Concealment (offering vague or symbolic statements), Evolving Modus Operandi
(renaming, reorganizing, or reframing DEI), and Pervasiveness (normalizing anti-DEI moves as
standard practice).

This study uses IRP to interpret the types of retrenchment that we identified that R1
universities have enacted since The Chronicle began tracking in 2023. Using IRP, we coded
actions not just as policy changes, but as theoretically predictable institutional strategies for
managing a crisis. Our categories include: symbolic retrenchment (e.g., vague public statements),
structural retrenchment (e.g., office closures and reorganizations), financial retrenchment (e.g.,
budget reallocation or cuts), and ambiguous retrenchment (e.g., disqualification of student
groups or offloading DEI labor into unofficial domains). The ambiguous retrenchment category
captures actions that constrain DEI work through discreet or less visible channels. These include
removing DEI websites without explanation, ending participation in public events like Pride
parades, and displacing equity-related labor into the private sphere, requiring it to occur off
campus or on personal time. In coding these cases, we often found the institutional ownership of
the retrenchment difficult to locate, which itself illuminates the broader diffusion and
marginalization of DEI work within university structures. Rather than overt reversals, these
actions represent bureaucratic withdrawals that allow institutions to reduce their visible
commitment to DEI while minimizing direct accountability.

Together, IT, ROT, and IRP offer a multi-level lens for understanding not only why
retrenchment occurs, but also how it is enacted through patterned, racialized, organizational
behavior. This framework grounds our typology and guides the research questions and coding
strategies detailed in the methods section that follows. In addition, these theories provide a
coherent analytical foundation for examining DEI retrenchment.

METHODS

DATA SOURCE & SAMPLE

The primary sources for the data we use in our study are: The Chronicle of Higher
Education’s (The Chronicle) DEI State Legislation Tracker (monitors changes that U.S. colleges
have made in response to anti-DEI legislation and political pressure), the National Center for
Educational Statistics’ (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), 2023
National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics’ (NCSES) Higher Education Research
and Development Survey (HERD), Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education
(CCIHC), and the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA). These data sources are
used to gather institutional and funding characteristics about our sample institutions, measures of
political influence on institutions based on their state location, and the type of DEI retrenchment
actions our sample institutions have engaged in through June 1, 2025.
We constructed the final sample of 176 Research Activity Designation Tier 1 (R1) institutions
by starting with all 187 R1 universities and removing ten medical/health-science centers and one
professions-focused institution identified in the CCIHC, as their student bodies and academic
missions differ from the broader R1 landscape. The sample was then divided into two groups,
one group of institutions that appeared on The Chronicle’s tracker (OT) and those that did not,
allowing us to compare descriptive statistics across groups and conduct associative analyses on
the OT subset.
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The Chronicle created a DEI tracker that collects the changes public and private colleges
have taken since January 2023 in response to legislation, executive orders, or other
state/institution level actions restricting diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts (The Chronicle of
Higher Education, 2025). Their purpose of the tracker is “not meant to tally the total number of
changes nationwide or at the individual institutions” but track changes at impacted institutions
through verified public-survey responses, media reports, university statements, screenshots of
emails, and other official college communications and documents (7he Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2025). Recognizing that its DEI tracker is not a complete representation of all actions
occurring in higher education, 7he Chronicle acknowledges omissions and potential biases of
overrepresentation of institutions where verification of their actions are more publicly accessible
(The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2025).

VARIABLES

The appendix contains a full list of the variables and their respective coding. The
variables for this study fall under four main areas that include: categories of DEI retrenchment
actions, measures of institutional characteristics, measures of political influence, and measures of
funding characteristics. Categories of DEI retrenchment actions only pertain to the OT group.
Add detail regarding how retrenchment actions were coded, including examples of coding
decisions and evidence of coding reliability or agreement

MEASURES OF DEI RETRENCHMENT ACTIONS

We conducted a thematic analysis in data deduction that aligns with our theoretical
framework to create the categories of DEI retrenchment actions. The unit of coding was each
discrete institutional action reported by the tracker. The two authors initially reviewed the action
descriptions and used a shared whiteboard and analytic notes to identify recurring action terms,
the institutional structures or practices affected, and the form of change being reported.
Examples of these terms included closing, eliminating, renaming, removing, redirecting,
restricting, and defunding. We categorized the unique DEI retrenchment actions reported on the
tracker by first organizing each unique action into nine themes (academic, neutrality,
reallocation/redirecting, closing of campus entities, changing names of campus entities, erasure
of DEl-related language, policing/surveillance, funding, and ambiguous). We then organized the
nine themes into four main categories: structural retrenchment (e.g., office closures and
reorganizations), symbolic retrenchment (e.g., vague public statements), funding retrenchment
(e.g., budget reallocation or cuts), and ambiguous retrenchment (e.g., offloading DEI labor into
unofficial domains) which are informed by our theoretical framework, specifically IRP.

Category development was iterative and collaborative. The authors compared
interpretations during whiteboard sessions, identified gaps and overlaps, and revised the coding
definitions as needed. When disagreements emerged, we returned to the tracker descriptions,
source materials, operational definitions, and theoretical framework until reaching consensus.
Revised definitions were then applied across earlier cases, and coding decisions were
documented to maintain consistency. Given the tracker's limitations in documenting all actions,
an institution’s absence from the tracker should not be interpreted as evidence of non-
retrenchment. Rather, it reflects the limits of available data, which may underrepresent the full
scope of institutional responses.

MEASURES OF INSTITUTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS
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We include several institutional characteristics that are common key identifiers for R1
institutions. These characteristics are both categorical and quantitative variables used in the
study. For the categories of institution size, CCIHC was used to categorize institutions by student
population size. MSIs are institutions of higher education that serve high concentrations of
students who, historically, have been underrepresented in higher education and funding is
provided to these institutions through numerous federal agencies (Congress, 2025). While the
U.S. Department of Education defines 7 types of minority institutions; only 2 distinct types
(Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) and Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-
Serving Institution (AANAPISI) are represented in our OT sample with an additional category
that represents institutions defined as both. Again, because of very low frequencies of MSIs in
our sample we created a binary (MSI vs. non-MSI) overall MSI variable to consolidate these
institutions. Land-grant status is an institutional characteristic that is designated by its state
legislature or Congress to receive benefits of the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, or the Equity in
Educational Land Grant Status Act of 1994 (APLU, 2025). While the original mission of land-
grant institutions has evolved, overall it remains to “provide a broad segment of the population
with a practical education that has direct relevance to their daily lives” (APLU, 2025).

MEASURES OF POLITICAL INFLUENCE AND FUNDING CHARACTERISTICS

Two measures of political influence were used in our study that include: governor party
affiliation and state legislation (no legislation introduced, legislation introduced but not passed,
legislation introduced and passed). Four measures of funding were used in our study that include:
amount of federal funding for research and development, amount of state/local funding for
research and development, and average net price for Title IV institutions funding, and amount
the institution spends yearly on student services. The amounts for federal and state/local funding
were acquired from the 2023 HERD survey. Average net price for Title IV institutions and
yearly amounts that institutions spend on student services were acquired from NCES and IPEDS.

DATA ANALYSIS
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Descriptive statistics were performed to provide an overall view of the characteristics of
the 176 R1 institutions included in the overall sample as well as to compare statistics between the
overall sample and the OT group. The descriptive statistics included frequency distributions,
measures of central tendency (mean), and measures of dispersion (standard deviation). Table 1
shows descriptive statistics for both the overall sample and the OT group for all categorical
variables. Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for both the overall sample and the OT group for
all quantitative variables.

ASSOCIATIVE ANALYSES

Only the OT group was used for our associative analyses between the DEI retrenchment
actions and the other variables since this is the only group that engaged in DEI retrenchment
actions. To determine association between the different DEI retrenchment action categorical
variables and the categorical variables (institutional measures, funding measures, political
influence measures), chi-square test for independence was used for association analysis because
of the categorical nature of both variables being analyzed. Because funding retrenchment actions
and ambiguous retrenchment actions did not meet the minimum required expected frequency
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value of 5 for all chi-square tests, no statistically significant associations were considered. These
results are presented in Table 6 and Table 7, located in the appendix.

To determine associations between the different DEI retrenchment categorical variables
and the continuous, quantitative variables (funding, 2023 graduation rates (non-White), 2023 Fall
enrollment rates (non-White), the Kruskal-Wallis H Test was chosen because of the non-normal
distributions of the continuous variables used in the study. This test assessed possible statistically
significant differences between the two groups of each DEI retrenchment action variable (did not
engage in action vs. did engage in action) on each continuous, quantitative variable. With
significant outlier(s) that exist for each of the continuous variables, Kruskal-Wallis H Test is
robust enough not to be sensitive to outliers (Schmidt, 2010). A p-value of 0.10 was used for
both the chi-square test and Kruskal-Wallis H test due to the exploratory nature of our research,
small sample size, and effect modification (Thiese et al., 2016).

RESULTS

For Research Question 1, the 108 R1 universities in the OT group have engaged in all
four categories of DEI retrenchment actions to varying degrees. The top two types of DEI
retrenchment actions taken were symbolic retrenchment (72.2%) and structural retrenchment
(56.5%) as shown in Table 1. Since The Chronicle tracks these anti-DEI retrenchment actions
through their own survey, media reports, and tips from readers, it is likely that symbolic and
structural retrenchment actions are represented more frequently because they are the most visible
types of actions being reported. Funding and ambiguous retrenchment may be harder to detect
because only senior administrators typically have access to this information, and these actions
are often concealed from the campus community and the public.

Research Question 2 was answered using the chi-square test for independence results
presented in Table 3 through Table 6, as well as the Kruskal-Wallis H test results presented in
Table 7. Certain results listed in Table 3 and Table 4 were labeled as not meeting the required
expected frequency count of 5 for the chi-square test and were eliminated from consideration for
possible associations. Overall, structural retrenchment actions had the most statistically
significant associations (6) with institutional, political influence, and funding measures that
include: governor’s party affiliation, institution size, control (public vs. private), state legislation,
land grant status, and yearly expenditures on student services. Symbolic retrenchment actions
were the only other type of DEI retrenchment action that resulted in statistically significant
associations (5). This includes statistical associations with governor’s party affiliation, overall
MSI institution status, state legislation, 2023 graduation rates for non-White students, and 2023
fall enrollment rates for non-White students.

LIMITATIONS

This study has several limitations that should be considered. First, given that our sample
only includes R1 universities the findings are not generalizable to other sectors of higher
education which have different internal and external pressures. We excluded 11 large standalone
R1 medical schools because their structures and cultures are significantly different from
traditional R1 institutions. Further, our reliance on The Chronicle’s DEI Legislation Tracker as
our only source for identifying retrenchment actions introduces selection bias issues. For
instance, institutions with high public visibility may be overrepresented, while those enacting
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retrenchment more discreetly, without public disclosure, and/or are un-verifiable by the editors
of the tracker may be underrepresented. Additionally, the tracker may not have captured the
nuances of retrenchment activity across R1 institutions and/or ignored actions due to their own
selection process.

A further methodological limitation is that the number and types of actions an institution
engaged in may be correlated with the scale of its pre-existing DEI infrastructure rather than
indicative of its culture or leadership. For example, universities that had more expansive DEI
infrastructures prior to 2023 may have engaged in more retrenchment actions between 2023 and
2025, while institutions with fewer DEI efforts may have engaged in little or no retrenchment
simply because there was less to roll back. As such, we cannot account for an institution’s
baseline commitment to DEI. Finally, the study employs a cross-sectional design, treating
retrenchment activity between early 2023 and mid-2025 as a single temporal snapshot, which
limits causal inference and constrains our ability to assess trends over time.

Lastly, the DEI tracker reports institutional changes as aggregated “DEI actions”
although DEI is conceptually a framework with three distinct parts: diversity, equity and
inclusion. Our coding treats DEI as one treatment of organizational activity. This is a necessary
methodological limitation, as we do not disentangle whether any given retrenchment action
primarily targets diversity (e.g., student or faculty recruitment), the distribution of opportunities
and resources (e.g., programmatic funding or equity-related support structures), or the conditions
of participation and belonging (e.g., inclusion-oriented practices or climate initiatives).

DiSCUSSION

Our analysis found that retrenchment clustered in states with Republican governors and
enacted anti-DEI legislation. We interpret this pattern as consistent with coercive isomorphism
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These patterns may reflect institutional efforts to preserve
economic and reputational stability in the face of political and financial threats. We also
identified retrenchment in states without formal anti-DEI laws. From an institutional theory
perspective, this pattern may also be consistent with mimetic isomorphism, as universities may
emulate peer institutions in an effort to appear compliant with the changing sociopolitical
landscape, although the present analysis cannot determine whether such imitation directly shaped
institutional decisions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Taken together, the observed patterns
suggest that DEI retrenchment is not random or exceptional, but may represent a patterned
organizational response emerging within a racially politicized national moment. Baker’s (2019)
analysis of affirmative action bans in higher education provides a useful point of comparison for
interpreting these dynamics. Her study demonstrates that gubernatorial ideology, legislative
design, and fiscal scarcity predicted whether states dismantled race-conscious admissions
policies, showing how political and economic conditions shape the racial policy landscape of
higher education. Our findings reveal similar associations, as R1 universities navigate coercive
pressures that are political, economic, and racialized. These patterns suggest that institutional
responses may prioritize more pragmatic concerns like remaining open, accredited, and fiscally
solvent over their commitments to DEI. However, the present analysis cannot determine the
motivations underlying individual institutional decisions.

These legitimacy-preserving behaviors carry racialized implications. From a racialized
organization perspective, symbolic retrenchment may operate as a colorblind ideological move
that privileges meritocracy and neutrality, reaffirming the racialized organizational logics and

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 37, Issue 2, ISSN 2637-8965 137



Feig, K. & Taylor, D.

institutional whiteness that underpin the university itself (Ray, 2019). In an environment where
federal and state actors threaten to withhold funds and sanction institutions for maintaining and
supporting DEI programs and initiatives, retrenchment may function as a racialized survival
strategy (Kamola, 2024, Ostrager et al., 2025, U.S. Department of Education, 2025). As the
literature reviewed suggests, DEI may remain vulnerable as a model for structural change
because it is often valued as a compliance mechanism, reputational safeguard, and means of
securing access to state and federal resources (Ahmed, 2012; Iverson, 2007; Ray, 2019; Stokas,
2023). Within this context, DEI retrenchment may be understood as a foreseeable response to
these shifting political conditions.

CONCLUSION

This study provides an initial national landscape of DEI retrenchment actions using
available information from 2023 to through June 1, 2025. Because this study relies on publicly
available information, it identifies associations rather than causal effects and cannot establish
temporal sequencing, institutional motivations, or the mechanisms underlying particular
decisions. As such, our work establishes a baseline for future research that can dive deeper into
this new racialized era in higher education. Longitudinal studies may better track DEI
retrenchment over time as more information and data become available. Qualitative research
studies could provide information on how internal decision-making occurs at R1 institutions and
inform scholars on how these decisions impact minoritized student communities. Further
research on this era of DEI retrenchment is critical to informing and equipping stakeholders
within a policy environment in which funding threats are increasingly used to undermine decades
of work toward racial and social equity in higher education.
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APPENDIX
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Categorical Variables
Categorical Variables Overall Sample (%) | On Tracker Sample (%)
(n=176) (n=108)
Governor's Party Affiliation
Democratic 46.0 42.6
Republican 54.0 574
Accrediting Organization
HLC 28.4 31.5
MSCOHE 16.5 5.6
NECOHE 10.8 7.4
NWCCU 6.8 3.7
SASCOC 29.0 39.8
WASC 8.5 12.0
Institution Size
Small/Medium 30.7 18.5
Large 46.0 49.1
Very large 233 324
Control
Public 71.6 85.2
Private 28.4 14.8
Minority-Serving
Overall MSI 25.6 29.6
Non-MSI 74.4 70.4
Land Grant Status
Land Grant 31.8 38.0
Non-Land Grant 68.2 62.0
State Legislation Status
No legislation introduced 46.0 333
Legislation introduced but failed 18.8 19.5
Legislation introduced and passed 352 47.2
Institutions On Tracker
Yes 61.4
No 38.6
DEI Retrenchment Actions
Structural Retrenchment
Yes 56.5
No 43.5
Symbolic Retrenchment
Yes 72.2
No 27.8
Funding Retrenchment
Yes 7.4
No 92.6
Ambiguous Retrenchment
Yes 5.6
No 94.4
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Quantitative Variables
Quantitative Variables Overall Sample (n=176) | On Tracker Sample (n=108)
M SD M SD

Federal Funding 284,740.2 | 361,783.3 292,044.1 283,556.7
State/Local Funding 23,714.1 35,329.8 31,527.8 41,250.2
Title IV Funding 20,282.1 8,262.4 18,021.9 6,946.5
Total Spent on Student Services 36,100.0 25,700.0 38,100.0 28,200.0
2023 Graduation Rates (Non-White) 0.31 0.19 0.32 0.20
2023 Fall Enrollment Rates (Non-White) 0.37 0.18 0.37 0.20

Note. Values for all funding and total spent on student services are expressed in thousands.

Table 3
Chi Square Test Results for Structural Retrenchment Action
Institutional Characteristic Taken Not Taken
n| % n % v p-value
Governor’s Party Affiliation 15.35 0.000
Democratic 16 | 26.2 | 30 | 63.8
Republican 45 | 73.8 | 17 | 36.2
Accrediting Organization 36.56 | 0.000***
HLC 25 14101 9 19.1
MSCOHE 1 1.6 5 10.6
NECOHE 0 8 17.0
NWCUU 2 | 33 2 4.4
SASCOC 32 1525 | 11 | 234
WASC 1 1.6 | 12 | 255
Institution Size 5.84 0.054
Small/Medium 7 | 11513 | 277
Large 30 [ 49.2 | 23 | 489
Very Large 24 1393 | 11 | 234
Control 4.86 0.027
Public 56 | 91.8 | 36 | 76.6
Private 5 82 | 11 | 234
Minority-Serving Institution 0.20 0.648
Overall MSI 17 1279 | 15 | 319
Non-MSI 44 | 72.1 | 32 | 68.1
Land Grant Status 2.76 0.096
Land Grant 19 | 31.1 | 22 | 468
Non-Land Grant 42 1 689 | 25 | 53.2
State Legislation Status 23.29 0.000
No legislation passed 11 | 180 | 25 | 53.2
Legislation introduced but failed 9 [ 148 | 12 | 255
Legislation introduced but passed | 41 | 67.2 | 10 | 21.3

Note. Findings with (***) do not meet required frequencies of at least 5. Significant at the p<0.10 level.
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Table 4
Chi Square Test Results for Symbolic Retrenchment Action
Institutional Characteristic Taken Not Taken
n| % n % x? p-value
Governor’s Party Affiliation 8.67 0.003
Democratic 40 | 513 | 6 | 20.0
Republican 38 148.7 | 24 | 80.0
Accrediting Organization 8.09 0.151
HLC 22 | 282 | 12 | 40.0
MSCOHE 4 |51 2 6.7
NECOHE 7 190 1 33
NWCUU 2 125 2 6.7
SASCOC 30 | 385 | 13 | 433
WASC 1311671 0 0
Institution Size 2.04 0.361
Small/Medium 16 1205 | 4 | 133
Large 351449 | 18 | 60.0
Very Large 27 1346 | 8 | 267
Control 2.19 | 0.139%**
Public 64 | 82.1 | 28 | 6.7
Private 141179 ] 2 | 933
Minority-Serving Institution 3.35 0.067
Overall MSI 27 1346 | 5 16.7
Non-MSI 51 ] 654 | 25| 833
Land Grant Status 0.51 0.476
Land Grant 28 | 359 | 13 | 433
Non-Land Grant 50 | 642 | 17 | 56.7
State Legislation Status 5.75 0.056
No legislation passed 31 [ 397 5 16.7
Legislation introduced but failed | 15| 192 | 6 | 20.0
Legislation introduced but passed | 32 | 41.1 | 19 | 63.3

Note. Findings with (***) do not meet required frequencies of at least 5. Significant at the p<0.10 level.
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