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Executive summary

The field of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is facing significant legal and social 

threats, prompting some organizations to retreat from efforts aimed at advancing fairness 

in the workplace. New data from a survey of 2,500 US employees conducted by Catalyst 

and Meltzer Center for Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging in 2025 reveal significant risks 

of such a retreat in four areas:

• Talent risks: Employees strongly support DEI programs and consider an employer’s 
commitment to DEI when making career decisions.

• Financial risks: Respondents are more likely to purchase products or services from 
organizations that support DEI.

• Legal risks: C-suite and legal leaders recognize that a retreat from DEI could lead to 
a workplace that is less fair, increasing the risk of discrimination claims by members 
of marginalized groups.

• Reputational risks: While many leaders believe their organization’s commitment 
to DEI remains strong, employees tend to be more skeptical, revealing a disconnect 
between how leaders think they are acting and how employees interpret those 
actions.

Given the significant legal and social risks of maintaining DEI work and the significant 

legal and social risks of retreating from DEI work, this report offers four practical 

recommendations for how leaders can assess risk in DEI programs, modify programs as 

necessary, align communications to their strategy, and maintain commitment even in the 

face of headwinds. 
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Disclaimer: This information does not constitute legal advice and is intended solely for educational 
purposes. Please consult your legal counsel to determine the most appropriate course of action for 
your organization and to protect privileged work and communications. Use these guidelines to help 
inform your discussion with your attorneys.
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Introduction

Any organization seeking to thrive in the twenty-first century must promote 

fairness and equal opportunity.1 In the recent past, much of this work has fallen 

under the umbrella of DEI.2 But now, at least in the United States, many business 

leaders are caught in the middle of competing pressures.

On one side, the field of DEI is facing significant legal and social threats, 

including lawsuits from anti-DEI advocacy groups, social media campaigns, and 

orders and investigations by US federal and state government actors. 

On the other side, many leaders remain committed to the values of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion for moral, business, and legal reasons, and understand 

that employees and consumers often expect them to defend and protect the 

work. In addition, leaders of global organizations are aware that many countries 

are doubling down on DEI policies.

In balancing these dueling pressures, leaders need to know:

• How to navigate the current risk landscape for DEI work in the United 
States.

• How to benchmark their DEI strategy against that of organizational peers.

This research report — leveraging data collected against the backdrop of the 

current landscape, from January 20 to February 11, 2025 — offers critical and 

timely insights on both these subjects. 
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The backdrop

While the term “DEI” is relatively new, the work of promoting equal opportunity in employment has 

existed since soon after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.3 Organizations generally adopt 

diversity initiatives to promote fairness (the “moral case”), enhance organizational performance (the 

“business case”), and mitigate the risk of discrimination claims (the “legal case”).4 

Yet in recent years, DEI programs have come under attack, causing significant new risks to emerge. 

The US Supreme Court’s 2023 decision in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard prompted a surge 

in lawsuits challenging private-sector diversity, equity, and inclusion practices in the workplace 

under two principal laws:5

• Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (“Title VII”), which prohibits employment discrimination 
based on race, color, religion, national origin, and sex (including sexual orientation and gender 
identity).6 

• 42 U.S.C. § 1981 (“Section 1981”), which prohibits race discrimination in contracting.7 

Aside from the legal challenges, organizations have also faced social and reputational risks 

associated with diversity, equity, and inclusion. Activists have attacked companies with DEI 

initiatives in articles and on social media, causing some to retreat.8 Public companies have also 

faced an increase in shareholder proposals seeking to pressure companies to abandon their 

diversity, equity, and inclusion programs.9 In fact, around six out of 10 C-suite and legal leaders in 

our survey say their organization has experienced pressure to move away from its commitment to 

DEI, whether from employees, customers or clients, investors, board members, activists, in-house 

legal or risk teams, and/or partners, such as their supply chain. 

Until January 2025, these anti-DEI legal and social pressures mainly emerged from private actors 

and state governments. However, in recent months, the new federal administration has added to 

the risks of DEI with actions such as:

• Issuing anti-DEI executive orders, most notably an order on “Ending Illegal Discrimination and 
Restoring Merit-Based Opportunity,” which threatens enforcement action against organizations 
engaged in DEI-related “illegal discrimination or preferences,” and requires federal contractors 
and grant recipients to certify that they do not operate DEI programs that “violate any 
applicable Federal anti-discrimination laws.”10 

• Appointing opponents of DEI to key agencies such as the Department of Justice and the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission.11

• Signaling investigations of companies and firms engaged in “unlawful” DEI.12

• Releasing guidance on “unlawful DEI-related discrimination.”13 

These actions have caused many organizations — especially federal contractors or grantees — to be 

concerned about the risk of federal investigations or lawsuits against their DEI initiatives.

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward
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The response

Organizations tend to adopt one of three possible responses to the current landscape — what Catalyst 
calls fight, flight, or finesse:14 

Our data — as well as our ongoing dialogue with leading corporations — suggest that most 

organizations are adopting the finesse approach. In our survey, the vast majority of executives — 78% 

of the C-suite15 and 83% of legal leaders16 — say they are “rebranding” their DEI programs with terms 

such as employee engagement, workplace culture, fairness, or belonging. In tandem with these 

communication strategy shifts, 21% of C-suite leaders and 23% of legal leaders say they are assessing 

their investments in DEI programs because of the current environment, while 18% of C-suite leaders 

and 17% of legal leaders say their company has already reduced its investments.17

As organizations implement such changes, they may face considerable challenges. These include not 

only the above anti-DEI risks, but also the risks of retreat. 

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward

For the purposes of this report, we are defining retreat as any adjustment that — intentional 

or not — is experienced by employees and/or the public as a meaningful move away 

from established diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts and espoused values. 
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Talent

Organizations face the threat of a talent drain if they pull back from diversity, equity, and inclusion 

programs. More than three out of four employees (76%) say they are more likely to stay with their 

employer long term if their employer continues to support diversity, equity, and inclusion. Conversely, 

more than two out of every five employees (43%) say they will quit if their employer doesn’t continue 

to support DEI, with rates even higher among specific subgroups, including women,18 Gen Z, and 

millennial employees.19 

While many factors, including the macroeconomic environment, make a mass exodus of employees 

unlikely, this finding suggests a more immediate risk of “quiet quitting” — employees disengaging 

without formally leaving their jobs — which results in costly loss of productivity and innovation.20

Regardless of whether their employees resign or disengage, organizations risk alienating a majority 

of their workers if they withdraw from fairness initiatives. A White Baby Boomer man shared, “Such 

programs promote a positive work environment and make organizations more appealing.” A Latina 

Gen Z woman highlighted, “DEI programs make me feel safe and empowered.” Both statements 

point to the void organizations risk creating by retreating. Indeed, one recent study found that among 

organizations that have rolled back their diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts between January and 

May 2025, nearly two in five (37%) reported a decline in employee morale, and one in three (33%) 

cited increased internal conflict or division and difficulties attracting diverse talent.21

Beyond individual accounts, our survey reveals extraordinarily high and, in some cases, nearly 

universal support for the underlying values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. For example:

• 99% of respondents across job levels agree with the statement: “All workers should feel 
respected and welcomed at work, regardless of their background or identity.”

• 99% of respondents across job levels agree with the statement: “It’s important that my 
organization supports fair treatment for its workers, including equitable pay.”

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward
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In addition, between 79-93% of employees support 11 programs22 and approaches often 

implemented to increase diversity of talent, foster inclusive cultures, and build fair systems and 

structures: 

• 93%: Employee resource groups (ERGs).

• 92%: Creating a more inclusive work environment (e.g., nursing rooms, childcare facilities, 
accessibility for disabled workers).

• 90%: Programs intended to increase representation (e.g., internships, mentorship programs, 
leadership training).

• 88%: Training on topics like bias, allyship, and inclusion.

• 86%: Workforce diversity hiring goals.

• 86%: Intentional college outreach to diversify job candidate pools (e.g., to historically black 
colleges and universities or women’s colleges).

• 84%: Involvement with external organizations that support DEI.

• 84%: Supplier diversity policies intended to diversify vendors.

• 84%: Recruitment efforts that focus on marginalized groups.

• 83%: Celebrations of identity (e.g., Pride Month, Black History Month).

• 79%: Compensation incentives or rewards for achieving DEI goals.

Indeed, across demographic groups, the vast majority of employees find value in DEI programs 

generally.23
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C-suite and legal leaders also see clear benefits to 

diversity, equity, and inclusion work: 

• 84% of C-suite leaders and 83% of legal leaders say 
that their organization has seen a positive correlation 
between its DEI programs and employee attraction 
and retention. 

• 83% of C-suite and 86% of legal leaders predict 
that over the next few years, continuing to support 
DEI programs will have a positive correlation with 
employee attraction and retention.

We recognize that the levels of support for diversity 

programs in our survey are higher than in some other 

public polling.24 A major difference between our survey 

and these other polls is that our survey was limited only 

to employees at medium and large organizations with 

established DEI programs, while other polls gather data 

from the general public. This could suggest that the 

people with the greatest exposure to DEI programs are 

more likely to support such initiatives than people whose 

attitudes to DEI are shaped by media narratives or other 

general perceptions. Given that this study was conducted 

in the weeks following executive orders targeting DEI, it 

is also possible that employees and leaders with more 

favorable views of diversity, equity, and inclusion were 

motivated to take this survey as a means of responding 

to the mounting resistance. Ultimately, the reason — or 

likely the combination of factors — contributing to the 

uniqueness25 of the results of this data are unknown to 

us. It is nevertheless a powerful counterpoint to some 

prevailing narratives that business leaders would be remiss 

to ignore.

Even in our survey, however, support for DEI programs 

is not unqualified and many employees recognize room 

for improvement. Up to half (46-52%) of employees 

support diversity efforts with no adjustments needed. But 

about one in three (32-42%) express support for DEI with 

“adjustments recommended.” ERGs, for example, had the 

highest overall support among employees (93%) but also 

one of the highest percentages of employees who were in 

favor of adjustments (40%).

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward
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Risks to talent by generation and gender 

Digging into specific demographic groups pinpoints where the risks of retreat are greatest. 

Generation

Younger generations are more likely to factor an employer’s support for diversity, equity, and 

inclusion programs into their employment decisions.26

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward
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Gender

Men and women alike report that organizational support for diversity, equity, and inclusion 

influences their employment decisions, with women reporting that it impacts their intent to stay27  

and likelihood of pursuing28 or accepting a role29 at higher rates than men.

Financial

Retreating from diversity, equity, and inclusion also carries financial risks driven by external and 

internal factors. As one Gen X Asian man put it, “Not having DEI initiatives has the effect of leaving 

money on the table.”

Externally, consumers are increasingly aligning their purchasing power with their values. In recent 

months, some organizations have seen this play out through loss of customers or partners and 

boycotts.30 In our survey, 69% of respondents said they would be more likely to purchase a product 

or service from an organization that supports diversity, equity, and inclusion. In addition, 36% of 

respondents plan to boycott organizations that are downsizing or eliminating diversity, equity, and 

inclusion programs. 

These numbers are even higher among specific subgroups with tremendous economic power. 

Women, for example, control an estimated $31.8 trillion of worldwide spending.31 And despite not 

having reached their full economic potential, Gen Z already wields $360 billion in spending power 

in the United States alone.32 Globally, Gen Z accounts for $9.8 trillion in annual spend, and by 2030, 

that number will grow to $12.6 trillion (nearly 19% of total global spend).33 Our data show that 74% 

of women34 and 78% of Gen Z35 in the United States say they would make purchasing decisions 

based on company DEI policies.

Organizational leaders are clear-eyed about these external financial benefits: more than 80% agree 

that DEI efforts have a positive effect on customer loyalty.36 

https://www.catalyst.org/
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Looking internally, a large majority of C-suite and legal leaders agree that programs related to diversity, 

equity, and inclusion have driven financial performance in the past37 and will continue to do so.38 C-suite 

leaders, legal leaders, and employees agree that diversifying executive and senior leadership roles would 

have a positive impact on business outcomes such as innovation, creativity, and financial performance.39

Employees also experience these efforts as “help[ing] promote people that would have been missed 

within the company,” as a Black Gen X man pointed out. A White Latina Baby Boomer woman highlighted, 

“Diversity strengthens teams because everyone can contribute fresh ideas and different perspectives.” An 

incautious retreat from diversity, equity, and inclusion could deprive organizations of these benefits. 

https://www.catalyst.org/
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Legal

The legal risks of engaging in diversity, equity, and inclusion work are top of mind 

for many leaders in the current environment. Overall, 55% of the C-suite and 56% 

of legal leaders say that within the past year, their organization has dealt with social 

media attacks, threatening letters from advocacy groups, complaints from the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission or other charges/litigation, or demonstrations or 

protests against DEI. 

Given these real and serious threats, it’s not surprising that our leaders seem well aware 

of what their organizations are up against and the need to be prepared: 

• 93% of the C-suite and 94% of legal leaders say they are either “very” or 
“somewhat” knowledgeable about the legal compliance of their organization’s DEI 
programs. 

• 62% of the C-suite and 62% of legal leaders say their organization is “completely” 
prepared to evaluate legal risk and prepare for potential litigation on this topic. 

In addition, 86% of the C-suite and 90% of legal leaders say their organization has 

already taken at least one step to address the potential legal risks of their DEI programs 

or will do so in the near future.40

At the same time, our data show that organizational leaders are more concerned about 

the increased legal risk of retreating from diversity, equity, and inclusion: 

• 68% of the C-suite and 65% of legal leaders say moving away from DEI would 
create more legal risk for their organization.

• Specifically, 64% of the C-suite and 62% of legal leaders agree there is greater risk 
of litigation alleging discrimination from traditional plaintiffs (e.g., people from 
marginalized racial and ethnic groups, women, LGBTQ+ people, and people with 
disabilities) than non-traditional plaintiffs (i.e., members of dominant or majority 
groups). 

• 83% of the C-suite and 88% of legal leaders believe organizations should retain 
or expand their diversity, equity, and inclusion programs, because reducing or 
eliminating them will create other types of legal risk, such as the risk of litigation 
from traditional plaintiffs. 

https://www.catalyst.org/
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The federal contractor experience

Federal contractors are in a more precarious position given their reliance on government 

funding. For example, they are around twice as likely as entities that are not federal 

contractors to be dealing with legal and social threats, highlighting a stark contrast.41

In addition, while entities that are not federal contractors are just as likely to have 

taken one action to address legal risks as their federal contractor counterparts, federal 

contractors are more likely to have taken two (26% vs 13%) or three actions (9% vs 3%).42

Federal contractors are also concerned about swinging too far away from DEI, but to a 

lesser degree than entities that are not federal contractors.

• 58% of federal contractors say there is greater risk if they move away from DEI 
compared to 69% of entities that are not federal contractors. 

• 42% of federal contractors say there is greater risk if they continue to support DEI, 
compared to 31% of entities that are not federal contractors.

https://www.catalyst.org/
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Collectively, these findings suggest that leaders understand legal risk in this area as 

a balancing act. Given that federal law prohibits discrimination based on race, sex, 

and other characteristics regardless of whether the target belongs to a dominant or 

non-dominant group, leaders must not inadvertently discriminate against dominant-

group members in their DEI programs. On the other hand, leaders recognize that in 

the absence of DEI programs, members of marginalized social groups are likely to 

experience more incidents of bias and exclusion. Removing DEI programs therefore 

increases the risk of discrimination claims by such individuals. As a White Millennial 

woman noted, “DEI programs confront an issue before it has a chance to fester or turn 

ugly.”

Our survey suggests that leaders are weighing the legal risk from traditional plaintiffs 

more heavily than the legal risk from “reverse” discrimination plaintiffs. Despite the 

intense media attention on the risk of “reverse” discrimination claims, leaders recognize 

that traditional discrimination lawsuits have not disappeared and that DEI programs are 

an important way to mitigate the risk of such claims.

https://www.catalyst.org/
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Reputational

In an environment where it is easy for employees and customers to call out organizations 

on social media, leaders must be alert to the reputational damage their words, actions, 

and inactions can cause. Our survey shows that leaders do not believe they are retreating 

from DEI. However, it also shows, in a manner that should concern those leaders, that 

employees are less likely to perceive it that way.

For example, leaders indicate that while they are “rebranding” diversity, equity, and 

inclusion initiatives, the substance of and commitment to the work remains firm:

• 78% of C-suite leaders and 83% of legal leaders say they are rebranding diversity, 
equity, and inclusion programs with terms such as employee engagement, 
workplace culture, fairness, or belonging. 

• 62% of C-suite leaders and 60% of legal leaders say their company is either 
increasing or not changing its investment in diversity, equity, and inclusion.

These results suggest many C-suite and legal leaders are confident and optimistic about 

their organization’s approach and commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. In 

fact, about two in three leaders believe diversity, equity, and inclusion are “completely” 

embedded into everyday workplace practices in their organization. Only 7% of C-suite 

and 3% of legal leaders anticipate a “significantly reduced or eliminated commitment 

to DEI” in the United States, with more than 50% saying commitment will increase in the 

next five years.

Employees, however, are more skeptical. They are less likely than organizational leaders 

to see a need for rebranding at all.43 They are also less likely to perceive that DEI efforts 

are already embedded into the workplace,44 and are more likely to expect that DEI will 

become less embedded at their company in the future.45 
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These findings suggest that employees are not only experiencing rebranding as retreat, but are also 

anticipating future retreat. This should be troubling to C-suite leaders, who rank employees as the 

biggest influencers of their DEI decision-making. A retreat — whether real or perceived — erodes 

trust in leadership and substantially threatens the reputational advantages that diversity, equity, and 

inclusion initiatives confer to companies. 

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward

https://www.catalyst.org/


17CATALYST.ORG Risks of retreat: The enduring inclusion imperative     |

The path forward
To navigate this complex landscape, 
we recommend four solutions:

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward
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Assess risk from all angles

Given the current climate, it is understandable that many leaders are focused on the risks of 

engaging in diversity, equity, and inclusion activity. However, our survey results underscore the 

need to conduct a more holistic risk assessment that accounts for legal and social risks from all 

angles, including the risk of retreat.

We consider the risks in this area to be best represented by a matrix with legal and social risks in 

two directions: risks associated with maintaining or expanding DEI programs, and risks associated 

with watering down or abandoning DEI programs.

circle-1
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Legal risks

Starting in the top left corner, leaders should consider the legal risks of maintaining or expanding 

their diversity, equity, and inclusion programs. There is no generic risk of “DEI” as such, since it is an 

umbrella term encompassing a wide variety of initiatives. Rather, organizations should assess risk 

program by program.

The Meltzer Center offers a “three Ps” framework to guide such a risk assessment. Each “P”— 

preference, protected group, and palpable benefit — serves as a criterion for assessing risk. All 

three elements must be present to create legal risk for an organization:

• Preference refers to whether the program treats some groups differently from others.

• Protected group considers whether the preference is tied to characteristics protected by Title 
VII or Section 1981, namely race, color, religion, sex (which the Supreme Court since 2020 has 
interpreted to also encompass sexual orientation and gender identity), or national origin.

• Palpable benefit asks whether the preference gives some benefit to the recipient or causes 
some harm to the person who misses out, such as preferences in hiring, firing, or promotion 
decisions.
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Based on these factors, a program can fall into one of three risk categories: green (low risk), yellow 

(moderate risk), or red (high risk). Red means that the program hits all three Ps. Green means that at 

least one of the three Ps is absent. Yellow means that it is unclear or arguable whether the program 

hits all three Ps:

In the top left corner of the matrix, leaders can also consider whether their organization has greater 

exposure to legal risk on account of being a federal contractor or federal grant recipient.

It is not enough, however, for leaders to only consider the risk of anti-DEI activity. Moving to the 

bottom left corner, leaders should consider whether failing to implement a diversity, equity, or 

inclusion initiative — or diluting or abandoning such an initiative — creates legal risks in the other 

direction. 

Even as diversity, equity, and inclusion programs face scrutiny and opposition, retreating from or 

abandoning these programs also poses significant legal risk. DEI programs encompass a broad 

array of initiatives designed to eradicate bias in the workplace, increase diversity and belonging, 

and foster fairness in areas such as promotion, hiring, and performance evaluation. Respondents 

emphasized the benefits of these programs:

• “I am able to fully be my authentic self without any worry of ridicule nor discrimination.” — Black 
Millennial man

• “Organizational DEI programs help create a more common set of expectations across the 
community.” — White Baby Boomer man

https://www.catalyst.org/
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Social risks

After considering the legal risks in both directions, leaders can move to a similarly 

balanced analysis of the social risks. Some financial, talent, or reputational risks could 

arise in the anti-DEI direction, such as if the organization is targeted by an anti-DEI activist 

as part of a social media campaign. On the other hand, as we have discussed at length 

in this report, there are significant financial (e.g., boycotts; innovation drain), talent (e.g., 

recruitment and retention losses), and reputational (e.g., erosion of employee and client/

consumer trust) risks associated with retreating from DEI.

Each organization will balance these factors differently. For example, an organization 

with a more conservative customer base might worry more about the reputational risks 

of embracing DEI policies, while an organization with a more progressive customer base 

might weigh more heavily the reputational risks of a retreat. 

Regardless of how each organization balances these factors, however, a holistic approach 

to risk assessment will lead to a more sustainable and thoughtful diversity, equity, and 

inclusion strategy than fixating on one set of risks.

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward

Without these efforts, organizations could inadequately address or inadvertently 

encourage discrimination and harassment. This outcome would increase the risk of being 

sued for “disparate treatment” discrimination (treating some groups differently from 

others) as well as “disparate impact” discrimination (adopting a seemingly neutral policy 

that has a significantly disproportionate negative impact on some groups). 
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Mitigate risk and maximize impact 
Once leaders have assessed risk from all angles, they need to decide what modifications (if any) 

should be made to their diversity, equity, and inclusion programs.

Mitigate risk

Importantly, just because a specific program presents risks does not mean it needs to be abandoned 

or modified. The decision often depends on the program’s impact. A program that is achieving 

tangible success in alignment with organizational values and business goals46 may lead an 

organization to accept higher legal risk. In contrast, a high-risk but low-impact program may suggest 

the program is not worth retaining. 

If leaders alter a program, they can consider doing so in line with the following shifts, which reduce 

legal risk under each of the three Ps while preserving the potential for meaningful impact:

Avoid preferences

To avoid the first “P” (preferences), organizations can shift from lifting to leveling — away from 

programs that target particular groups toward efforts that are identity-neutral but help level 

the playing field. For example, instead of a quota that requires a percentage of members from 

a protected group to be hired (lifting), organizations might identify the barriers to access for 

these groups and create programs that remove those obstacles (leveling). Perhaps a barrier is 

unconscious bias that affects hiring practices. 

One shift could then be putting hiring managers through rigorously designed bias training before 

they consider candidates and leveraging approaches like structured interviews that can help 

ensure fairness and consistency in the hiring process.

circle-2

Introduction Backdrop Response Risks of retreat Path forward

https://www.catalyst.org/
https://www.catalyst.org/insights/2024/structured-interviews-tool


22CATALYST.ORG Risks of retreat: The enduring inclusion imperative     |

Avoid protected groups

To avoid the second “P” (protected groups), an organization can consider shifting from cohorts to 

content, cohorts to character, or cohorts to cohorts: 

• Shifting from cohorts to content means that instead of limiting participation to certain 
groups, a program is open to anyone with a clear commitment to its goals. For example, 
if the goal is to advance inclusion for women in the workplace, an organization shouldn’t 
restrict participation only to women. Instead, it should allow anyone to apply, but with the 
understanding that they must have a clear and demonstrated commitment to gender equity 
and women’s advancement. 

• Shifting from cohorts to character means that instead of limiting participation to certain 
groups, the program would be open to all candidates who write a compelling reflection on 
individual experiences related to relevant aspects of identity that make them suitable for the 
program. For example, an organization might ask candidates to write an essay explaining 
“how race affected their life, be it through discrimination, inspiration, or otherwise.” This 
language, taken from the Supreme Court’s majority opinion in Students for Fair Admissions, 
allows organizations to assess how a candidate’s experiences may contribute to the goals 
of the initiative. The Court deems such essays to be legally permissible because they do not 
automatically give a preference to each person in the cohort. Instead, the essays reflect the 
character of the individual who chose to write the essay.

• Shifting from cohorts to cohorts means that instead of developing initiatives that advance 
diversity and inclusion based on race, sex, or other characteristics protected under federal 
anti-discrimination laws, organizations could focus on other forms of difference, such as 
socioeconomic status, age, or disability. As a reminder, not all anti-discrimination laws 
protect the same groups. Title VII prohibits employment preferences based on race, color, 
sex, national origin, and religion, while Section 1981 is limited to prohibiting race-based 
preferences in contractual relationships. This distinction allows for somewhat more flexibility, 
for example, in creating contract preferences for women and other groups not based on race. 
Additionally, while age and disability discrimination are prohibited by other federal statutes, 
those statutes do not allow for “reverse” discrimination claims, which gives organizations even 
greater leeway to adopt age- or disability-related programs.47 

Avoid palpable benefits

Lastly, to avoid the third “P” (palpable benefits), an organization can consider shifting from adverse 

to ambient. Rather than programs that might adversely affect people’s terms and conditions of 

employment (such as by excluding people from mentorship or job opportunities), organizations 

can implement programs that improve the overall ambient culture of the organization. This might 

include creating a more physically inclusive office environment — such as providing all-gender 

bathrooms, nursing rooms, or childcare facilities — or offering employee education on topics like 

bias or inclusive leadership. Such programs help the organization become more inclusive overall, 

but do not affect employees’ terms and conditions of employment.
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Maximize impact

Once organizations mitigate risk, they should also ensure their approaches maximize 

impact. This includes leveraging research-backed and time-tested strategies. For 

example, consider the below, easily remembered as following a “map”: 

• Measurement: Leveraging data is critical for any successful program. First, 
collecting data to identify gaps and the drivers behind them (e.g., lagging 
promotion rates or higher turnover rates) is essential for accurately identifying 
the root causes so that attention can be focused on the right places, with the 
right strategies. Absent measurement, programs are harder to justify with a 
clear, data-backed rationale, and more likely to miss the mark and in turn feed 
resistance. Further, as programs are executed, organizations should measure and 
communicate return on investment, demonstrating impact on employees and the 
business.

• Accountability: Accountability is critical for getting from commitment to 
measurable results. While some traditional accountability mechanisms may no 
longer be appropriate, organizations can still leverage a range of approaches.

• Partnership: Broad employee engagement is key to sustainable DEI efforts. 
An invitational approach, where employees of all backgrounds are engaged 
as partners — both as contributors to the work and beneficiaries of it — is vital 
for impact. In particular, engagement helps to reduce skepticism or resistance, 
especially among those who may have felt left behind by traditional diversity, 
equity, and inclusion approaches.
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Walk the talk and talk the walk

After assessing risk and modifying programs as necessary, leaders also need to ensure their 

communication strategy is aligned with their actions.

Walk the talk

First, leaders need to “walk the talk,” which means matching their actions to their espoused values.48 

While our survey shows that leaders hold positive views of their current and future commitments to 

diversity, equity, and inclusion, they must be careful not to tout this optimistic view without ensuring 

that the practice on the ground matches the rhetoric. Specifically, they should ensure that: 

• Diversity, equity, and inclusion considerations are indeed embedded into everyday workplace 
practices, such as recruitment, mentorship, work assignment, performance evaluation, and 
promotion processes. This could be accomplished by, for example:

 » Expanding outreach and leveraging new approaches to reach a 
more diverse talent pool.

 » Weaving core principles and behaviors like respect, empathy, 
courageous communication, and inclusion into leadership 
expectations.

 » Offering training and accountability mechanisms that enable core 
principles and behaviors to be embedded across the organization.

 » Auditing hiring and performance evaluation processes to identify 
and remove stereotypical assessment criteria.

• Budgets and personnel for diversity, equity, and inclusion are robust and in line with leaders’ 
avowed “investment” and “commitment” to the work.

• Existing diversity, equity, and inclusion programs are not shuttered or substantively reconfigured 
unless there is compelling reason to do so based on a holistic risk assessment. If changes are 
deemed necessary, they should be tailored to address only the specific areas of heightened risk.

Any disconnect between espoused values and organizational action puts organizations at risk of being 

seen as performative or disingenuous. This perception would have considerable negative implications 

for employee49 and consumer sentiment.

circle-3

Talk the walk

Second, leaders need to “talk the walk,” which means clearly and consistently articulating what 

their organization is doing — and why — with respect to diversity, equity, and inclusion to drive 

shared understanding and collective buy-in. Recognizing, for example, that some approaches most 

employees support may be legally problematic, it is essential that leaders explain the rationale behind 

strategic shifts, including differentiating between compliance-based decisions and strategy-based 

ones. If leaders effectively “talk the walk,” they can unlock one of the key benefits of DEI gleaned 

from our survey, as reflected in a Black Gen X woman’s observation that DEI “offers employees the 
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confidence that our company has their best interest at heart.” One mechanism to 

support this is to develop a charter that clearly outlines the organization’s approach to 

supporting all talent, driving inclusion, and ensuring fairness.

As noted earlier, Catalyst has identified three common high-level strategies that 

organizations adopt when responding to the current DEI landscape: fight, flight, and 

finesse. Survey data and our experience suggests that most organizations are adopting 

the “finesse” approach. Without effective communication, however, leaders risk a 

perception gap in which employees interpret “finesse” as “flight.” As we previously 

described, our survey revealed several troubling gaps between employee and leader 

sentiment. Employees are much less likely than C-suite or legal leaders to support a 

“rebrand” of DEI activities or to believe that DEI is currently “embedded” into everyday 

workplace practices at their organizations, and are more likely to expect that DEI will 

become less embedded at their company in the future. 

These gaps suggest leaders could do a better job of clarifying what changes they 

are making to their programs, explaining why those changes are necessary, and 

underscoring the organization’s ongoing commitment to the values of fairness and 

equal opportunity in the workplace with specificity around how that commitment is 

being realized. A lack of clear and persuasive communication allows cynicism to fester, 

which again has considerable negative implications for employee and consumer 

sentiment.  
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Take the big picture view

Once leaders have completed a risk assessment, modified programs (as necessary) in accordance 

with that assessment, and aligned their communications and actions to their strategy, we recommend 

that leaders stay the course and avoid reacting too swiftly to the local political and social currents of 

the day. The path toward fairer, more inclusive, and more diverse workplaces has never been linear. 

To make strategic and sustainable long-term decisions, leaders should take a “big picture” view in two 

respects: temporal and global.

Take a long-term view

Starting with the temporal, we acknowledge that the legal and social environment for diversity, 

equity, and inclusion work has changed dramatically in the space of just five years — from tremendous 

pressure to conduct the work after the murder of George Floyd in 2020 to tremendous pressure to 

retreat in 2025. Similar swings have happened before in US history, such as the backlash following 

the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the backlash to affirmative action in the 1980s. This 

moment, too, will pass. 

Our survey results underscore that the values that caused the upswing in attention to diversity, equity, 

and inclusion in 2020 endure. Significant majorities of employees in organizations with DEI programs 

support those programs, and there is near universal support for many of the values that underpin 

diversity, equity, and inclusion practices.  Indeed, panning out to take a more “temporally distant” 

view highlights that the zeitgeist could easily swing back in favor of DEI — or whatever alternative term 

organizations choose to adopt. In our survey, Millennials and Gen Z professionals are significantly 

more supportive of diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives than Baby Boomers, suggesting that over 

time, the pressure to maintain and expand DEI programs may increase.

circle-4

Take a global view

Taking the big picture view also means considering global trends. Our survey was limited to 

employees in the United States, which prevents us from reporting on data regarding DEI programs 

abroad. However, many leaders — 46% of our sample — work in organizations that have offices and 

operations in multiple countries.

In many regions of the world — including Australia, Canada, the UK, and Western Europe — 

organizations continue to advance fairness and equal opportunity at work, even as the legal 

and social landscape in the United States becomes more restrictive. For example, the European 

Union’s “Gender Balance on Corporate Boards Directive” requires member states to adopt binding 

measures to advance women’s representation on corporate boards.50 The EU Pay Transparency 

Directive, set to take effect in 2026, mandates comprehensive evaluations of compensation 

packages alongside public disclosure of findings, job applicant salary transparency, and various 

enforcement measures.51 In 2025, the Australian Parliament passed a new law requiring employers 

with 500 or more employees to adopt and make measurable progress toward achieving gender 
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• Reduce cohesion in the organization’s global brand identity and communications strategy.

• Damage the workplace culture as employees, especially those that routinely interact across 
borders, perceive the US entity as significantly out of step with global counterparts.

As organizations navigate both the temporal and geographical complexities of this work, we urge 

leaders to resist the pressure to set their diversity, equity, and inclusion strategy based on the local 

politics of the moment. Of course, current US pressures around diversity, equity, and inclusion 

require innovation and adaptation. But the organizations that succeed long term will be those 

that ground their strategy in organizational values and the practices that decades of research and 

implementation have shown drive results. Employees who have direct experience with DEI affirmed 

these strategies:

• “Being a woman and a mother, I have opportunities that support and assist me.” — White 
Millennial woman

• “I care for an elderly family member. [With DEI programs] I have flexibility to handle anything 
that pops up.” — White Gen X woman

• “It helped me get recognized for my efforts and accomplishments.” — Black Gen X man

• “As a Latina woman it was nice to be not judged by my skin color but by my skills.” —Latina 
Gen X woman

• “It’s helped a lot of my friends with not having to be in a toxic work environment.” — White 
Millennial man

How to cite: Pollack, A., Glasgow, D., Van Bommel, T., Joseph, C., & Yoshino, K. (2025). Risks of 

retreat: The enduring inclusion imperative. Catalyst & Meltzer Center for Diversity, Inclusion, and 

Belonging. 

equality targets.52 Organizations that react hastily to US developments by pulling back from 

diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts may:
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Methodology

From January 20 to February 11, 2025, we fielded a survey of 2,500 US employees in 

medium and large organizations (those with 500 or more employees) across industries. 

The survey asked respondents about their attitudes toward and experience with diversity, 

equity, and inclusion initiatives, and garnered responses from 1,000 C-suite executives, 

250 legal leaders, and 1,250 employees. To ensure that responses were based on real-

life experience with DEI programs and not just general impressions, only respondents 

who indicated that their company had DEI programs qualified to complete the survey.
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• All analyses were performed in IBM SPSS version 26. All results presented in this 
report were significant at p < .01 unless otherwise noted.
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Note that participants could skip demographic questions, so totals may not equal 100% or total 

sample size.

Demographics

Total # of 
respondents

Gender
Federal 
contractor 
status

Generation Global operations Industry Race or ethnicity Rank

2,500 57%

Men

10%

Yes

16% 

Gen Z

42% 

Offices and 
operations in 
multiple countries

19% 

Energy, 
resources, 
and 
industrials

53% 

White 

36%  
Executive 
leadership

43% 

Women

89%

No

50%

Millennials

19% 

Clients or 
customers in 
multiple countries 
but operates from 
a single country

19%

Technology, 
media and 
telecom

19% 

Black or African 
American 

9% 

VP or director

1% 

Not sure

23% 

Gen X

38% 

Operates only 
within the US

19% 

Consumer

8% 

Asian

9% 

Senior 
manager/
manager

11% 

Baby 
Boomers

<1% 

Not sure

19% 

Financial 
services

8% 

Latine

31% 

Staff (hourly)

19% 

Life sciences 
and 
healthcare

9% 

Multiracial or 
multiethnic

16% 

Staff (salaried)

5% 

Other

<2%

American 
Indian, Alaska 
Native, or First 
Nations 

<1% 

MENA 

<1% 

Native 
Hawaiian or 
other Pacific 
Islander 
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to purchase a product or service from an organization that supports DEI” were dichotomized such that agree and strongly agree were 
coded as “1” and disagree and strongly disagree were coded as “0.” A chi-square between likelihood to purchase from a company 
that supports DEI and gender showed a significant association, χ² (1, n = 1,237) = 17.64, p < .001. 74% of women are more likely to 
purchase from a company that supports DEI, compared to 63% of men.

35. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to investigate the impact of generation on whether employees are more likely to purchase products 
or services from companies that support diversity, equity, and inclusion. The results indicated a significant effect, F(3, 1246) = 18.44, p 
< .001. Bonferroni post hoc tests show that Gen Z (M = 1.90) and Millennials (M = 2.07) do not differ from one another (p = .16), and 
all other generations differ significantly from each other, with Gen X (M = 2.26) having the next highest level of agreement, followed 
by Baby Boomers (M = 2.52, ps < .05). A chi-square between likelihood to purchase from a company that supports DEI and generation 
showed a significant association, χ² (3, n = 1,250) = 34.50, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that Gen Z (1.8) 
and Baby Boomers (-2.4) differed significantly from what was expected.

36. On a 1 (positive correlation) to 5 (negative correlation) Likert scale, C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “In the past, have you seen 
a correlation between DEI programs and customer loyalty?” This question was dichotomized such that strong positive correlation and 
slight positive correlation were coded as “1” and no correlation, slight negative correlation, and strong negative were coded as “0.” A 
chi-square analysis between prior correlation between DEI and customer loyalty and rank revealed no association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 
2.23, p = .14. On a 1 (positive correlation) to 5 (negative correlation) Likert scale, C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “Over the next 
few years, how will continuing to support DEI programs correlate with customer loyalty?” This question was dichotomized such that 
strong positive correlation and slight positive correlation were coded as “1” and no correlation, slight negative correlation, and strong 
negative were coded as “0.” A chi-square analysis between belief in a correlation between DEI and customer loyalty over the next few 
years and rank revealed no association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 3.42, p = .06. 
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37. On a 1 (positive correlation) to 5 (negative correlation) Likert scale, C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “In the past, have you seen a 
correlation between DEI programs and financial performance?” This question was dichotomized such that strong positive correlation 
and slight positive correlation were coded as “1” and no correlation, slight negative correlation, and strong negative were coded as 
“0.” A chi-square analysis between prior correlation between DEI and financial performance and rank revealed no difference between 
C-suite and legal leaders, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = .37, p = .55.

38. On a 1 (positive correlation) to 5 (negative correlation) Likert scale, C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “Over the next few years, 
how will continuing to support DEI programs correlate with financial performance?” This question was dichotomized such that strong 
positive correlation and slight positive correlation were coded as “1” and no correlation, slight negative correlation, and strong 
negative were coded as “0.” A chi-square analysis between predicted future correlation between DEI and financial performance and 
rank revealed no association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 1.26, p = .26.

39. On a 1 (very positive impact) to 5 (very negative impact) Likert scale, respondents were asked, “Right now, most executive and senior 
leader roles at U.S. organizations are held by White men. If organizations worked on diversifying these roles, how would that impact 
business outcomes such as innovation, creativity, and financial performance?” This question was dichotomized such that very positive 
impact and slight positive impact were coded as “1” and no effect, slight negative impact, and very negative impact were coded as “0.” 
A chi-square analysis between belief that diversifying leadership will have a positive impact on business outcomes and rank revealed a 
significant association, χ² (2, n = 2,500) = 91.17, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that C-suite leaders (2.6) and 
Employees (-3.1) differed significantly from what was expected.

40. C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “Has your organization taken any of the following steps to address the potential legal risks 
of your DEI programs, or will you do so in the near future?” Response options included: We are hiring additional DEI lawyers or 
consultants; we are assessing our DEI programs for legal compliance;we are creating a formal strategy/roadmap for the future of DEI at 
our organization; and we aren’t taking any steps. 

41. C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “Within the past year, has your organization dealt with any of the following concerning its DEI 
programs?” Response options included: Social media attacks; threatening letters from advocacy groups; EEOC complaints or other 
charges/litigation; demonstrations or protests; and none of the above. A chi-square analysis between experiencing social media 
attacks in the past year and federal contractor status revealed a significant association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 21.08, p < .001. Examination 
of standardized residuals revealed that federal contractors (3.6) and non-federal contractor entities (-1.6) differed significantly from 
what was expected. A chi-square analysis between receiving threatening letters from advocacy groups in the past year and federal 
contractor status revealed a significant association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 37.67, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed 
that federal contractors (5.0) and non-federal contractor entities (-2.2) differed significantly from what was expected. A chi-square 
analysis between experiencing EEOC complaints or other charges/litigation in the past year and federal contractor status revealed 
a significant association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 39.18, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that federal contractors 
(4.9) and non-federal contractor entities (-2.1) differed from what was expected. A chi-square analysis between being the target of 
demonstrations or protests in the past year and federal contractor status revealed a significant association, χ² (1, n = 1,250) = 38.85, p 
< .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that federal contractors (5.0) and non-federal contractor entities (-2.2) differed 
from what was expected.

42. C-suite and legal leaders were asked, “Has your organization taken any of the following steps to address the potential legal risks 
of your DEI programs, or will you do so in the near future?” Response options included: We are hiring additional DEI lawyers or 
consultants; we are assessing our DEI programs for legal compliance;we are creating a formal strategy/roadmap for the future of DEI at 
our organization; and we aren’t taking any steps. A chi-square analysis between the number of actions taken and federal vs non-federal 
contractor entities revealed a significant association, χ² (3, n = 1,250) = 53.16, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed 
that federal contractors differed significantly at two (4.1) and three actions (-3.1) from what was expected.

43.  On a 1 (completely) to 4 (not at all) Likert scale, respondents were asked, “The values of diversity, equity, and inclusion can be 
incorporated into everyday workplace practices in many ways, including how meetings are conducted, how work is assigned, and 
how leaders and workers communicate with one another. To what extent is DEI incorporated into everyday workplace practices at 
your organization?” This question was dichotomized such that “completely” was coded as “1” and “somewhat,” “very little,” and “not 
at all” were coded as “0.” A chi-square analysis between perception of embeddedness of DEI at one’s company and rank revealed a 
significant association, χ² (2, n = 2,500) = 117.51, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that C-suite leaders (4.3), 
legal leaders (3.0) and employees (-5.2) all differed significantly from what was expected.

44.  Respondents were asked, “Do you think your organization should rebrand or rename its DEI programs?” Response options included: 
1 (Yes, my organization should completely rebrand); 2 (Yes, my organization should partially rebrand); or 3 (No, my organization 
should not rebrand its DEI programs). A chi-square analysis between opinions on rebranding DEI at one’s company and rank revealed 
a significant association, χ² (2, n = 2,500) = 60.42, p < .001. Examination of standardized residuals revealed that C-suite leaders (3.1), 
legal leaders (2.2) and employees (-3.8) all differed significantly from what was expected.

45.  As a follow-up to what extent is DEI incorporated into everyday workplace practices at your organization, respondents were asked, 
“How do you predict this might change over the next few years at your organization?” A chi-square analysis between predicted change 
in embeddedness of DEI at one’s company and rank revealed a significant association, χ² (6, n = 2,500) = 182.53, p < .001. Examination 
of standardized residuals revealed that C-suite leaders (4.6), legal leaders (3.5) and employees (-5.6) all differed significantly from what 
was expected on endorsement of “DEI will become more incorporated into everyday practices.”  C-suite leaders (-4.2), legal leaders 
(-3.4) and employees (5.3) also differed significantly from what was expected on endorsement of “DEI will become less incorporated 
into everyday practices.”

46.  1 in 3 companies that rolled back DEI initiatives are reinstating them. (2025). Resume Templates.

47.  Gen. Dynamics Land Sys. v. Cline, 540 U.S. 581 (2004) and Americans with Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 12112, 12201. This shift from 
“cohorts to cohorts” is allowed so long as the organization genuinely seeks to advance diversity and inclusion along the lines of the 
new cohort. It should not be used as a pretextual strategy for engaging in practices that would otherwise be deemed discriminatory.
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49. Van Bommel, T., Robotham, K., & Jackson, D. (2022). Words aren’t enough: The risks of performative policies. Catalyst. 

50.   Gender diversity on corporate boards. (2024). A&O Shearman. 
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