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Abstract: This paper presents how Diversity, Equity and Inclusion
(DEI) and sustainability models impact higher education in the
United States, how they contribute towards student outcomes,
institutional activities and resilience, both in the short-term and in
the long-term. Access to the data was provided by using secondary
research methods and the sources were academic articles, policy
reports, institutional case studies, and government publications. The
results show that DEI investments have a positive effect on minority
and first-generation student retention (6-10%), an increase in
BIPOC faculty (3.1%), and more positive student perceptions of
inclusion. Yet, issues like the growth of administration, tuition fees,
and the insignificant gains in the number of graduates cast
uncertainty on cost-effectiveness. Although adding value to the
campus operations and curricula, sustainability efforts are rather
unrelated to DEI, and the potential to integrate these two is not yet
exploited. The findings highlight the need of aligning DEI with
sustainability with quantifiable results, responsibility, and
institutional missions in order to have enduring effects.

Keywords: Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, Sustainability, Higher
Education, Student Outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

The United States has experienced a rising pressure
on higher education institutions (HEIs) to address
two forces of change in the recent decades: diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI) movements, and
sustainability demands. These forces are not only a
moral one, but also a strategic one to the universities
and colleges as they grapple to be relevant,
competitive and socially accountable in a more
globalized and more complex world. As per
Thommandru et al., (2021), it is possible to attribute

the problem to the lack of access, representation, and
outcomes in the American higher education systems
and the need of the global community which requires
that the institutions address the problems of
environmental damages and climate change. Despite
the outdated efforts to widen access and improve
inclusivity, disparities persist among races, genders,
socioeconomic status, and ability. Simultaneously,
higher educational institutions are very powerful
agents that can influence the development of
sustainable operations and the production of
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environmentally conscious graduates since they are
large institutions and knowledge producers
(Bhargava et al.,, 2022). This has a detrimental impact
on the missions of these organizations as well as the
long-term sustainability of these institutions since
their inability to fully incorporate DEI puts their
credibility and survival at risk in a society where
justice and environmental sustainability become
increasingly important.

The current literature on DEI in higher education has
focused on student outcomes, campus climate, faculty
representation, and institutional policies, frequently
describing risky barriers to equity and inclusion.
There has been a parallel body of scholarship on
sustainability in higher education that has been
directed at campus operations, curriculum design,
and institutional commitments to environmental
responsibility. Although both fields of investigation
are strong, they have tended to develop separately in
the past. Studies of Rakhra et al, (2022), tend to
concentrate on one of the two concepts, namely social
equity or environmental sustainability, therefore,
there is minimal research done on the relationship
between the two notions as to what constitute
institutional strategies, experiences of students, and
their societal inputs. This lack of connection is
indicative of a more structural lack of connection
within the governance and policymaking of higher
education, where DEI offices and sustainability
initiatives remain quite isolated and rarely build out
an integrated framework. Absence of holistic
practices undermines the transformative nature of
higher education so as to attain systemic change.

The gap is, therefore, the area where DEI and
sustainability overlap is not explored, so far as
American higher education is concerned. The two
agendas are deemed to be crucial yet little is known
about the relationship between them whether they
are complementary or even contradictory in an
institutional context. To illustrate this point,
sustainability efforts that fail to consider equity
concerns increase the risk of perpetuating existing
inequalities, but DEI efforts that fail to consider
environmental justice lack the chance to engage with
the students some of the issues that are world-crucial.

This gap will be addressed by critically examining the
role that DEI and sustainability play in higher
education institutions in the United States by
focusing on the impact the two programs have on the
policies, academic programs, and student outcomes
of institutions. The paper contributes to a larger
examination of the ways in which American
universities can align their missions with the
demands of the society through the analysis of the
synergies and contradictions between DEI and
sustainability. The primary assumption of the study

is that the mixture of DEI and sustainability does not
only enhance the efficacy of the institution but also
contributes to the enhancement of competence of
higher education as the driver of social change and
global responsibility. Through this question, the
study seeks to provide policy-level advice that can be
applied to guide leadership practice and curriculum
reforms in order to ensure that U.S. higher education
institutions are ready to face the dual challenge of
equity and environmental sustainability during the
twenty-first century.

METHODS

Research Design

In this study, the research design was a qualitative
and exploratory research design which was based on
the collection and analysis of secondary data only.
The aim behind the application of secondary methods
was to synthesize already existing literature
regarding the effects of diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) initiatives and sustainability practices
in higher education institutions in the United States.
Secondary research was chosen due to the scope of
researchable information available in academic
publications, policy reports, institutional documents
and government sources of information which gave
an in-depth coverage of the study topic without
resulting in the collection of primary data.

Population and Sample

The target population was the higher education
institutions (HEIs) in the United States, which
consisted of the public universities, the private
universities, the community colleges, and the liberal
arts colleges. As direct analysis of all institutions was
not possible, a purposive sampling strategy was
adopted with the aim of identifying the relevant
documents and literature covering the national and
institutional trends. Peer-reviewed journal articles,
official organization reports, including the American
Council on Education (ACE) and the Association of the
Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education
(AASHE), governmental reports, and institutional
case studies were also included in the sample. The
sources were restricted to the ones published not
earlier than 2010 and not later than 2024 to be able
to refer to the current discussions on the topics of DEI
and sustainability.

Data Collection Methods

Systematic searches of electronic databases such as
JSTOR, Google Scholar, ProQuest, and ERIC were used
to collect data. Keywords were used including
diversity equity inclusion higher education USA,
sustainability higher education America, intersection
DEI and sustainability, and institutional policies DEI
sustainability. Additional documents were sourced
out of the organizational websites, government
portals and institutional sustainability offices or DEI.
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Inclusion criteria required that the source explicitly
discusses either or both of the terms DEI and
sustainability as well as their unification in
institutions of higher education in the United States.
Exclusion criteria filtered out papers not related to
the situation in the U.S., non-academic commentary,
and sources that were not empirical/policy-based.

Data Analysis

The data obtained were analyzed by thematic content
analysis. The documents were scanned, coded, and
put into the category based on the major themes,
among which there were institutional policy,
curriculum integration, student outcomes, and
organizational challenges. Special focus was put on

sustainability agendas and DEI. Thematic synthesis
allowed identifying patterns and relationships
between various studies, and revealed both synergies
and gaps of existing research.

Reliability and Validity

To increase reliability, cross-checking of data was
conducted across more than one source of
information, and consistency of reported results
improved. Validity was considered by giving more
privileges to peer-reviewed articles and official
reports as compared to less formal ones. This
systematic and transparent methodology on data
collection and analysis was done to facilitate
replicability where any other researcher could apply

finding areas of overlap and difference between the same method in the future.

RESULT
As a result of the analysis of the secondary data sources, several tendencies were identified regarding the impact
that DEI and sustainability are having on the operations of higher education institutions (HEIs) in the United States.
Such results are summarized with themes of institutional investment, policy rollback and resistance, student
outcomes, and sustainability integration.

To start with, institutional investment of DEI has been positively correlated with student retention, faculty diversity,
and climate on campus. The results of a Carnegie Classification analysis suggest that the institutions that invested
more in DEI programming had retention rates that were 610% higher in first-generation and minority students
than those institutions that invested very little in DEI programming. In places with active DEI recruitment practices,
the representation (faculty diversity, in particular, BIPOC faculty diversity) grew by an average of 3.1% in five years.
Furthermore, student surveys showed that, in 2023, 62% of students at DEI-intensive universities believed they felt
more included and supported, as compared to the 48% of students at institutions with more limited DEI resources.

Second, it has been marked by a massive trend of policy reversal or abolishment of DEI offices in some states. A
report by Higher Ed Dive reported on several HEIs in states like Texas, Florida, Kentucky and Alabama which had
shut down or reorganized DEI offices under political and legal pressure. As an example, legislation outlawing DEI
programs and employment was passed in Texas (June 2023), compelling the institutions to comply or lose funding;
one university (University of North Texas) reorganized its Multicultural Center and Pride Alliance into general
student affairs as a response.

Average DEI Spending by Institution Type (Carnegie Classification)

Average Spending (Millions USD)

=
o =9

ceate et
o a\_aU'e p&,:‘oc\

Figure 1: Average DEI spending by institution
(Source: Emerging Strategy, 2025)
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The bar chart indicates the average amount of DEI spent by institution type. R1/R2 Doctoral Universities spent the
most (approximately, 7.5M a year), then Master Colleges (4M), Baccalaureate Colleges (2.5M), and Associate
Colleges (1M). Such a statistic shows the differences in the DEI investment in various types of higher education
institutions.

Third, with regard to the overlapping of DEI and institutional policy, accreditation requirements, and the concept
of higher education as a public good, data indicate that bodies such as the Council for Higher Education Accreditation
(CHEA) are beginning to position DEI as part of quality assurance and the requirements of a public good (Al Ayub
Ahmed et al,, 2022). Institutional reviews and accreditation standards include the efforts of DEI. In the meantime,
HEIs are reacting through changes in policy, diversity statements, inclusive curriculum design, and formal
mentorship.

Fourth, on sustainability, although there is a lack of studies that explicitly explore the sharing of sustainability with
DEI, some evidence of sustainability programs is increasingly being implemented in HEIs particularly in campus
operations (energy efficiency, green buildings) and curriculum content. As opined by Pallathadka et al., (2022), the
LEED certification movement has increased and a number of institutions have set green standards of building new
infrastructure in campuses. The number of green revolving funds (internal campus funds to finance energy- saving/
sustainability initiatives) has also grown.

Table 1: DEI Spending by school

School DEIl spending School budget Percent of budget
LSU A&M $556,391.21 $743,428,053 0.075%
LSU AgCenter §743.98 $112,224,882 0.001%
LSU Alexandria $9,754.11 540,259,865 0.024%
LSU Shreveport §$190,874.46 $70,903,886 0.269%
LSU Health Sciences Center New  ¢554 774 ng $166,878,032 0.353%
Orleans

LSU Health Sciences Center

Shreveport $29,575.86 $117,304,530 0.025%
Bossier Parish Community

college $2,200.00 $36,111,355 0.006%
Nunez Community College $1,392.86 $11,938,021 0.012%
SOWELA Technical Community $2,312.00 $23,021,493 0.010%
College

McMeese $83,781.62 $75,597,762 0.111%
Nicholls $154,977.41 566,352,690 0.234%
Northwestern $238,093.54 $90,212,133 0.264%
Southeastern $65,568.00 $136,271,355 0.048%
Louisiana Tech $230,092.00 $142,208,711 0.162%
University of Louisiana at

Lafayette $1,007,413.84 $241,636,855 0.417%
University of Louisiana at

Monroe $88,100.00 $103,480,087 0.085%
University of New Orleans $214,167.58 $102,754,981 0.208%

(Source: Louisiana Illuminator, 2025)

The adobe table shows a chart showing each public college/university in Louisiana and the percentage (or dollar
amount) of its budget spent on DEI programs, highlighting that many institutions report zero DEI spending.

DISCUSSION effectiveness and financial viability in the long run.
Over the last few years, universities and colleges in .
the United States have been spending billions of Federal policy under the current Trump

Administration has come to depend more and more
on executive orders and funding limitations to force
institutions to reduce or abolish DEI programs. This

dollars annually on personnel, curriculum and
regulatory initiatives that focus on Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion (DEI). They are funded by a

combination of federal research grants, state funding,
tuition revenues and partnerships. Proponents of DEI
like Sharma et al, (2021), believe that these
investments make campuses better places to study,
achieve more, and to be more inclusive, whereas
critics of these investments question their cost-

article looks at DEI expenditure in institutions as
defined by the Carnegie system in terms of how the
funds are allocated, the degree to which they produce
quantifiable positive outcomes and the budgetary
and political constraints that affect their survival
(Mehbodniya et al., 2021). During the analysis, it was
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observed that colleges and universities must
demonstrate that the commitments to DEI have clear,
evidence-based outcomes that can support student
success and align goals and objectives of the
institutions.

Assessing the Impact of DEI Spending

Despite the large sums of money invested in the
projects of DEI, there is a discussion whether it can
yield certain tangible results. Part of the evidence is
that there are positive relationships, at least within a
group that has been underrepresented:

e Retention: Universities that have full scale
DEI programs show more 1st generation and
minority student retention score 6-10 points
higher than retention rates of institutions
with less intensive DEI programs (Akbar et
al,, 2021).

e Faculty Representation: BIPOC faculty in
institutions that have been focused on
recruiting DEI faculty have grown by an
average of 3.1 over five years- a modest, but
significant shift.

e Campus climate: According to an In a Higher
Education Research Institute survey that
was published in 2023, 62% of students at
DEl-oriented colleges had described
themselves as included and supported,
compared to 48 %at lower-DEI institutions
(Dutta et al., 2023).

Challenges and Concerns

e Expansion of the Administrative Division: As
opposed by Park et al, (2022), in other
instances, it has been found that the
expansion of the DEI offices has outpaced the
faculty. In University of Michigan the
revenue related to DEI is over 30million
dollars per annum, more funds than some
departments.

o Tuition Costs: Since 2010, tuition has been
rising at a rate of 12% and some researchers
have attributed some of the increase to DEI
administrative spending. The Heritage
Foundation report discovered that the
institutions that had to pay over 5 million per
year on DEI have pushed the tuition more
than inflated funds gaps.

e Academic Outcomes: The graduation rate
has seen few improvements in the Black and
Hispanic students despite the investments
being made in the last 10 years and this
implies that the achievement gap will not be
substantially impacted (Sajja et al., 2021).

e Ingeneral, although the activities of DEI have
led to the minimal positive increase in the
perception and recruitment of students, they
are not effective. As overviewed by Shukla
(2017), with the backdrop of increasing

financial strains and political strains,
universities have been left with the critical
question of how to ensure that they do
anything to make DEI spending a direct
contributor to academic performance and
institutional missions.

The results of this research indicate the possibility
and restriction of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
(DEI) spending and sustainability programmes
within the American higher-learning institutions. One
can demonstrate that there is evidence which
indicates that the DEI investments are correlated
with the marginal gains in student retention, faculty
diversity, and campus climate, including
underrepresented groups (Ma et al.,, 2022). All these
results lead to conclusions of earlier researchers, that
inclusive learning environments help facilitate the
achievement of better academic interest and sense of
belonging.  Nevertheless, the review also
demonstrates that, even with the billions of dollars of
yearly expenditure, the rate at which the minority
students graduate has notincreased significantly, and
the growth of administrative units linked to DEI has
led to the increase in the tuition fees (Gupta et al,,
2022). Itis the tension of the larger discussion within
the literature as to whether the result of DEI can
justify either the investment in terms of money or
that of politics.

Findings through the data indicate that institutions
need to be more evidence-based in the sense that the
DEI and sustainability initiatives should be directly
associated with goal-based academic and social
performance. These findings can be compared with
the literature according to which the symbolic
commitment without structural accountability
cannot potentially influence the long-term effect.
Simultaneously, as supported by Ali etal., (2021), the
DEI office rollback in politically conservative states
demonstrates how weak such initiatives become,
without a firm institutional commitment and
requirement related to accreditation standards.

The study is also subject to limitations in that it relied
on secondary data and therefore was not able to
develop causal relationships and it might also have
missed out on unpublished or institution specific
results. Also, a large part of evidence available
considers DEI and sustainability independently,
which restricts the understanding of their
interaction. Future research should attempt to find
longitudinal, institutional case-studies, and
quantitative research with an integration of DEI and
sustainability indicators and investigate the ways
both indicators can be used to foster equity,
affordability and future institutional sustainability in
higher education.
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