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Abstract
Despite statements in support of racial justice, many organi-
zations fail to make good on their commitments to diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI). In this review, we describe the role
of the narrative of racial progress—which conceives of society
as rapidly and automatically ascending toward racial equity—
in these failures. Specifically, the narrative (1) envisions orga-
nizations as race neutral, (2) creates barriers to complex cross-
race discussions about equity, (3) creates momentum for less
effective policy change, and (4) reduces urgency around DEI
goals. Thus, an effective DEI strategy will involve organiza-
tional leaders overcoming this narrative by acknowledging past
DEI failures and, most critically, implementing immediate and
evidence-based structural changes that are essential for
creating a more just and equitable workplace.
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How narratives of racial progress create
barriers to diversity, equity, and inclusion in
organizations
The summer of 2020 saw unprecedented participation
in racial justice protests across the United States [1],
with many organizations making public statements
denouncing racism and affirming their commitment to
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) [2*]. And yet, a
year after those commitments were made public, there
has been little measurable change in organizational
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 43:108–113
policy or practice [3]. The inertia around DEI goals is
not a new phenomenon, a fact made clear by examining
the (lack of) change in the share of Black CEOs of
Fortune 500 companies over the last 20 years (Figure 1).
Despite representing 13.4 percent of the US population,
only four Black Americans currently hold the role of
CEO of Fortune 500 companies.

How organizations make such public commitments to
DEI goals across time without making good on them
involves a complex set of interlocking social, economic,
and psychological processes [4*e7]. Here, we focus on
the narrative of racial progress as one potentially
powerful framework for understanding these dynamics
[8]. Specifically, members of the workforce, much like
members of American society, adhere to beliefs that
racial equality will naturally unfold across time, and it is
this belief in the automatic unfolding of racial progress
that makes actual organizational policy change in the

service of DEI more unlikely to be competently
executed.

The American narrative of racial progress
The American narrative of racial progress fundamentally
shapes our understanding of both the magnitude and
trajectory of racial inequality in society [7,9]. This
narrative envisions America as a country continually
trending toward justice and equity. As such, the narra-
tive is appealing in that it conceives of a nation most
would want to live within while simultaneously mini-
mizing contemporary societal racial inequality [8*].
This minimization highlights the capacity for in-
dividuals to achieve their goals irrespective of their racial

identities, while conceiving of racial inequality as
something that is rapidly, and perhaps naturally,
decreasing over time [10,11].

A fundamental part of our basic social perception pro-
cess is the willingness to justify and maintain the status
quo [12]. People, across many countries that include the
United States, tend to conceive of society’s current
structure and trajectory as fair and just, and as a result,
they develop an aversion to any societal changes because
such changes enhance uncertainty and reduce percep-

tions of controllability [12]. This basic perceptual ten-
dency facilitates the interpretation of deeply
inequitable economic outcomes, such as the historical
racial inequalities in the United States, as justified by
www.sciencedirect.com
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Figure 1

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

B
la

ck
 C

EO
s i

n 
th

e 
Fo
rt
un
e

50
0

Time

Actual Expectation (Based on Population Share)

Current Opinion in Psychology

The actual versus expected number of Black CEOs in the Fortune 500 based on population share as per the 2010 US census.
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the application of hard work, talent, and skill [8]. This
broad belief in a just world also facilitates adherence to
the narrative of racial progress: If, as the narrative sug-

gests, society is rapidly and naturally becoming more
equal over time, there is no need for, presumably risky
and unpredictable, large-scale structural changes in the
service of racial equity [7].

Evidence indicates that individuals generally adhere to
the narrative of racial progress in the United States, and
this adherence governs judgments of societal and orga-
nizational racial equity. American respondents across
surveys tend to believe that society has progressed
toward greater racial equality across financial outcomes

that include employer-provided health benefits, wages,
income, and wealth at a pace that far exceeds trends
measured by federal government data [8,13e15]. This
tendency to adhere to the narrative of racial progress is
widespread in American society as per recent surveys: In
the largest survey of these misperceptions of progress
toward racial equality, a nationally representative sample
of American adults estimated Black family wealth for
every $100 US held by White families across 12 time
points. Across estimates, 97 percent of respondents
underestimated the wealth gap between Black and

White Americans by some amount (see Figure 2) [8].
Critically, the inaccuracy of estimates increased over
time such that respondents estimated that for every
$100 US held by White families, Black family wealth was
close to $50 US in 1963 and $90 US in 2016. In reality, as
per the Survey of Consumer Finances, median Black
family wealth has never risen above $13 US for every
$100 US held by White families [8,16].
www.sciencedirect.com
DEI progress and pitfalls
The widespread presence of the narrative of racial
progress across American society means that members of
the workforce will adhere to this narrative, at least to
some extent, at all levels of status and experience. We

anticipate four consequences of adherence to this
narrative that can limit progress toward DEI goals: (1)
that this narrative fundamentally envisions organiza-
tions as race neutral, (2) that it creates barriers to
complex, cross-race discussions about equity, (3) that it
creates greater momentum for less effective policy
changes, and (4) that it reduces urgency around DEI
goals. Notably, some firms may not have DEI goals and
may instead be ignorant, or even directly hostile, toward
efforts to increase diversity [17,18]. This analysis is not
focused on these firms because their lack of progress

toward DEI goals is more obvious. Instead, we focus
here on firms with stated DEI goals, for which there are
many, who fail to meet these goals despite their public
commitments.

Because the narrative of racial progress envisions a so-
ciety that is naturally moving toward racial equity, it
supports the notion that organizations are race
neutral and that organizational structures play little to
no role in the persistence of racism [6]. The assumption
of the race-neutral organization is fairly common in or-

ganizations, but this assumption has never been a reality,
as historically underrepresented minoritized workers
tend to face exclusion in all facets of the organizational
process including in hiring, promotion, voice, and exit
[19,20]. Adherence to the narrative of racial progress
means that organizations are likely to interrogate
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 43:108–113
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evidence of bias or frame that evidence as an exception
to the firm’s natural unfolding of justice and equity. In
this fashion, the narrative obscures the racialized results
of standard practices within an organization. In one
example of this process, firms that use extracurricular
interests as part of hiring decisions can end up selecting
for people of similar interests (e.g. sailing) that then also
select for similar racial identities [21]. The narrative of

racial progress is likely to lead to a downplaying and
discounting of these procedures, even as they contribute
to hiring bias at the firm [6].

The narrative of racial progress also creates a barrier to
cross-race discussions of equity and justice within or-
ganizations. Although the narrative is widespread in
American society, motivational and structural forces
elicit different distinct patterns of this narrative.
Figure 2

Underestimates of the Black–White wealth gap from 1963 to 2016, where ea
twelve time points. The larger dots represent mean respondent estimates of Bl
The diamonds represent actual median Black wealth when White wealth is se
Finances [16]. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals around the mean e
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Notably, people of color, presumably because of their
experiences having to navigate cross-race interactions
[22*,23] and their higher likelihood of having socio-
economically diverse social networks [21,24], tend to be
more accurate in their estimates of racial inequality in
society relative to their White counterparts [8,14].
Possessing divergent understandings of the magnitude
of racial inequality in society or within a firm, and

potentially its causes, means that people of color within
the workforce will have several challenges as they
advocate for their own inclusion within organizations in
discussions with White colleagues. Critically, White
workers’ estimates of greater racial equality will mean a
decreased sense of urgency in efforts to achieve DEI
goals among those workers, a process observed in nega-
tive White responses to affirmative action policy and
practice [25]. In addition, because White workers both
ch of the smaller dots indicates one respondent’s estimate at each of the
ack wealth when White wealth is set to $100 US across twelve time points.
t to $100 US, calculated using federal data from the Survey of Consumer
stimate. This figure is reproduced from the study by Kraus et al., (2019) [8].
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overestimate racial equality and tend to be over-
represented in leadership positions within firms, efforts
to improve DEI within organizations may start with at-
tempts to measure the level and severity of that ineq-
uity, instead of from the assumption that such inequity
is designed into the society that the organization exists
within [5,10] and the organization itself [6].

As organizations seek to enact DEI goals, they make
choices about the magnitude of DEI-related institu-
tional change. The assumption that racial equity will
naturally unfold across time creates greater momentum
for less radical and more incremental policy change. In
essence, if we can rely on the passage of time to solve
our DEI problems, then more radical policy changes,
requiring fundamental changes to organizational pro-
cedure and structure, are more likely to be seen as risky
and less likely to develop support from policymakers.
Thus, managers will be less in favor of radical structural

changes and more likely to prioritize the benefits of
incremental policies, even when those policies have
little to no apparent benefit to workers’ everyday ex-
periences. For example, annual bias training programs
are a part of virtually all Fortune 500 companies [26]. A
company may be especially likely to adopt an annual bias
training program because such programs are cheap, are
easy to implement, and allow for legal protection in job
discrimination lawsuits [27]. However, in comparison
with comprehensive structural changes, like the reor-
ganization of hiring practices to prioritize DEI goals,

firms are more likely to commit to the quick-fix-training
approach, despite the empirical effectiveness of such
restructuring practices [28]. The narrative also makes
the lack of evidence for annual bias training programs
less concerning to managersdif racial equity unfolds
naturally over time, then there is no reason to empiri-
cally scrutinize the (lack of) effectiveness of bias
training programs in the manner that organizations test
and analyze other policy changes.

Resistance to DEI goals is common given power
maintenance behaviors exhibited by dominant group

members [29,30]. In line with these processes, a belief
in the automatic and natural unfolding of racial progress
will reduce urgency within firms around DEI goals. If
workers believe organizations will naturally diversify
across time, then demands for immediate change will
be met with calls for calm, caution, and measured
action [31]. In essence, workers looking to change
fundamental operations within organizations for DEI
goals in more immediate ways, including the swift
assignment of significant budgetary resources to these
goals, are likely to be met with resistance as these ac-

tions are envisioned as abrupt. Prior research indicates
that DEI goals are likely to be met with backlash to the
extent that organizational actors believe that equity has
www.sciencedirect.com
already been achieved [32]. Thus, narratives of racial
progress fuel backlash, particularly regarding more im-
mediate changes to organizations in the service of DEI.

Overcoming the narrative of racial progress
To this point, we have argued that the narrative of racial
progress lays a foundation that fundamentally sabotages
organizational goals for DEI because it expects time, and
not changes to policy, to do the work of justice and
equity. Overcoming this narrative, given its position in
public consciousness and its adherence in American

society, is a significant challenge. Nevertheless, that
many firms already have very public commitments to
DEI goals suggests that some organizations and their
leaders have a commitment to these goals and simply do
not know what it takes to achieve them.

To overcome the narrative and begin to make actual
progress, organizations must become familiar with their
track record on DEI goal achievements across time. By
and large, most firms do not make progress toward their
DEI goals but are not fully aware of this track record given

adherence to the narrative [8,11]. A careful review of the
history of failure to create DEI gains will help firms
recalibrate to all the processes and changes that have been
tried (and failed) over the history of the organization and
its leadership. Confronting these real, and predictable,
trends in organizational failure is a necessary precondition
to developing an effective DEI strategy. In this fashion,
new narratives that acknowledge the structural racism
built into the history of theUnited Statesmust be allowed
space in public and organizational discourse. Studies in
political science suggest that framing racial equity as a

pathway to prosperity for all will create the optimal con-
ditions for these new narratives [33].

Beyond acknowledgment of past failure in enacting DEI
goals, a common problem in the context of under-
standing racial inequality is the expectation that indi-
vidual levels of application of effort, skill, and talent will
be sufficient to overcome deeply rooted institutional
structural barriers to DEI [34]. In essence, many firms
expect minoritized members of the workforce to over-
come, without assistance or reward, decades of scarce

management diversity and racist organizational prac-
tices, that encompass everything from hiring practices to
dress code rules [35*]. This pattern reflects a general
societal understanding of racial inequality, which prior-
itizes individual agency over structural policy as the
primary driver of that inequality [36]. Truly discarding
the narrative of racial progress means acknowledging
that organizational policies, even policies that have
resulted in monetary successes for the organization,
have come at the expense of DEI goals and that new,
more equitable, policies must be enacted to transform

the firm’s norms and practices.
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 43:108–113
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The matter of how to identify new policy has been well
studied and articulated in other research [28,37*]. Crit-
ically, the DEI policies that tend to have more success
involve making direct (and costly) structural changes to
organizational operations, including mentorship networks
and hiring outreach programs [29]. Overcoming the
narrative of racial progress can be as straightforward as
investing in, and then actually executing, structural

changes within an organization that are backed by a clear
evidence base for positive change toward DEI [38,39].

Conclusion
Confronting racial inequity within society and organi-
zations requires us to acknowledge that our world is
designed to be unequal from the beginning and that
time and patience will not be sufficient to change that
design. Instead, organizations must overcome narratives
that conceive of racial equality as naturally and auto-
matically unfolding over time and instead envision DEI
as a process of structural change that relies on evidence-
based policies that fundamentally change the nature of
organizations and their internal processes. We cannot

have the truly equitable and inclusive workplace that we
desire before confronting the inequitable and exclusive
workplace we currently reside within.
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