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Abstract
Many institutions of higher education have implemented workshops for hiring com-
mittee members to familiarize them with the pernicious effects of implicit bias and 
how to counteract them. Unfortunately, the enthusiasm for implicit bias trainings is 
not matched by the evidence for their effectiveness. Recognizing the difficulty of 
removing entrenched biases and the potential for trainings to backfire, we introduced 
the role of equity advocate (EA) at one institution. EAs are trained volunteer fac-
ulty and staff members who serve on search committees outside their home depart-
ments to identify behaviors and judgments that might have a disparate racial effect 
in hiring. We conducted focus groups to document the perspectives of both EAs 
and non-EA search committee members who completed a cycle of academic hiring. 
Search committee members credited EAs with helping to mitigate bias by question-
ing their assumptions and introducing standardized tools for evaluating candidates. 
By contrast, EAs reported a more contentious relationship with the rest of the search 
committee and expressed less confidence that the process was free from bias. Both 
groups agreed that the EAs added valuable race-conscious equitable practices, and 
untrained committee members identified ways they could apply the lessons of bias 
reduction in other parts of their professional roles. Our study provides evidence for 
how to engage all faculty and staff members in sustainable, equity-minded efforts.
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Introduction

Faced with the seemingly intractable problem of diversifying the faculty, universi-
ties have long implemented an array of programs to enhance recruitment and reten-
tion of candidates from minoritized groups (Taylor et  al., 2010). One of the most 
prominent explanatory frameworks in these efforts has been the academic pipeline 
metaphor (Justice, 2009; Stanley et al., 2007; Wilson et al., 2018). According to this 
theory, expanding the supply of graduate students of color and plugging “leaks” in 
the pipeline to faculty positions will make it easier to change the demographics of 
the professoriate. Pipeline thinking has spurred the launch of mentorship and pro-
fessional development programs to prepare graduate students for academic careers. 
Yet, decades-long trends in graduate student enrollment toward greater representa-
tion of women and people of color have not led to a corresponding increase in their 
representation among faculty (Gibbs et al., 2016; Tuitt et al., 2007).

Instead of looking to increase the supply of qualified candidates, some universi-
ties have turned their focus to cognitive flaws in the decision making of institutional 
gatekeepers. Because faculty hiring tends to be decentralized among ad hoc search 
committees without standardized procedures, judgments about applicants may 
be clouded by implicit bias. Social psychologists have explained implicit bias as 
automatic associations human brains make based on media portrayals and cultural 
norms, which come to be calcified into stereotypes (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013). In 
faculty hiring, these stereotypes designate who is considered an acceptable faculty 
member and can erect significant barriers for candidates whose sex, race, or intellec-
tual interests fall outside the norm (Liera & Ching, 2019). University leaders have 
responded by implementing workshops for search committee members to familiar-
ize them with the pernicious effects of implicit bias and how to counteract them 
(Sekaquaptewa et al., 2019; Shea et al., 2019).

Unfortunately, the enthusiasm for implicit bias trainings is not matched by the 
evidence for their effectiveness. Psychology researchers conducted a comprehensive 
meta-analysis of close to 500 studies designed to rewire automatic associations to 
mitigate bias. They found no data to indicate that interventions designed to affect 
implicit bias changed behavior (Forscher et  al., 2019). More troubling is research 
indicating that implicit bias trainings may backfire by making participants com-
placent or even hostile to diversity efforts (Dobbin & Kalev, 2018). If implicit bias 
among search committee members limits the success of candidates of color, and if 
short-term workshops do not mitigate entrenched mental schemas, how can univer-
sity administrators advance their goal to diversify the faculty?

As a possible solution, we introduced the role of equity advocate (EA) at one 
institution. We recruited and trained volunteer faculty and staff members to serve 
on search committees outside their home departments. Their role was not to instruct 
colleagues on implicit bias, but to serve as guardians of a fair process. EAs identified 
behaviors and judgments that might have a disparate racial effect in hiring without 
seeking to alter committee members’ mental models. While studies are emerging 
to document how EAs engage in promoting equitable search practices, it is not yet 
clear what impact introducing outside members trained in race-conscious practices 
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has on the “untrained” search committee members. In this study, we document the 
perspectives of both EAs and non-EA search committee chairs and members who 
completed a cycle of academic hiring. The results will contribute to understanding 
how to engage all members of a university community in equity-minded work.

Theoretical Background

Academic hiring invests considerable authority in search committees to recruit, 
screen, and evaluate candidates for faculty positions. Members of these commit-
tees are selected for their content expertise rather than their knowledge of human 
resource management, resulting in the elevation of personal preferences over rigor-
ous application of consistent criteria (White-Lewis, 2020). Committee members at 
predominantly white institutions may be committed to diversifying the faculty, but 
they also unquestionably subscribe to beliefs that value a narrow set of qualifications 
that candidates who identify as Black, Indigenous and people of color (BIPOC) 
are less likely to possess. Through every step of the process from writing the posi-
tion description, vetting curriculum vitae, and interviewing finalists, faculty search 
processes center values associated with whiteness so that anyone from outside the 
majority frame is cast as deviant (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017; White-Lewis, 2021).

A logical response from many academic institutions has been to train search com-
mittee members to understand how implicit biases structure decisions and become 
aware of their own narrow lenses (Fraser & Hunt, 2011; Russell et al., 2019). Schol-
ars who conducted a systematic review of bias in faculty hiring drew on the insights 
of behavioral economics to suggest how bias reduction “nudges” can slow commit-
tee members’ automatic judgments and introduce space for more deliberate thinking 
(O’Meara et al., 2020). Nudges may support better decision making, but they still 
rest diversity goals on reshaping individual mindsets. Leveraging implicit bias as a 
mechanism for sustainable change ignores the structural inequities that perpetuate 
the status quo in academia (Pritlove et al., 2019).

Griffin (2020) proposes a shift in theoretical approach from diversity to equity. 
Under the diversity umbrella, colleges and universities set numerical goals for 
increasing the representation of people of color on their faculty. They tend to close 
the perceived gaps by seeking to “fix” the individual graduate students or faculty 
members with deficiencies. For members of the minoritized group, this could come 
across as blame for the very problem that disadvantages them. For faculty members 
asked to participate in training, the message may trigger status anxiety and opposi-
tion (Dover et al., 2016). By contrast, an equity-minded approach focuses attention 
on institutional policies and practices that inhibit full inclusion. As Bensimon (2018) 
argues, equity-mindedness starts from the assumption that the structures of higher 
education reproduce racial inequality and that dismantling them will require system-
level changes. Where faculty hiring is concerned, the built-in preference for white 
candidates becomes entrenched through exclusionary position descriptions, limited 
recruitment networks, and narrow definitions of quality (Bhalla, 2019; McNair et al., 
2020: pp. 40–41).
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The equity advocate is a voting member of the faculty search committee whose 
primary function is to call attention to and correct the practices and policies in 
the hiring process that unfairly disadvantage candidates from minoritized groups. 
Inspired by similar programs at Oregon State University (McMurtrie, 2016) and 
Montana State University (Burroughs, 2017), the EA participates in formulat-
ing the position description, recruiting candidates, screening materials, interview-
ing finalists, and making the final recommendations. At each stage, they practice 
equity-mindedness by raising race-conscious questions about which candidates 
committee decisions will benefit and suggesting consistent templates to limit bias. 
The EA model is premised on research showing that implicit biases exert a particu-
larly strong influence on candidate selection when criteria are fuzzy and the process 
unstructured (Dovidio et  al., 2016). Attempts to suppress implicit bias rarely suc-
ceed in achieving durable change (Lai et al., 2014) and may even strengthen under-
lying stereotypes (Monteith et al., 1998). Using EAs for faculty searches accepts that 
entrenched biases will remain but their effect on decisions may be mitigated through 
consistent application of fair practices.

In a recent study, Liera (2020a) interviewed faculty members at a private col-
lege who underwent training as EAs and subsequently served on search committees. 
They shared that the institutional legitimacy of the role gave them authority to talk 
about race and to challenge existing practices, but not without resistance from other 
members of the search committee. Our study extends Liera’s analysis by including 
the perspectives of both the EAs and the search committee members who did not 
receive special training. Adding an EA to a search committee avoids the potentially 
negative outcomes of implicit bias training, but we know from studies with white 
faculty that any talk of race can potentially provoke anxiety (Sue et al., 2009). We 
analyzed experiences from both sides to discern whether EA participation produced 
unintentional consequences that might undermine the overarching goal of removing 
barriers to hiring more faculty of color.

Method

Researchers used a narrative study design (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017) and con-
ducted separate, semi-structured focus group interviews with search committee 
members and EAs. Focus groups, as opposed to one-on-one interviews, were lever-
aged, when possible, to promote social cohesion and allow search committee mem-
bers and EAs to share opinions, ideas, and perceptions, while allowing researchers 
to collect data from multiple individuals simultaneously (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009).

Participants

The site for this study was MGH Institute of Health Professions, a not-for-profit 
health professions graduate school in Boston, Massachusetts, called here “the Insti-
tute,” with entry-level and post-professional programs in genetic counseling, health 
professions education, nursing, occupational therapy, physical therapy, physician 
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assistant studies, rehabilitation sciences, and speech-language pathology. At the 
time of the study, the school enrolled 1,756 full-time equivalent students, 32% of 
whom identified as BIPOC. The faculty ranks included 118 full-time equivalent fac-
ulty members, 10% of whom identified as BIPOC. In 2019, in direct response to the 
Institute’s strategic priority to nurture a diverse and inclusive community, the Office 
of Justice, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion opened to better coordinate efforts to pro-
vide students, staff, and faculty with the skills to better serve marginalized commu-
nities and to address existing inequities (Truong & Martinez, 2021). The Institute 
adopted the EA model to address structural issues with the faculty recruitment and 
hiring process that might hinder the strategic priority. In fall 2019, a team of fac-
ulty, administrators, and human resource staff hosted an open information session to 
introduce faculty and staff to the EA role.

Equity Advocate Training

The aim of adding an EA to a search committee was to ensure a fair, consistent pro-
cess that minimized the impacts of cognitive and structural biases. External to the hir-
ing department, EAs contributed to position announcement development, recruitment, 
screening, interviews, and reference checks as well as explored assumptions, norms, 
and practices that might hinder full consideration of each candidate’s credentials. 
Training included eight hours of both online and in-person activities, covering both 
human resource practice and interpersonal dynamics (see Fig. 1). Online self-paced 
modules were designed to be completed asynchronously in advance of two in-person 
sessions. The synchronous training comprised two two-hour sessions to allow for the 
application of concepts learned online. The second in-person session had to be transi-
tioned to a virtual platform due to the Covid-19 pandemic and campus closure. Twelve 
participants (eight staff and four faculty members) completed both the online modules 
and in-person/virtual training sessions and were qualified to serve as EAs.

Recruitment

In the fall of 2020, four search committees across the Institute were convened to 
make recommendations to fill one staff and three faculty positions. Search committee 

Fig. 1  Equity training overview
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chairs were informed that an EA would be added to the committee and given infor-
mation about the EA’s roles and responsibilities. The staff position required a candi-
date with an advanced degree who would work closely with faculty, so the Institute 
leaders decided to include an EA on that committee as well. Across the four search 
committees, seventeen faculty and staff and one student served as non-EA members. 
Two of the 18 search committee members had completed the EA training, though 
did not serve in that capacity on the committees. Four EAs (three faculty members 
and one staff member) were recruited from the pool of qualified EAs to serve on the 
committees. EAs were intentionally matched to a search committee that was outside 
of their home department in an attempt to decrease intradepartmental power dynam-
ics. The assumption was made that EAs would have more autonomy to call atten-
tion to bias with search committee members from outside of their home department. 
After the conclusion of the four searches, researchers used purposeful sampling to 
recruit participants for two sets of focus groups: the 18 non-EA search committee 
members were invited to participate in one set, and the four EA search committee 
members were invited to the other. The study was approved by the Institute’s Institu-
tional Review Board.

Data Collection

The authors developed two semi-structured interview protocols for each of the 
groups (see Appendix). Questions explored search committee members’ and EAs’ 
experiences before, during, and after the search. Search committee members were 
asked to reflect on what difference adding an EA to the search committee made and 
to offer examples of how the EA affected committee decisions. EAs were asked to 
reflect on examples of bias in the search committee process and how they were or 
were not able to call attention to bias. Additionally, EAs were asked about how the 
EA training contributed to the performance of the EA role. Focus group interviews 
lasted a maximum of one hour and were facilitated by two of the authors (a modera-
tor and assistant moderator) over the Zoom platform. Both the moderator and assis-
tant moderator took field notes during the interview.

Data Analysis

Researchers applied constant comparison analysis to the focus group data and inter-
viewer field notes (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Two authors coded search committee 
interview data, and the other two authors coded EA interview data. Authors devel-
oped a priori codes based on the research questions and the role of the EA (Elliott, 
2018). Examples of a priori codes included: bias, equity, knowledge, skills. How-
ever, the authors also used open coding to allow new codes to emerge from the data 
analysis. The authors completed the first cycle of coding using descriptive coding 
independently. After a second cycle, the coding teams met to collapse codes into 
pattern codes, which formed the basis of the data-driven themes.
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Trustworthiness

To increase credibility, researchers leveraged both researcher and data triangulation 
as well as peer debriefing and an audit trail (Guba, 1981). Each step of the data col-
lection and analysis included at least two of the researchers. While pairs of research-
ers were responsible for analyzing either search committee or EA focus group data, 
the researcher pairs presented and defended their analysis to the research team. All 
research materials were kept in a central location, which produced an audit trail that 
allows for the study process to be replicated. While this research used purposeful 
sampling, which may limit transferability of findings, the descriptive data of the 
context, participants, and instrumentation is intended to increase the transferability 
of findings. Finally, the authors acknowledge their roles as research instruments in 
the data collection and analysis process. All four authors are doctorally prepared 
with experience in qualitative research methods.

Results

Of the 18 total non-EA search committee members, 12 agreed to participate in a 
focus group. They included seven faculty, four staff members, and one student, all 
of whom chose one of three focus group times based on their availability. All four 
equity advocates who served on a search committee in the fall consented to partici-
pate in the study. Three joined one focus group, and the fourth participated in a one-
on-one interview with the corresponding author. In focus groups conducted without 
the equity advocates, committee members from different searches reflected on the 
impact of the presence of equity advocates. Their comments coalesced around two 
themes related to their positive perception of how the EAs’ participation helped mit-
igate bias: raising awareness and standardizing practices. As evidence of the dura-
bility of the EAs’ insights, they also shared how they applied the lessons of more 
equitable searches to other parts of their roles. Data analysis of the focus group and 
interview with the EAs revealed a different set of perceptions about the search pro-
cess. Two themes emerged about the resistance they met in carrying out their role to 
disrupt bias: proving their worth and unbiasing the familiar.

Search Committee Members’ Themes

Raising Awareness

For many search committee members, the mere presence of an EA awakened them 
to the potential for inequity. Except for one committee chair, all veteran search com-
mittee members expressed that, in retrospect, previous searches had seemed overly 
informal. One participant said about previous searches: “It always struck me as 
strange the lack of consistency. It seemed very much at the discretion of the hiring 
manager.” Another experienced search committee member reflected about earlier 
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searches, “They weren’t intentionally inequitable. They were disorganized. A lot of 
unexamined practices were able to take place.” By contrast, having a colleague with 
the designated role of suggesting ways to enhance equity kept everyone’s mind on 
the process. One committee member remarked, “It was just the consciousness of 
having someone there. It made me think about the questions I would ask, knowing 
she [the equity advocate] was there.” Another committee member echoed the obser-
vation: “I think one of the things it [the equity advocate] helped us do is just be more 
aware. It’s not like the person had to say, ‘Things are going crazy here.’”

That EAs came from outside the hiring department heightened their ability to 
raise committee members’ awareness of bias. Three members of the same search 
committee agreed:

It was a help that they were from a different field. They didn’t get caught up in 
the jargon. They were just looking at the process, was it fair. I think it worked.

I completely agree. It’s optimal to have someone from outside the disci-
pline. It’s helpful to have a broad lens.

I agree with that as well. It’s nice to have someone from outside. It keeps eve-
ryone accountable.

A participant in a different focus group came to the same conclusion, observing, 
“She brought outside perspective that kept us honest. She asked very obvious ques-
tions, and it served as a really good double check.” Even in search committees where 
other members felt familiar with bias-mitigating practices, a designated equity advo-
cate added another layer of accountability. “Having someone with that priority was 
valuable even though others had that terminology. It was a delegation of that role.” 
Because the EA came with a specific charge, it allowed the other search committee 
members to focus on their content expertise, knowing that someone else was guard-
ing the process.

Standardizing Practices

Another way that equity advocates raised awareness of potential bias was by 
introducing standard human resource practices that encouraged a more thorough 
and deliberate process. The EAs’ influence was particularly visible in creating 
templates for interview questions. A search committee chair reflected:

The involvement of the equity advocate has been huge and sharpened our 
awareness of all the ways we have been unaware of what we should have been 
doing. For instance, we were asking different questions of candidates for the 
same position. It allowed implicit bias to seep into the interview process.

On another committee, the EA guided the committee members to link every 
interview question to an element of the job description and then ask the same set 
of questions of every candidate. The committee member praised the improvement: 
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“It’s nice to have it [the interview protocol] written in front of you. It’s easy to 
free form otherwise. It really got a lot of rich information from our applicants.”

Despite the overall appreciation for the improvements suggested by the EA, many 
search committee members could not identify a specific decision that resulted from 
the EA’s intervention. The impact was more generalized to raising reminders of how 
the committee was ensuring fairness for candidates of different races and other iden-
tity markers. One exchange between members of two different search committees illus-
trated how the EAs’ most significant contribution was to steer them toward consistent 
application of criteria:

I don’t recall a specific decision that was the result of her questions, but her ques-
tions encouraged more conversations about screening someone out based on 
something we read in the resume. Sometimes it was bringing our attention to the 
job description.

I would agree with that. She kept us centered on it. We would have a good ten-
minute discussion and then, “Are we thinking this?” It was nice to have one per-
son paying attention to it.

Some search committee members observed that the additional questions and tem-
plates that the EAs introduced slowed the hiring process. They acknowledged that 
going more slowly was ideal for ensuring equity, but, in practice, committees often felt 
pressure to select candidates quickly to fill urgent teaching gaps.

Application

Although a few search committee members acknowledged not knowing at first that one 
of their colleagues was serving as an EA, in the end, all the focus group participants 
praised the EA for helping them think and act more intentionally to promote equity. 
Tellingly, search committee members absorbed the lessons about bias and applied them 
to other aspects of their professional role. Many participants drew a direct connection 
between the benefits of more equitable faculty searches and more inclusive learning 
environments. Two colleagues shared examples of how the focus on minimizing bias 
has improved their teaching:

It’s helped me in the classroom, being cognizant of my own biases. I’m not look-
ing at everybody the same. I try to individualize.

I agree with that. After the equity advocate, I pay more attention to questions my 
students ask and how I answer them.

In a different focus group, a search committee participant saw working with the EA 
as part of “a larger process around being a faculty member who can contribute in many 
ways to creating a more diverse, equitable, and just Institute.” Others agreed that the 
same principles of equity could enhance decisions around admissions, curricula, and 
promotion criteria.
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Equity Advocates’ Themes

Proving Their Worth

EAs voiced that they had to prove their worth to the rest of the search commit-
tee, which at times felt like an exclusive club. Unlike most search committee 
members, few EAs had significant experience with faculty hiring before taking 
on their role and, by design, they came from outside the hiring department. They 
described having to earn the trust of their fellow committee members by assuring 
them that they were not a surrogate for administrators. As one EA put it:

There was some rockiness in the beginning. They had to overcome the idea 
that I wasn’t looking to report back on anyone whether they had unfair 
practices. I’m not a spy for [leadership] with negative information. I’m no 
expert at this. I took the training, I’m just another set of eyes. I’m not in that 
department, so it’s easier for me to look at things objectively.

It did not help the EAs’ integration into the search committees that their roles 
could be difficult to define. In an exchange, two EAs concurred on the ambiguity 
of whose point of view they represented:

It didn’t occur to me to introduce myself in that role. I was there also represent-
ing the faculty. I felt like I was doing most of my EA stuff behind the scenes.

I struggled if I should be wearing two hats. Going into it I anticipated more 
up-front conversation, which didn’t happen until after we had reviewed 
applications.

EAs revealed that search committee chairs varied in how they introduced the EAs 
and their roles. Some chairs made clear to committee members at the outset how 
the EAs would contribute to the search, while other chairs never singled them out 
for their unique skills. EAs who were staff members rather than faculty members 
seemed to avoid the problem of invisibility. One EA commented, “I have an easier 
time stepping out of my comfort zone if I don’t have a close relationship with the 
people.” Because there was no risk of being mistaken for content experts, staff mem-
bers serving as EAs could be more easily recognized as bias disrupters. Of course, 
staff members then shouldered the added burden of proving their worth in a process 
usually reserved for faculty members.

Unbiasing the Familiar

Once the search process got underway, EAs observed potentially exclusion-
ary practices that committee members did not question. At several stages in the 
screening and interviewing, they noted biases related to gender, age, and level of 
experience that might erect barriers for candidates who did not fit the status quo. 
One EA pointed out that wording in a proposed position description could deter 
certain applicants from seeing themselves as qualified:
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They wanted to put on the job description “PhD in a relevant field.” I said, 
“What does relevant field mean?” They said it could be anything. So, I said 
let’s scratch “relevant.”  If it means nothing, take it off. We got more spe-
cific with that one, so I was happy.

Another EA underscored the experience of helping the committee interrogate 
their assumptions: “We thought about age bias quite a bit—someone fresh out of 
a graduate program versus someone with more experience teaching. We talked 
about that quite a bit and asked where the assumptions were coming from.”

Other EAs felt that some committee members were more concerned with per-
sonality and fit rather than objective criteria. One participant noted about col-
leagues on the search committee: “It seemed like a struggle to get them to recruit 
more people to the position once they already had a couple [of candidates] they 
knew would be a good fit.” Another EA reflected about the list of two finalists, 
“The search committee talked about the likeability of one candidate. The second 
candidate came across as cold. I felt like the second candidate wasn’t pursued 
further because she was ‘difficult.’” Hearing that story, an EA from a different 
search recalled that her committee had conversations about candidates’ expected 
salary range and what role that should play in the screening process.

Adding to the challenge of introducing more objective criteria was the 
urgency of the process. EAs expressed that committees felt pressure to fill open 
positions and were more concerned with losing viable candidates than following 
all the steps to make the process equitable. In one exchange, two EAs agreed:

It was so fast moving, and they were looking to fill the position as soon as 
possible, so they weren’t willing to take more time.

We did struggle with the timeline. We wanted to be purposeful. The com-
mittee knew that things in their field move quickly, this fear of losing peo-
ple because we were taking too long versus not missing people. At what 
point do we say, “This is it?”

Another EA later echoed the feeling: “The train had left the station, I got 
swept up in it. I wish I had paused more.”

In the end, the EAs felt mostly satisfied that they had been able to enhance the 
equity of the hiring process. Even if not every suggestion of theirs was adopted, 
they believed they were heard and given full consideration. One EA believed 
that, after spending so much time with the other members of the search com-
mittee, posing difficult questions became easier, and the committee became 
more grateful for the opportunity to consider outside perspective. As a sign of 
the enduring commitment to equity-minded work that the EA engendered, one 
search committee asked their assigned EA to stay on after the position had been 
filled to help them develop more uniform materials for evaluating CVs and ask-
ing behavioral-based interview questions in future searches.
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Discussion

Conducting focus groups and interviews separately with trained equity advocates 
and untrained search committees highlighted differences in perceptions about 
promoting equity in faculty hiring. Even with no EAs present to hear them, the 
untrained search committee members expressed appreciation for the contributions 
of the EAs. They saw themselves as invested in fairness and committed to diversi-
fying the faculty. Although not positioned as teachers about bias, the EAs helped 
raise everyone’s awareness of how simply repeating existing practices can allow 
bias to reproduce. Search committee members credited EAs with helping to miti-
gate bias by questioning their assumptions and introducing standardized tools for 
evaluating candidates. If the EAs’ interventions did not always lead to a different 
course of action, committee members felt pleased that they had considered their 
decision carefully with the implications for equity in mind. No search committee 
member voiced criticism of the EAs or the emphasis on equity that they brought 
to the process.

By contrast, EAs reported a more contentious relationship with the rest of 
the search committee. Conflict was most likely at the outset of the committee’s 
work, when some members questioned the EAs’ motives. It was unclear to the 
full committee if the EAs represented themselves, their departments, the admin-
istration, or a combination. The hiring cycle under analysis was the first at the 
Institute to include EAs, which might have contributed to the initial wariness. 
It also did not help that the EAs were still forming a clear picture of their roles 
and were assigned to their committee as a single advocate. That none of the 
untrained search committee members mentioned the initial rockiness that the EAs 
perceived could reflect the EAs’ oversensitivity to joining an already established 
group of colleagues. The pattern also fits the description of “aversive racism,” 
in which people are outwardly sympathetic to the goal of racial equity but still 
harbor negative implicit bias about racially minoritized groups (Dovidio et  al., 
2016). Aversive racists see themselves as non-prejudiced and, therefore, object to 
any accusation that they are influenced by bias. EAs’ may have been detecting the 
anxiety that some people feel when they suspect they will be accused of racism.

The other significant difference emerged in contrasting views of equitable 
practices during the search. For untrained committee members, the addition of 
EAs and the templates they provided for evaluating CVs and conducting inter-
views improved an inconsistent process. They expressed satisfaction that the 
changes encouraged by the EAs led to a fair outcome. The EAs were not so con-
fident that the process was free from bias. Though improved from their previ-
ous, more casual state, search committee practices replicated some of the same 
failings that have been identified in the literature (Bilimoria & Buch, 2010). 
Committee members, according to the EAs, used language in job descriptions 
that might send unwelcoming signals to certain candidates. They weighed heav-
ily criteria like years of experience that were not specified in the job descrip-
tion. Committee members valued subjective measures like fit, quickly coalescing 
around certain candidates who met a preconceived profile. This tendency to come 
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to a conclusion and then disregard contradictory evidence, known as confirma-
tion bias, has been well documented in the psychological literature and clouds 
decision making in fields as diverse as medicine, criminal justice, and educa-
tion (Nickerson, 1998). The imperviousness of beliefs to new evidence raises the 
question whether EAs shifted committee members’ underlying opinions or if they 
simply introduced temporary adjustments to make the process more equitable.

The two groups converged around the benefit of having EAs from a differ-
ent department than the hiring unit. This agreement contradicts some universities’ 
established practice of attaching equity advocates from the same department or 
school to a search committee (Davey et al., 2021). For the untrained search commit-
tee members in our study, the EAs’ fresh perspective spurred them to justify some 
of their unquestioned assumptions and practices. Working with a colleague specially 
trained to ensure equity freed up the committee members to focus on using their 
disciplinary expertise to evaluate candidates’ potential for scholarship, teaching, and 
service. Even those members who had completed the EA training but were not serv-
ing in that capacity on their search committees expressed that it was helpful to have 
someone else monitoring the process because they could not maintain the cognitive 
effort needed to both exercise professional judgment and neutralize implicit bias. 
EAs also found value in their outsider status. It gave them the courage to raise diffi-
cult conversations knowing that they did not have to interact regularly with their fel-
low search committee members in other contexts. This perspective supports research 
illustrating a “culture of niceness” in academic settings that inhibits challenges to 
the status quo (Liera, 2020b). EAs could promote potentially disruptive efforts to 
advance racial equity most effectively because they did not participate in the same 
culture of consensus as other members of the search committee did.

The other major area of overlap between the two groups appeared in the dura-
bility of the changes implemented. Search committee members could see concrete 
applications of the equity-minded practices to other parts of their role. Many spoke 
approvingly of how the EAs showed them the influence of bias in decision making 
and how that insight could inform their interactions with learners. EAs also felt 
that their participation made meaningful and lasting changes in how searches were 
conducted. The absence of a backlash to adding race-conscious equitable practices 
suggests the advantage of training volunteer equity advocates rather than all search 
committee members. The research of Dobbin and Kalev (2016) demonstrates how 
professionals resent mandatory trainings, which often use negative messages and 
threats to cajole participants into shedding their biases. The EA model trains 
only those participants who are interested in developing their equity-minded skill 
set and then deploys them to engage other committee members in conversation 
around bias in hiring. Because they see themselves as free of prejudice, untrained 
search committee members welcome the opportunity to live up to their self-image.

Although EAs helped soften the unintended effects of mandatory bias train-
ing, they may have contributed to complacency around racial equity. The gap 
between search committee members’ satisfaction that they had eliminated bias and 
EAs’ documentation that many stubborn practices persisted to limit opportunity 
for BIPOC candidates suggested disparate levels of enthusiasm for tackling the 
structural roots of inequity. The connections that search committee members drew 
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between bias in searches and other facets of their roles were limited to changes 
in interpersonal relations. They became more attuned to how bias impacted their 
judgment of student applicants as well as faculty candidates, but they did not 
seek to reform the way either group is recruited or evaluated. Nor could the EAs 
address some of the contradictions born from launching searches in response to an 
immediate teaching need. Many equity-minded practices require slowing down the 
process to deactivate implicit biases. The searches, however, seemed to develop 
their own momentum, leaving EAs in the lonely position of having to balance fair-
ness with expediency. Addressing the structural inequities in how faculty positions 
are created and funded will require involvement from higher levels of leadership.

Limitations

Our study was affected by two sets of limitations. The first set of limitations 
reflects how the context of the study may have affected which participants con-
sented to join the focus groups and what they said. The interviews’ explicit 
focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion might have created a selection bias in 
which eligible participants consented to join the study. The Institute, like peer 
universities, had recently adopted a commitment to antiracism. Participants who 
were not aligned with the commitment might have opted not to participate or 
joined but held back in their criticism of the EA program out of fear of being 
labeled oppositional. Moreover, the study was conducted during the Covid-19 
pandemic when the institution was in operating in remote mode, so the inter-
views were conducted on the Zoom platform. The Zoom platform might have 
affected how the participants responded and engaged with each other, depending 
on their level of comfort with the technology, possibly creating an imbalance in 
contributions to the discussion. Another set of limitations might have impacted 
the searches themselves. The economic uncertainty triggered by the Covid-19 
pandemic led the Institute to curtail the number of searches conducted during 
the intervention period compared with normal or past periods. The unusual 
health and economic conditions might also have affected the type and number 
of applicants competing for fewer open positions nationally, creating a commit-
tee dynamic that differed from searches in typical years. Despite the limitations, 
we were able to gain insight on the impact of being an EA as well as having an 
EA on a search committee. Because this was a qualitative study, our findings 
are context-dependent and might inform but do not extrapolate neatly to other 
institutional settings. The authors employed several techniques to strengthen the 
rigor of analysis, including independent coding followed by peer review, trian-
gulation of data, and reflection on biases.
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Conclusion

Our results support the equity advocate model as an effective way to minimize bias 
in the faculty search process that could hinder the success of BIPOC candidates. 
From the wording of the position description to recruitment efforts, CV screening, 
and interview questions, untrained search committee members allowed subjective 
assumptions to influence their decisions. Their implicit biases favored applicants 
whose institutional affiliations, teaching experience, and personalities matched com-
mittee members’ own. Despite outward agreement with the goal of attracting and 
retaining BIPOC faculty members, search committee members were mostly unfa-
miliar with standard human resource practices designed to ensure fairness. When 
specially trained EAs joined the search committees, they raised members’ awareness 
of the potential for bias and introduced consistent criteria and interview questions so 
that all candidates could be evaluated fairly.

As previous studies have shown and our findings confirm, the work of challeng-
ing inequitable practices can be draining for equity advocates. It requires them to 
raise uncomfortable questions about structural racism that may make their col-
leagues anxious. What this study adds is the perspective of the untrained committee 
colleagues who worked with the EAs. Psychologists have long known that implicit 
biases are deeply rooted and are either unaffected or exacerbated by short-term 
trainings. Yet, higher education has widely embraced implicit bias training for fac-
ulty and staff members. In our study, only EAs received training, and they did so by 
choice and over several weeks. EAs concentrated their efforts on reforming search 
processes, not committee members’ mindsets. Aside from some initial suspicion, 
untrained committee members seemed genuinely grateful for the contributions of 
the EAs. They viewed EAs as helpful guardrails, keeping them centered on the path 
of their good intentions and steering them back on course if they veered. We found 
no evidence of resentment or backlash from the untrained committee members. To 
the contrary, they independently identified ways they could apply the lessons of bias 
reduction in other parts of their professional roles. Our study provides evidence for 
how to engage all faculty and staff members in sustainable equity-minded efforts.

Awareness of bias helps promote equity but is not enough on its own to elimi-
nate all unfair practices. Structural barriers like limited resources to support active 
recruitment and pressures to plug gaps in teaching needs prevent search committees 
from attracting and objectively evaluating the widest range of available talent. Still, 
the experience at the Institute suggests that adding trained EAs to search committees 
may be an effective and feasible intervention for many institutions of higher educa-
tion. Recognizing that dismantling the damaging effects of implicit bias will require 
systemic interventions, some universities have begun to experiment with adding 
family advocates to the search process to discuss work-life integration with candi-
dates (Smith et  al., 2015). Adding trained advocates to search committees incor-
porates insights from psychology to invite everyone to participate in the collective 
work of ensuring equity in higher education.
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Appendix

Semi‑Structured Interview Protocol for Non‑Equity Advocates

Before the Search

• What has been your experience of faculty searches before the one you partici-
pated in this year?

• Have you ever received training on how to conduct a faculty search?
• Before the current search, how aware were you of biases in the faculty search 

process?

During the Search

• For those who have participated in a search committee without an EA, what 
difference, if any, did having a person in that role make?

• Give an example of how the participation of an EA affected a committee deci-
sion.

• What steps did you take as a committee to recruit candidates from underrepre-
sented groups?

After the Search

• What could be improved about the search committee process?
• How do you feel about the outcome of the search?
• Is there anything you learned about bias during the search that you’ll apply to 

other parts of your professional role?

Semi‑Structured Interview Protocol for Equity Advocates

Before the Search

• What has been your experience of faculty searches before the one you partici-
pated in this year?

• What were your primary takeaways from the equity advocate training?
• What strategies did you employ to become integrated into the search commit-

tee?

During the Search

• Did you see examples of bias in search practices or processes? If so, what 
were they?

• How were you able to call attention to bias? What was the result?
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• What, if anything, did you draw on from your equity advocate training to per-
form your role? What additional preparation would have been helpful?

• What steps did you take as a committee to recruit candidates from underrepre-
sented groups?

After the Search

• What could be improved about the search committee process?
• How do you feel about the outcome of the search?
• Is there anything you learned about bias during the search that you’ll apply to 

other parts of your professional role?
• What advice would you give to other EAs?
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