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Although diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) interventions in science, engineering, 
and higher education are often discussed as being led at the individual or institutional 
level, departments can be an effective academic entity for creating meaningful 
culture change. One way a department can embark on this work is through strategic 
planning, which can help a diverse group of stakeholders come together to identify 
a set of goals and pathways for achieving those goals over a sustained amount of 
time. In this piece, we present an overview of the University of Michigan Department 
of Mechanical Engineering’s three-phase DEI strategic planning process, which 
involved proposing strategic planning, creating the strategic plan, and preparing 
for implementation of the plan. Guiding questions and lessons learned from this 
process are provided to help other departments create their own locally relevant 
strategic plans in DEI.
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1 Introduction

Institutions of higher education in the United States (U.S.) have sought to address issues 
of campus diversity and climate for decades (Hart and Fellabaum, 2008; Leake and Stodden, 
2014; Patton et al., 2019), including during tumultuous times (Holcombe et al., 2023; Malcom, 
2024). However, marginalized groups—including people of color; disabled communities; 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, and asexual (LGBTQIA+) communities; and 
women—continue to be  underrepresented in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) (Freeman, 2021; National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, 
2023). Even when “in the room,” marginalized groups in STEM too often report experiences 
of harassment, stereotyping, pressure to code-switch, and inequitable career outcomes (Braun 
et al., 2018; Brown and Morton, 2023; Cech, 2022; Cech and Rothwell, 2018; Leaper and Starr, 
2019; Miller et al., 2021; Spencer et al., 2022).

The discipline of mechanical engineering is no exception to these patterns. In 2020, only 
16% of mechanical engineering bachelor’s degrees, 7% of master’s degrees, and 3% of doctoral 
degrees in the U.S. were awarded to Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, American 
Indian or Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (National 
Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, 2023)—even though these communities make 
up about a third of the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). Furthermore, less than 8% 
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of doctoral degrees were awarded to disabled mechanical engineers 
when, by some estimates, 27% of adults in the U.S. have a disability 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). And for some 
groups (e.g., LGBTQIA+ and Middle Eastern and North African 
communities), questions about representation can be challenging to 
answer because institutional decisions about what data (not) to collect 
can render these communities invisible (see Chen et  al., 2022; 
Langin, 2024).

Academic departments have the potential to be impactful sites for 
breaking patterns of inequity and exclusion in STEM. Departments 
are where students, faculty, postdocs, and staff learn “what kinds of 
social behaviors are encouraged, discouraged, tolerated, and not 
tolerated in classrooms, laboratories, and other social spaces” (Ong 
et al., 2018, p. 233). Changes to a department’s policies and procedures 
thus have the potential to create measurable and meaningful culture 
change. For example, department-level diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) work at the University of California Berkeley’s Department of 
Chemistry resulted in graduate students and postdocs feeling more 
valued and included after two years (Stachl et al., 2021). In contrast to 
institutions, departments typically have more flexibility in designing 
interventions that attend to their communities’ local histories, needs, 
interests, and heterogeneities (Armanios et  al., 2021; Fisher and 
Henderson, 2018). A department can also scale an individual 
intervention across courses and research groups, and call attention to 
discipline-specific issues (e.g., the physical inaccessibility of machine 
shops; see Jeannis et al., 2020). Importantly, department-level work 
can lead to models of change that other departments within and 
outside of an institution can adopt (Chaudhary and Berhe, 2020; 
Cronin et al., 2021).

However, it can be daunting for a department to begin designing 
a set of DEI interventions that work together to create larger-scale 
change. In this piece, we describe how strategic planning can be an 
effective tool for helping a department accomplish such work. 
We describe three major phases of department-level strategic planning 
(Table 1) using the University of Michigan (U-M) Department of 
Mechanical Engineering (ME) as an example. Finally, we end with 
lessons learned about creating a sustainable and resilient infrastructure 
for department-level culture change.

2 Positionality statement

This piece is written by three members of the U-M ME DEI 
strategic planning team. Susan joined the department as staff when the 
DEI strategic plan was being finalized. She comes to this work as a 
straight, cis, Asian American woman; settler; and 1.5 generation 
immigrant to the U.S. While a Ph.D. student and postdoc in ecosystem 
ecology, Susan’s research focused on identifying how different 
components of forest ecosystems interact to influence Earth’s climate. 
She uses a similar systems approach to examine how components of 
social systems interact to shape department climate in STEM 
disciplines like engineering. Susan’s socialization into the scientific 
community at primarily white institutions has contributed to her 
awareness of how someone’s background can be privileged in some 
contexts while rendered invisible in others. Alondra graduated with a 
Ph.D. from U-M ME in 2024. While a Ph.D. student, she reviewed the 
first draft of the department’s DEI strategic plan and moderated 
graduate student town halls to gather feedback for the plan. Alondra 

identifies as a Hispanic woman with disabilities. She recognizes the 
opportunities and privilege that come with pursuing an engineering 
degree at a research-intensive university in the U.S.—but has also 
experienced firsthand how educational spaces and engineering courses 
have not been built with all communities in mind. Alondra aims to 
combine her technical skills with an intersectional lens to create 
inclusive solutions to everyday engineering problems. Karl is a 
Professor in U-M ME who is a straight, cis, non-disabled white man. 
Karl was the founding chair of the department’s DEI Committee in 
2016 and worked on the department’s DEI strategic plan since its 
inception. He was motivated to work on DEI issues by the need to 
address structural causes of non-inclusive and inequitable practices 
prevalent in STEM and academia in general. He realized that even 
though U-M and its College of Engineering proposed their own DEI 
strategic plans, the work to make long-term systemic change must also 
be done at the department level. As a group, we believe creating a 
supportive culture in mechanical engineering requires academic 
leaders to design structural changes that account for how DEI 
functions complexly, dynamically, and in ways that are context-
sensitive and context-specific.

3 Context for U-M ME strategic 
planning in DEI

U-M ME’s strategic plan in DEI serves one of the largest 
departments at the university’s College of Engineering, with 
approximately 700 undergraduate students, 300 doctoral students, 275 
master’s students, 80 faculty, 60 staff, and 60 postdocs. Consistent with 
national patterns in mechanical engineering (Table  2), several 
demographic groups are underrepresented in U-M ME. In 2023, 25% 
of bachelor’s degrees, 23% of master’s degrees, and 31% of doctoral 
degrees were earned by students who identified as female (College of 
Engineering, University of Michigan, 2023). Black, Hispanic, 
Hawaiian, or Native American domestic students comprised 12% of 
bachelor’s degrees, 10% of master’s degrees, and 25% of doctoral 
degrees (College of Engineering, University of Michigan, 2023).

The department’s strategic plan in DEI sits within a larger ecology 
of DEI work at U-M, which includes a university-wide DEI strategic plan 
(DEI 1.0) that launched in 2016 (U-M ODEI, 2024a). DEI 1.0 was 
comprised of 50 strategic plans—one for each school, college, or unit at 
the university. U-M’s DEI initiatives at the university, college, and 
department levels also operate within a larger legal and legislative 
landscape, including the state of Michigan’s adoption of Proposal 2 in 
2006, which “restricted the use of race- and gender-conscious approaches 
in admissions, hiring, and other functions in public institutions” (U-M 
ODEI, 2024b). The College of Engineering’s DEI 1.0 included objectives 
that the department shared, such as expanding recruitment and 
retention of a broadly diverse student body (Michigan Engineering 
Office of Culture, Community and Equity, 2024)—but the plan’s 
recommendations were typically described at the college-level, leaving 
individual departments to determine how to work toward DEI 1.0 goals.

In response, a Staff/Faculty DEI Committee and a Student DEI 
Committee (now known as the ME DEI Alliance, an outgrowth of a 
student organization called the Mechanical Engineering Graduate 
Council), were formed. Both committees identified that department 
DEI activities seemed to be too narrowly focused, occur intermittently, 
or burden and involve the same subset of people. The diffuse nature of 
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TABLE 1 Phases of department-level strategic planning for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), including major actions and questions to consider during each phase.

Phase Major actions Questions for consideration

Propose strategic planning  • Identify faculty champions  • Who has standing and experience to advocate for a project requiring long-term faculty engagement?

 • Finalize support from department chair  • What resources are available to fund and support DEI work?

 • How does DEI align with your department chair’s short- and long-term priorities?

 • Form strategic planning team  • Which stakeholder groups will be on the planning team?

 • How will broadly diverse perspectives be included?

 • How will power dynamics that arise from differences in role, identity, etc. be addressed?

 • Generate department excitement  • What values and motivations do department members hold?

 • How can the team connect future DEI work to your department’s past and current work?

Create the strategic plan  • Draft the strategic plan  • What aspects of your department’s infrastructure and culture will the plan address?

 • What frameworks, approaches, and principles will guide your department’s DEI work?

 • How can objectives, areas of intervention, strategies, and assessment be interwoven with your department’s strengths, 

priorities, and existing projects?

 • Which resources will your department want to draw on to start implementing the strategic plan?

 • Gather feedback from the department  • How will you gather feedback from department members in ways that account for power dynamics?

 • How will you update department members on the progress of the plan?

 • Revise and finalize the strategic plan  • Who will provide input on the strategic plan?

 • When will you seek out feedback from key stakeholders?

 • Who will be part of the final approval?

Prepare for implementation of the 

strategic plan

 • Create a project management system  • What is your timeline for moving forward with implementation?

 • How will you track progress and modify the plan?

 • How will you centralize documents, processes, funding, and other information?

 • Identify starting area(s) and project(s)  • Which aspects of the strategic plan do you want to start with?

 • How can starting projects be integrated into existing department processes?

 • What partnerships do you want to start building?

 • Recruit leadership  • How will you distribute shared leadership for DEI across the department?

 • How will other existing committees or teams be part of implementation?

 • How will the work be compensated or recognized?
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this work created barriers not only for connecting DEI efforts within 
the department, but also for connecting department efforts with those 
in the College of Engineering’s DEI 1.0. To address this challenge, both 
DEI committees proposed that the department create a strategic plan 
that could serve as a touchstone for future DEI work in the department.

U-M ME’s strategic planning in DEI occurred between 2020 and 
2023. During this time, the COVID-19 pandemic and Black Lives 
Matters protests raised awareness around social inequity and injustice 
(Fries-Britt et al., 2024), contributing to the department’s sense of 
urgency for developing a strategic plan in DEI. The finalization of the 
DEI strategic plan—including generating community support and 
outlining the DEI plan’s goals and mission—was completed as the 
department began its broader strategic planning process. DEI was 
included both as its own focus area in the department’s broader 
strategic plan, as well as in the other focus areas of the strategic plan: 
research, education, communication, and organizational structure. 
This integration of DEI throughout a department’s goals and practices 
is a critical component for building a more sustainable and resilient 
foundation that can sustain long-term DEI work.

4 Phases of strategic planning

By making norms, assumptions, values, and visions explicit, 
strategic plans can help academic leaders integrate DEI throughout 
their organization (Kezar et al., 2008). Our DEI strategic planning 
activities fell into three major phases: proposing strategic planning, 
designing the strategic plan, and preparing for implementation of the 
strategic plan. Major actions and attendant driving questions 
associated with each phase are highlighted in Table 1.

4.1 Propose strategic planning

U-M ME’s strategic planning began by proposing a department-
level strategic plan in DEI and gathering department support to build 

enough momentum for sustaining long-term DEI work, particularly 
from faculty. During this phase, we focused on the following (Table 1):

 • Identifying faculty champions to advocate for and/or lead the 
strategic planning process;

 • Working with the department chair to allocate resources for 
strategic planning;

 • Forming a team to design the strategic plan; and
 • Generating excitement across the department’s faculty.

Our faculty champion previously held department DEI 
leadership roles and approached the department chair with the DEI 
committees’ idea for creating a strategic plan. This proposal included 
requests for funding and the chair’s commitment to support 
structural interventions in the department. These requests were 
important to make early on in the strategic planning process, so that 
the changes posed in the plan could be sustainable (Buchanan et al., 
2005). After receiving the chair’s approval for this work, the faculty 
champion formed a strategic planning team consisting of members 
from the Staff/Faculty and Student DEI Committees.

To begin generating faculty support and garner feedback, the 
faculty champion presented the proposal for a department strategic 
plan in DEI during a faculty meeting. The presentation described 
how implementing a plan could be feasible and why DEI was integral 
to our department and discipline. The case was presented that 
attending to DEI in engineering is needed for multiple overlapping 
reasons: (1) diversity is increasingly important for the future of the 
STEM workforce, as funding agencies acknowledge (e.g., National 
Science Board, 2020); (2) inequity in engineering processes harms 
marginalized communities (Waight et  al., 2022) and a focus on 
diversity can uncover flaws in engineering design, as exemplified by 
the racially discriminatory pulse oximeter (Sjoding et al., 2020); and 
(3) exclusion remains an issue that students expect leadership to 
address, particularly given ongoing anti-Black racism (Holly and 
Comedy, 2022). While diverse teams can create better products—
including more socially just ones—equity and inclusion are 

TABLE 2 Mechanical engineering degrees awarded in the United States in 2020 as reported by the National Center for Science and Engineering 
Statistics (https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf23315/report).

Bachelor’s Master’s Doctoral

Female Male Female Male Female Male

Degrees awarded 6,116 (16%) 31,580 (84%) 1,281 (17%) 6,205 (83%) 295 (17%) 1,473 (83%)

Hispanic or Latino 768 (2%) 3,942 (10%) 69 (1%) 350 (5%) 9 (1%) 32 (2%)

American Indian or 

Alaska Native 10 (0.03%) 69 (0.2%) 3 (0.04%) 5 (0.07%) 0 (0%) 1 (0.06%)

Asian 671 (2%) 2,487 (7%) 124 (2%) 432 (6%) 15 (1%) 68 (4%)

Black or African 

American 271 (1%) 965 (3%) 27 (0.4%) 98 (1%) 2 (0.1%) 10 (1%)

Native Hawaiian or 

Other Pacific Islander 5 (0.01%) 39 (0.1%) 2 (0.03%) 4 (0.05%) 0 (0%) 1 (0.06%)

White 3,583 (10%) 19,208 (51%) 510 (7%) 2,255 (30%) 88 (5%) 342 (19%)

More than one race 282 (1%) 1,086 (3%) 42 (1%) 124 (2%) 2 (0.1%) 25 (1%)

Other or unknown 

race and ethnicity 149 (0.4%) 725 (2%) 30 (0.4%) 120 (2%) 11 (0.6%) 45 (3%)

Temporary resident 377 (1%) 3,059 (8%) 474 (6%) 2,817 (38%) 168 (10%) 949 (54%)
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engineering values in their own right. If treating everyone with 
dignity and respect is part of a department’s core values, then DEI 
needs to be  explicitly included in the department’s curriculum, 
practices, and administrative structures (Ormand et al., 2022). These 
arguments highlighted how our department could be  more 
intentional about putting our principles into practice, and our 
faculty voted to move forward with creating a DEI strategic plan. 
Different arguments may resonate more for other departments, and 
we have found that staying attuned to your community’s interests, 
motivations, goals, and needs helps maintain continued support for 
DEI work.

4.2 Create the strategic plan

Creating a DEI strategic plan involves not only developing a 
mission statement and actionable goals to serve that mission, but also 
building a department culture where different stakeholder groups are 
empowered to provide input and can share leadership in designing 
and implementing the strategic plan (Kezar, 2023). U-M ME’s work 
during this phase involved (Table 1):

 • Drafting the strategic plan based on assembled information, such 
as other DEI plans, campus resources, and department data;

 • Gathering department feedback through a transparent and 
inclusive process; and

 • Revising and finalizing the strategic plan based on 
department input.

To have open, effective, and collaborative writing across faculty, 
staff, and students on the DEI strategic planning committee, it was 
important to create a space where everyone—especially students—felt 
able to safely and meaningfully contribute. The student DEI 
Committee’s two-year history of independence (with only advisory 
support from the faculty DEI committee chair during that period), 
helped provide students on the planning committee with confidence 
that their recommendations would be taken seriously.

To write the strategic plan, the DEI strategic planning committee 
first examined other DEI strategic plans at U-M, including the 
College of Engineering’s DEI 1.0 (Michigan Engineering Office of 
Culture, Community and Equity, 2024) and the Department of Civil 
and Environmental Engineering’s DEI Committee Roadmap (Civil 
and Environmental Engineering, University of Michigan, 2021). The 
committee also analyzed existing data from U-M climate surveys 
and about department demographics to learn more about U-M ME’s 
local context and DEI-related issues. Cataloging existing university 
resources that supported DEI efforts was also important for helping 
the committee develop attainable goals and steps for implementation. 
For example, if DEI training programs did not exist at U-M, they 
would need to be developed before asking members to participate in 
them. The committee then developed a mission statement and a set 
of aspirational DEI goals (Table 3). These goals were further broken 
down for each of the department’s core constituencies: undergraduate 
students, graduate students and postdocs, staff, and faculty—
including tenured and tenure-track, research, and teaching faculty. 
This approach required iterative discussions to narrow down 
compiled ideas for the strategic plan, but was worthwhile because it 
both provided an organizational structure for gathering input and 

helped each constituent group see themselves in the plan. It also 
reminded the department how strategies for addressing DEI issues 
might need to vary for each stakeholder group. For example, 
strategies for recruiting undergraduate students differ from those 
needed for recruiting assistant professors.

After drafting the plan, the DEI strategic planning committee 
gathered department feedback in two stages. First, we circulated the 
draft plan to department leadership (consisting of the department 
chair and associate chairs), staff in our department’s Academic 
Services Office, and the undergraduate program and graduate 
program faculty committees. Their feedback was incorporated into 
the next iteration of the DEI strategic plan, which increased the 
number of contributors to the plan to over 30 people. Next, 
we expanded input to the entire department by gathering feedback 
from each of our constituency groups using surveys and town halls. 
Town halls were held separately for students and postdocs, for staff, 
and for faculty. During these town halls, attendees were asked to 
share feedback on the aspirational goals in the plan, including 
critiques and ideas related to parts of the plan specific to their 
department role. To help students and postdocs feel comfortable 
sharing feedback, student leaders facilitated the student and postdoc 
town halls, captured responses anonymously, and aggregated data 
for the strategic planning committee to review. This process of 
gathering feedback not only provided helpful suggestions for the 
final strategic plan, but also served to begin normalizing 
conversations about DEI in our department.

4.3 Begin implementing the strategic plan

After the strategic plan was approved, we began strengthening 
the organizational infrastructure to support and sustain the work of 
implementing the department’s DEI strategic plan. This work was 
inspired in part by the concepts of infrastructuring and shared 
leadership. Infrastructuring involves “participat[ing] in the ongoing, 
active, and collective work of (re)forming infrastructure” (Hammond 
et  al., 2022, p. 38). Shared leadership “involves multiple people 
influencing one another across varying levels and at different times” 
and helps build resiliency for DEI work because groups are able “to 
learn, innovate, perform, and adapt to the types of external 
challenges that campuses now face and that will continue to shape 
higher education moving forward” (Holcombe et al., 2023, p. 1). 
Work in this phase included (Table 1):

 • Solidifying funding, a core DEI leadership team, and project 
management tools;

 • Identifying a few areas of the strategic plan to begin 
working on; and

 • Recruiting leaders for the implementation team.

Our first steps in developing infrastructure to sustain DEI 
work included creating a three-year budget and working with 
department leadership to integrate DEI needs into the 
department’s annual budgeting process. It also involved creating 
new DEI positions, including an Associate Chair for DEI and a 
full-time Manager of Diversity and Inclusion. Importantly, these 
positions were designed to have direct links and opportunities to 
collaborate with department faculty and staff leadership—which 
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helps integrate DEI into the department decision-making process. 
The core DEI leadership (Table  3) also designed a system for 
organizing, communicating, and tracking progress of everyday 
DEI work. This system uses collaborative software for sharing 
documents with team members and partners, as well as project 
management software for tracking project progress, tasks, ideas, 
and feedback. These tools were created to help centralize 
information and retain institutional memory—which are often 
common challenges to sustaining DEI efforts, especially when 
there is turnover in leadership or teams.

Because of how broad our department’s DEI strategic plan was, 
the core DEI leadership adopted a shared leadership approach. The 
department’s Manager of Diversity and Inclusion worked with staff 
to identify DEI projects that staff had interest in, but had not had 
sufficient time or resources to begin tackling. For example, our 
department’s Human Resources team decided to review the staff 
hiring process and create an inclusive hiring guide for search 
committees. Facilities and instructional lab staff worked with a local 

organization, the Disability Network Washtenaw Monroe Livingston, 
to identify ways of improving the physical accessibility of public 
spaces, research labs, and student machine shops in one of our main 
buildings. A team of faculty and staff co-created an annual faculty 
DEI retreat where faculty can have a regular, communal opportunity 
to reflect on and discuss how to integrate equity-focused teaching 
into their pedagogical practices. The student- and postdoc-led ME 
DEI Alliance was interested in organizing community events and 
learning opportunities throughout the year for all constituencies in 
our department, receiving financial support and mentorship from 
the department. We  also found that maintaining a faculty DEI 
committee has helped sustain efforts in the department, even with 
recent college-level leadership changes and shifts in the landscape of 
higher education (Malcom, 2024). Some of the affordances of a 
faculty DEI committee are that they can maintain discussion and 
support for DEI among our faculty, identify new areas of need in our 
department, and meet with other decision-making committees in 
our department and college to advocate for changes.

TABLE 3 Summary of key elements of the University of Michigan Department of Mechanical Engineering’s strategic plan and implementation for 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI).

Mission We seek to serve the common good as we strive for social justice and build a welcoming, equitable, and inclusive environment for all students, 

faculty, postdoctoral scholars, and staff to create, learn, and innovate. We intend to put in place and assess activities to educate our entire 

community, creating a common basis for inclusive and respectful dialogue. We will initiate, cultivate, and sustain groups that support members 

of the U-M ME community. We aim to identify any departmental processes that may perpetuate injustice and replace them with ones that 

move our community and discipline toward social justice.

Goals  1. Recruit and retain a broadly diverse ME community

 o Create equitable methods for recruitment, hiring/admissions, and onboarding of students, staff, faculty, and postdocs

 o Identify ways to improve the experiences of and opportunities for student, faculty, postdoc, and staff success

 2. Build and value DEI skills

 o Equip students, staff, faculty, and postdocs with knowledge of systemic injustices and skills to promote equity and inclusion in their work

 o Honor the dedication and contributions that our community members make to DEI

 3. Communicate transparently

 o Design safe ways for sharing concerns and ideas about improving department climate

 o Provide updates to department progress in DEI

 4. Develop an inclusive, healthy, and safe environment for the ME community

 o Sponsor affinity groups and community gatherings around DEI

 o Improve accessibility of buildings, events, and courses

 o Support the physical and mental health of our students, faculty, postdocs, and staff

 5. Achieve inclusivity and social justice as core values in engineering education, practice, and research

 o Develop case studies and activities about social (in)justice for undergraduate and graduate courses

 o Integrate inclusive and just practices into department research, community norms, and leadership

Core leadership  o Manager of Diversity and Inclusion (staff): Directs and designs DEI projects, budgets, and assessment. Serves as a liaison to other DEI 

leadership on campus.

o  Associate Chair for DEI (faculty): Serves as a thought partner for work at the intersection of DEI and faculty priorities; continues to 

build faculty momentum for DEI in the department and the College of Engineering.

o  Director of Strategic Initiatives (staff): Serves as a thought partner for projects at the intersection of the chair’s strategic projects and 

DEI.

Additional shared 

leadership

o  Faculty DEI Committee (faculty): Serves as a venue for celebrating and recognizing diversity in Mechanical Engineering. Provides a 

place for issues affecting a broadly diverse community within Mechanical Engineering to be raised and addressed. Creates and 

maintains a roadmap based on this plan for working toward equity in the ME Community, and holds the Mechanical Engineering 

Department accountable for its progress via transparent evaluation and communication.

o  Faculty & Staff DEI Project Teams (staff, faculty): Lead implementation work for specific projects related to staff and faculty 

responsibilities.

o  Student / Postdoc DEI Alliance (students, postdocs): Serves as a liaison between department DEI leadership and students/postdocs 

while organizing events, professional development programs, and community-building opportunities in the department.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1469889
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Cheng et al. 10.3389/feduc.2025.1469889

Frontiers in Education 07 frontiersin.org

As we designed and launched these projects, we strove to not 
overburden team members and to find ways that DEI labor would 
be  financially compensated, support professional growth, count 
toward annual reviews, and/or address work area needs. Overall, 
sharing responsibility and leadership in DEI across our department 
has allowed us to simultaneously address multiple areas of our DEI 
strategic plan, leverage the specific expertise and varying perspectives 
of our DEI leaders, and stay more aware of changes in stakeholder 
needs and the broader social landscape of higher education at the 
university and beyond.

5 Discussion

In this piece, we described how one department approached using 
strategic planning to more intentionally build DEI into its department 
infrastructure and culture. Our three-phase process is a singular 
example of how a department can engage in this kind of work. To help 
other departments design a strategic planning process that works for 
their own local contexts, we  outline our process and provide 
“Questions for consideration” to help frame these actions in Table 1. 
In Table  3, we  present an overview of the plan’s goals along with 
organizational structures for implementation. Finally, we end with a 
few additional lessons about strategic planning for department-level 
culture change.

 1 It’s okay to start small and build off existing work. Although 
strategic planning provides a way to develop an ideal vision for 
change, the task of doing so can feel daunting and unattainable. 
Even with our department’s excitement around a DEI strategic 
plan, there was still some uncertainty about whether individuals 
and the department had enough tools, resources, time, and 
knowledge to meet the community’s DEI objectives. We found 
it helpful to address these uncertainties by giving ourselves 
license to develop objectives and implementation projects that 
start small, to examine what other departments and disciplines 
were doing for inspiration and ideas (e.g., Cronin et al., 2021; 
Stachl et al., 2021), to find DEI assessment tools and programs 
created by other universities and organizations (Brancaccio-
Taras et  al., 2022; DO-IT, 2024; Korte, 2019; McNair et  al., 
2020), and to use a broad set of success indicators that include 
the use of qualitative and affective data.

 2 Embrace growth and flexibility as part of the process. A 
department’s DEI strategic plan succeeds and is more resilient 
to challenges when it has support from its community 
members, each of whom have different backgrounds, 
interests, and experiences with DEI and strategic planning. 
Including flexibility and growth as norms in your strategic 
planning process can help promote trust, collaboration, and 
innovation (Canning et al., 2020). Flexibility and growth also 
welcome individuals to engage differently with DEI work as 
their understanding of and interest in the topic grows—
helping to encourage a culture of shared leadership 
(Holcombe et al., 2023) that provides a department with more 
people and resources to tackle setbacks, new challenges, or 
slower-than-anticipated change. Flexibility and growth also 
prepare a department to be responsive to its own community’s 
needs, feedback, and circumstances as they change over time.

 3 Keep aiming for infrastructural changes. DEI strategic 
planning should attend to structural causes of inequity—
including racial inequity in STEM (Holly, 2024; McGee, 2020). 
This work can be done by taking an infrastructural approach, 
where strategic planning in DEI focuses on making ongoing 
changes to specific components of a department’s culture—
such as processes, policies, and norms. An infrastructural 
approach to DEI work also helps a department focus its 
attention on actions within its control that can lead to systemic 
changes addressing inequity and exclusion in the broader 
STEM community.

 4 Build relationships and identify shared objectives with 
internal and external partners. A department’s strategic plan 
in DEI does not exist within a vacuum. A key part of 
developing a resilient infrastructure for DEI is to understand 
the broader ecology of actors and circumstances that 
influence your department’s DEI work. Identifying how your 
department’s DEI objectives overlap with a wide range of 
stakeholders can help maintain support for your department’s 
DEI efforts. For example, our DEI strategic plan is aligned not 
only with university, college, department chair, and associate 
chair priorities, but also with those of major professional 
societies (ASME, 2024) and accreditation boards (ABET, 
2024) in our discipline. In addition, building relationships 
across the university has helped us adapt our DEI strategies 
as different needs in our department emerge. The expertise of 
U-M’s Office of the Vice President and General Counsel and 
Equity, Civil Rights, and Title IX Office have helped us 
navigate the dynamic and complex legal and policy landscapes 
associated with DEI, resulting in better programs that support 
our students, staff, postdocs, and faculty. Overall, building a 
widespread network of partners with shared objectives and 
diverse expertise helps a department sustain its DEI work 
even as changes in leadership and the broader higher 
education landscape occur.

These are some of the lessons we learned when we encountered 
challenges during our department’s DEI strategic planning process. 
When facing obstacles in this work, we encourage readers in STEM 
to remember that as engineers and scientists, we are trained to 
solve complex problems. It is within our capabilities to combine 
our ability “to gather, analyze, and interpret relevant data and to 
evaluate the efficacy of strategies we  implement” with learned 
knowledge of DEI and address “the moral and ethical 
responsibility…to improve equity and inclusion in STEM” 
(Ormand et al., 2022, p. 280). Strategic planning is one way to begin 
merging skillsets together. It has provided our department with 
new opportunities for our community to come together, co-create 
commitments to DEI, and connect culture change initiatives that 
might otherwise be siloed, so that we can build a more broadly 
diverse, equitable, and inclusive culture in mechanical engineering 
and STEM higher education.
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