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With an unrestricted gift from the estate of Dr. Sarah Lingle, the Agronomic Science
Founda- tion (ASF) started a $250,000 “IDEAS” fund (a-s-f.org/asf-ideasfund) to financially
support initiatives advancing DEI, including those at the Annual Meeting. This photo is from



the Diversity Summit held at the 2022 Annual Meeting in Baltimore.

By Seth C. Murray, CSSA President, Seth. Murray@ag.tamu.edu

Given that we are about to undertake a new strategic-planning process this year, it is
timely to reflect on our past strategic plan. I'd like to specifically focus on one of the three
overarching 2020-2023 CSSA strategic plan objectives of “inclusion and diversity”; now
also commonly incorporating ideas around equity and typically discussed using an
acronym (DEI or EID). The last strategic-planning process meeting occurred in June of
2019 and was finalized May of 2020. At that time, our scientific Society was not alone in
prioritizing DEI. It was an emerging zeitgeist catalyzed by numerous external events and

racial unrest occurring nationally and internationally.

These events made many individuals, especially those holding power, more aware of

the ongoing problems historically marginalized communities face. Problems that had



long existed but which we did not see or had simply not prioritized. For CSSA, this
helped us to recognize that some marginalized groups are underrepresented among
our scientific Society (Table 1) compared with science or agriculture generally;
naturally leading to questions of why that is and how we can best support these

groups.

The strategic plans of ASA and SSSA also have objectives centered around DEl as do
most other scientific societies, universities, and corporate institutions. Institutional
support for DEl is important to ensure that all members and stakeholders are invited,
included, and engaged throughout organizational activities; this includes diversity of
thought and diversity of representation. For CSSA, we expect that underrepresented
groups have the biggest potential for membership growth in the future, including
internationally. We recognize that younger generations, who we need to continue our
Societies, view DEl and associated values differently and often with more importance
than past generations (Smith & Turner, 2015). Further, our industry partners and
members embrace DEl with evidence suggesting diverse teams and companies
improve in productivity metrics that matter (Gompers & Kovvali, 2018). Including and
supporting others globally who experience systemic barriers is the morally right thing

to do as we seek to help others feed themselves and “feed the world.”

Table 1. How do the demographics of our Societies relate to the U.S. population,

agricultural professions, and earned doctorates?



ASA, Agricultural
CSSA, U.S. Agriculturaland food Earned
and SSSA producersand food science doctorates U.S. Hired

members NASS scientists techniciansin the U.S. census farmworkers

(2019)a (2017)b (2018)c (2018)d (2021)e (2020)fin the U.S.g

Female 28% 36.1% 35% 39% 50.8% 50.5% 27%
Asian 9.4% 0.6% 9% 5% 5.3% 6.1% NR
Black/ 2.4% 1.3% 2% 8% 4.4% 13.6% 3%
African
American
Caucasian83.6% 95.4% 81% 69% 75% 59.3% 44%
[ White /

75.8%*
Hispanic 2.2% 3.3% 7% 15% 9.5% 18.9%* 50%
Native 0.5% 0.1% NR NR 0.05% 03% NR
Hawaiian
| Other
Pacific
Islander
American 0.2% 1.7% NR NR 0.5% 1.3% NR
Indian /
Alaska

Native



ASA, Agricultural

CSSA, U.S. Agriculturaland food Earned

and SSSA producersand food science doctorates U.S. Hired

members NASS scientists techniciansin the U.S. census farmworkers

(2019)a (2017)b (2018)c (2018)d (2021)e (2020)fin the U.S.g
Other/ 19% 0.8% NR NR 2.9% NR NR
More
than one

race

Note. NR, not reported.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#size).

Progress Made Since 2020

Reflecting on activities since 2020 within CSSA as well as ASA and SSSA, substantial
efforts have been made to improve DEI. Leadership invited members’ thoughts and

interests in DEI activities and identified ways to address them (crops.org/diversity).
Our Society has since sought to become more welcoming and supportive to the

barriers various individuals face and resourced this with deliberate investments.

These events made many individuals, especially those holding power, more aware of
the ongoing problems historically marginalized communities face. Problems that had
long existed but which we did not see or had simply not prioritized. For CSSA, this

helped us to recognize that some marginalized groups are underrepresented among
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our scientific Society (Table 1) compared with science or agriculture generally;
naturally leading to questions of why that is and how we can best support these

groups.

The strategic plans of ASA and SSSA also have objectives centered around DEl as do
most other scientific societies, universities, and corporate institutions. Institutional
support for DEl is important to ensure that all members and stakeholders are invited,
included, and engaged throughout organizational activities; this includes diversity of
thought and diversity of representation. For CSSA, we expect that underrepresented
groups have the biggest potential for membership growth in the future, including
internationally. We recognize that younger generations, who we need to continue our
Societies, view DEl and associated values differently and often with more importance
than past generations (Smith & Turner, 2015). Further, our industry partners and
members embrace DEl with evidence suggesting diverse teams and companies
improve in productivity metrics that matter (Gompers & Kovvali, 2018). Including and
supporting others globally who experience systemic barriers is the morally right thing

to do as we seek to help others feed themselves and “feed the world.”

With an unrestricted gift from the estate of Dr. Sarah Lingle, the Agronomic Science
Foundation (ASF) started a $250,000 “IDEAS” fund (a-s-f.org/asf-ideasfund) to
financially support initiatives such as the caregivers award, which helps to defray costs
of taking care of children or loved ones so that members can fully participate in our
Annual Meeting. We have been deliberate in resourcing activities supporting DEI at our
Annual Meeting, scheduling such activities to avoid conflict in the program and having
an DEl-professional ombudsperson for reporting incidents. We have added DEI

representatives as voting members to all Society Board of Directors, and as of 2023,



included a member to represent DEI on the Annual Meeting planning committee. We
have reached out to groups like Minorities in Agriculture and Natural Resources
(MANRRS) and the Society for the Advancement of Chicanos/Hispanics and Native
Americans in Science (SACNAS) to create partnerships. We have encouraged and

facilitated DEI training among our leadership, members, and staff.

Nevertheless, we have far to go, especially for our membership and leadership to
reflect demographics of our stakeholders. Currently, we can increase awareness and

learn how to best support those with underrepresented and marginalized voices.

What Needs to Be Done to Make Substantive Improvements

One of the most challenging components for advancing DEl is that many who can
make a difference in addressing systemic issues in representation are often unaware
of their own power to make change. In a graduate class | teach, we discussed a
thought-provoking and provocative article that showed how white males in physics
who believe they support DEI are unwittingly undermining these goals through small
actions and inactions (Dancy & Hodari, 2022). One of my students asked, “How would
this article be different if a white male had written it?, and why had they not?” Other
students expressed frustration that DEI student organizations are often populated with

very few white males talking about improving DEI.

To truly improve DEI and meet our strategic objectives, white males (CSSA’s largest
proportion of members; Table 1) need to first invest in educating themselves. As a
white male child of an academic, who grew up near a major U.S. university, DEI training
has taught me to recognize biases in my mindset that | had taken for granted. | am

convinced | do a far better job in engaging and supporting first-generation students,



female students, black, Hispanic, and LGBTQ+ students with the awareness I've
obtained through DEI training; including aiding them to attend our Annual Meeting and
to build appropriate mentor networks. Expanding diversity in thought helps us to
include and appropriately support each stakeholder towards equality; critical for our
Society’s future success. As with any job function we seek to excel at, education,

research, and discourse around DEl is required.

Emerging Hostility in Response to DEI

It is therefore troubling to see emerging hostility in response to the DEl initiatives
aimed at increasing diversity of thought and the ability of our institutions to support
non-majority groups. Educational efforts centered on DEIl are now being politicized.
Anti-DEl initiatives are being proposed at both federal and state levels. Specifically,
there are proposals to eliminate DEI officers at universities, eliminate mandatory DEI
training and eliminate DEI statements for faculty positions (Kelderman, 2023). Some
faculty search committees request DEI statements to help contextualize candidates’
past experiences, to evaluate candidates’ potential to adequately support students of
different backgrounds, and to add diversity in thought among a department. For the
first time, administration at one major public university has prohibited search

committees from requesting DEI statements from job candidates (McGee, 2023).

Historical cautionary tales of political influence on the direction of science exist from
Vavilov and Lysenko (Borinskaya et al., 2019) in the human eugenics movement (Farber,
2008) and more recently with biotechnology and climate change. As we consider the
future of CSSA, and scientific societies in general, we must focus on how to support

diversity, equity, and inclusion in scientific research, teaching, and outcomes, being



mindful that such efforts may increasingly be thought of as political statements by
others. | humbly request members to work with CSSA to create that just society so
eloquently described by Martin Luther King in his “I Have a Dream Speech”; a profound

vision of what the world should be delivered 60 years ago.
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