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ABSTRACT

In the evolving landscape of higher education, college and university presidents are 
increasingly confronted with crises that intersect with diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) issues. This chapter offers a comprehensive exploration of why and how 
aspiring presidents must be adept at managing such crises to foster a resilient and 
inclusive academic community. Emphasizing the critical role of DEI leadership, 
the chapter underscores the importance of a proactive and strategic approach to 
crisis management. It outlines practical strategies for addressing and mitigating 
DEI-​related challenges, engaging stakeholders in meaningful dialogue, and im-
plementing policies that promote equity and inclusivity. By focusing on practical, 
actionable the chapter aims to equip future leaders with the tools necessary for not 
only managing immediate crises but also driving long-​term institutional change. 
This forward-​thinking approach ensures that DEI issues are integrated into the core 
mission of the institution, ultimately contributing to a more equitable and inclusive 
academic environment.
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INTRODUCTION

In this rapidly changing and increasingly diverse higher education landscape it 
is clear that two things are certain about American colleges and universities: 1. that 
they are increasingly diverse climates and 2. that they will always be confronted with 
crises that challenge their cultural ethos and stated missions. Executive leadership in 
such environments requires a special kind of skill set and temperament authentically 
devoted to leaving the institutions better than the way they found it.

Today’s college and university president faces a complex set of campus dynam-
ics related to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) that will invariably shape how 
observers and current and future stakeholders assess their leadership proficiency 
and dexterity. These issues are not merely peripheral concerns but are central to 
the mission and values of higher education institutions. The responsibility to lead 
in times of student campus protests and DEI crises—whether sparked by Supreme 
Court decisions on affirmative action in higher education admissions policies or a 
woman’s right to control her body. Presidents and their teams have to demonstrate 
the kind of leadership that transmits a sense that they authentically care about the 
needs and concerns of their stakeholders and are legitimately invested in getting 
it right in a humane and transparent way. So, when incidents of racial injustice, 
gender discrimination, or a particular university political position regarding the 
Jewish-​Hamas or Russia-​Ukraine war erupt on campus, the President and his/her/
their executive team are adroitly poised to answer the call. This skill set and dispo-
sition requires a unique blend of courage, empathy, and strategic acumen. In other 
words, it means college presidents must be poised to demonstrate genuine congru-
ence and transparency (without jeopardizing confidentiality) in the way they listen, 
communicate and act with current and potential stakeholders (Chi-​Chung, 2023). It 
signals a sincerity of engagement which conveys that he/she/they is/are present, take 
nothing for granted and legitimately care about the wellbeing of the constituents in 
their orbit. They care enough to accept responsibility, be held accountable, and own 
mistakes when errors or miscalculations are made. This disposition takes a great 
deal of self–confidence, discipline and comfort with not knowing or not having all 
the answers – sometimes.

Restrictions on DEI initiatives, including doing away with identity centers, ad-
ministrative personnel, academic majors and literature, are increasingly becoming 
commonplace, particularly in states, like Florida, Ohio, and Texas (Papano, 2024). 
For universities that are dedicated to promoting diversity and tolerance, these lim-
itations provide a significant barrier. They also put a lot of political pressure on 
presidents of colleges and universities, forcing them to comply with state and federal 
legislators' directives about funding and educational priorities.
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