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Executive Summary
THE VIEWPOINT
This white paper is intended for those involved in corporate social engagement,
as well as leaders in talent acquisition for companies with a tech workforce.
STEM education has been one of the leading investment areas for CECP companies
in recent years; this Accelerate Community and this white paper, stemming from
insights from the CECP Accelerate Community, intends to examine the impact
of those talent acquisition and STEM education programs in the context of
structural inequity and to identify opportunities to bolster the effects of corporate
investments by taking a more systemic approach.

VIEW FROM THE C-SUITE
The challenge of diversifying the tech workforce is confronting companies across
sectors as more jobs are requiring digital fluency. Simultaneously, the demographics
of the United States are changing rapidly and companies are challenged with
ensuring that the talent pipeline reflects those shifts. Taking an equity approach
toward investments in STEM benefits a business by both strengthening the impact
of community efforts and also ensuring a dynamic talent pool.

THE OPPORTUNITY: ADVANCE THE MOVEMENT
CECP companies have an opportunity to be leaders in approaching investments in
STEM education and tech talent pipelines using a systemic equity lens—leading the
way for greater collaboration with other corporate and cross-sector partners and for
sustainable systems-level change.

THE OPPORTUNITY: ADVANCE YOUR COMPANY
Taking an intentional approach, companies can find opportunities to align their
tech talent pipeline efforts and STEM community engagement programs. By tying
exposure programs to formal learning and exploring alternative recruiting strategies
and pipelines, companies can increase the impact of their STEM programs and make
progress toward building a sustainable tech talent pipeline.

THE STUDY
During the past year, companies participating in CECP’s Accelerate Community
in Systemic Investments in Equity, Talent, and Tech have met every quarter
for in-person day-long meetings and participated in office hours calls with
CECP and Dr. Kamau Bobb. These companies have authentically engaged in
conversation around the challenges of and opportunities presented by their
programs, with the intention of increasing their impacts for the benefit of their
communities and their companies.

2

CECP | SYSTEMIC INVESTMENTS IN EQUITY, TALENT, AND TECH

Context: the Accelerate Community on systemic
investments in equity, talent and tech
Developing a robust and diverse
technical workforce in the United States
is a national priority. U.S. corporations
are clamoring to find innovative ways
to assist the education system in
ensuring that American graduates at
all levels are prepared to enter the
technical workforce. At the same time,
the demographics of the country
are changing at unprecedented rates
and the social pressure for diversity
and inclusion is strong. Both of these
changes are happening while the
country is experiencing race and class
segregation at the highest levels in
decades. The challenge of diversifying
the tech workforce is not taking place in
a vacuum.
Real progress can only be made through
honest assessment of the context in
which this effort is occurring. Now,
when industry needs, the social fabric,
and the political attitude of the country
are all in flux, the effort to diversify the
tech workforce is even more important.
Increasingly, the tech workforce is
becoming the workforce. The extent
to which people develop some degree
of tech skills will determine how
significantly they are able to participate
in modern American life. This is the heart
of the matter. Achieving equity is the
challenge. This is the reality that the
community of CECP companies and the
nation must confront when considering
equity, talent, and tech. This effort has
three basic pillars:
■■ Individual firms must meet their
specific workforce needs to achieve
industry-specific competitive
advantages, while,
■■ The nation needs a highly skilled
representative workforce if U.S.
institutions are to maintain global
leadership in innovation and technology
in the modern knowledge economy, and,

■■ Diversifying the workforce at all
levels is required given changing U.S.
demographics.
For nearly two decades, CECP has been
focusing on some of the most pressing
issues at the intersection of corporate
needs and the nation’s urgent social
challenges. Right now, the development
of a robust and sustainable technical
workforce is a critical issue. Indeed,
CECP research shows that STEM and
workforce/employment are the fastest
growing focus areas for companies’
social strategies. Between 2014 and
2016, the number of companies noting
STEM as a priority focus area rose by
6.7%. The number of companies that
mentioned workforce/employment as a
focus area also rose by 6.7%.1
This CECP Accelerate Community is
a dedicated peer group of companies
focusing collectively on the issue of
systemic investments in equity, talent,
and tech. CECP-affiliated companies
have recognized the national need to
bolster their tech talent pipelines and
diversify the tech workforce. Despite
considerable attention, public scrutiny,
and significant provision of resources,
the feeling is that the “needle” is not
shifting quickly enough. Progress
toward racial and ethnic diversity has
been slow, especially in the upper
levels of the most publicly visible tech
companies. Companies across sectors
continue to struggle to fill their current
and future skilled tech positions.
Corporate social investment and
programmatic engagement have been
significant over the last decade, but—
several years on, many are questioning
the impact of those programs and are
seeking to take them to the next level.

CECP commends the dedication
of the companies in the
Accelerate Community, which
include:
Best Buy

■■ 

BNY Mellon

■■ 

CenterPoint Energy

■■ 

Cognizant Technology
Solutions

■■ 

Deutsche Bank

■■ 

General Electric

■■ 

Honeywell

■■ 

Intel

■■ 

Northwestern Mutual

■■ 

PSEG

■■ 

PwC

■■ 

Tata Consultancy Services

■■ 

Travelers

■■ 

Over the past year, the 13-company
Community has been taking stock of
the context of this effort to change the
face of the tech workforce. Attempting
to create demonstrable change in the
tech workforce and to meaningfully
engage communities requires a fresh
look at equity: What do we mean by
the term? The task of the Accelerate
Community was to revisit what an
equity framework might look like in this
changing environment. The objective:
Focus deeply and honestly on the
structural parameters that enable
equitable outcomes in diversifying the
tech workforce.

1 CECP and the Conference Board (2017). Giving
in Numbers: 2017 Edition. Available at: http://
cecp.co/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
Giving-in-Numbers-2017.pdf
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Considering equity versus equality
EQUITY AND EQUALITY ARE
NOT THE SAME.
EQUITY is fairness, justice, and the
absence of bias. In this context,
it manifests in structures. When
schools, colleges and universities, and
corporations are equitable, they are
fair. When equity is present, people’s
experiences are not determined by their
race, ethnicity, or gender.
EQUALITY is the equal distribution
of an item or experience across a set
of units—corporations, classrooms,
or communities. In this context, it
manifests in programs. Providing all

For investments in STEM experiences
and talent acquisition, this translates
into a more holistic approach and an
appreciation of the difference between
focusing on programs versus focusing
on structures. Over the course of
Community meetings, consensus was
reached on the core tenets of equity:
■■ EXPOSURE. Corporate engagement
programs that interface with students
in informal after-school spaces ought
to be more directly linked to their
formal learning. Expanding exposure to
extracurricular STEM experiences can
achieve equality of opportunity.

Inequity is the substance of inequality and
the evidence of injustice.
students exposure to an informal STEM
experience gives equal access, but they
may attend inequitable schools.
Equity is more fundamental than
equality. It is possible to have equal
distribution of something and still have
unequal outcomes because of inequity.
Having a computer science class, for
example, in every high school is the
equal distribution of a course. If the
schools themselves are not equally
resourced and capable, the learning
outcomes will not be equal. The course
has been equally distributed, but the
education system itself is inequitable.
Equal opportunity employment
gives everyone a fair chance at
employment—but does not address the
implicit bias that, once a person is hired,
impedes access to leadership programs
or delays promotion. This distinction
between equity and equality is the basic
framing that CECP’s Community used
to approach systemic investments in
equity, talent, and tech.
4

If, however, students’ formal education
is subpar, they still encounter a
structural barrier to moving into postsecondary STEM education.
■■ VALUE. Talented students and
recruits attend schools across the
spectrum. Recruitment strategies must
resist the tendency to focus on the alma
maters of current employees and the
most selective schools.
■■ EXPECTATIONS. Talent acquisition
programs geared toward recruiting
talent from diverse communities
cannot be stigmatized. In recruitment
from universities, for example, the
segregation of schools must be
decoupled from assumptions about the
skills of graduates of majority Hispanic
or Black institutions. Predetermined
belief systems about potential
employees’ abilities is a structural
barrier to their hiring and success.
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Tenets of an equity framework:
■■ Tie exposure programs to formal
education outcomes
■■ Resist assigning value
propositions to different kinds of
schools
■■ Ensure the culture values and
has high expectations of all talent
acquisition programs.

Why investments in equity, talent, and tech?
Racial and ethnic identity correlates
with education and professional
success in America. That is evidence of
structural inequity2 and injustice. For
the corporate community to have a
skilled technical workforce reflective of
the future population of the country,
it will have to intentionally help break
that correlation and undo the pattern.
Ever-growing industrial workforce needs
and a dramatically changing population
are at the vanguard of one of the most
significant social challenges of our time.
Systemic investments in equity, talent,
and tech must be the corporate response
to this challenge.
The shift in the U.S. population is
historic and its significance cannot be
overstated. By approximately 2040,3
the majority of the population of the
United States will not be White. This
will be the first time since the founding
of an independent United States that
White people will be in the minority.
People of color—Asian, Black, and
Hispanic people—will make up more
than half of the total population and
nearly 60% of children under 18 years
of age.
This basic fact provides the parameters
of the issue of equity, talent, and tech.
The U.S. technical workforce of the
future will not look like it does now.
Regardless of the motivation behind
diversity and inclusion as a business
goal or equity as a collective aim, the
current status will not hold. While the
social and political tensions caused by
2 Binelli, M. (2017). “Michigan Gambled on
Charter Schools. Its Children Lost.” New York
Times Magazine. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf
3 U.S. Census Bureau (2015). “New Census
Bureau Report Analyzes U.S. Population
Projections.” Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no

NON-HISPANIC WHITES MAY NO LONGER COMPRISE OVER 50%
OF THE U.S. POPULATION BY 2014
Percent minority by Age Group: 2014 to 2060
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Figure 1 US Population Projections. Census Bureau 2015.

this reality are complex, this shift has
already begun4 and is moving forward.
The challenge facing U.S. corporations
is to help build a tech workforce that is
reflective of the future population. This
challenge is not new, but it is coming
into sharp focus as this historic inflection
point in the U.S. draws near.
For U.S. corporations, continuing to
rely on predominantly White and Asian
males is untenable. There simply will
not be enough of them. In addition, the
social pressure for diversity in such a
critical sector of American life is only
likely to increase as the ethnic diversity
of the country continues to increase.
4 Lopez, M.H. (2014). “In 2014, Latinos
will surpass whites as largest racial/
ethnic group in California.” Pew Research
Group. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no
CECP | SYSTEMIC INVESTMENTS IN EQUITY, TALENT, AND TECH
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There are options, however. Seeking
talent from overseas and increasing
the global footprint of U.S.-based
companies are options. Another
option: Keep increasing the pressure
to raise the cap on H-1B visas for
foreign nationals to ameliorate the
shortage of specifically trained U.S.
tech workers. Still another is shifting
the technical center of gravity abroad.
All of these can take place while
leaving the diversity problem of the
U.S. tech workforce unsolved. Under
the cover of globalism, the tech
sector of large U.S. corporations can,
in fact, remain predominantly White
and Asian and male. The danger, of
course, is that keeping the status quo
could contribute to the permanent
marginalization of people of color in
the U.S. tech sector.

6

When American children born in 2019 turn
21, they will be the first in the nation’s history
to enter the workforce when the majority the
country will be people of color.
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What are tech workforce needs?

The report emphasizes a workforce with
undergraduate degrees in STEM fields,
but the needs are actually greater.
Across all industrial sectors, the modern
worker needs some level of technical
or digital skills to function effectively.
So, the field expands to include
individuals who are not specifically
pursuing degrees in engineering or
computing but do need basic postsecondary STEM skills of some kind.
The “digitalization of the workforce”
is a phenomenon basic to the larger
challenge confronting companies across
all sectors. It helps define the spectrum
of the tech workforce. On one hand
there are highly specialized technical
skills that require specific postsecondary STEM degrees. On the other,
basic facility with digital tools is needed
to accomplish particular job tasks.

Economic projections point to a need
for approximately 1 million more STEM
professionals than the U.S. will produce at
the current rate over the next decade if the
country is to retain its historical preeminence
in science and technology.
technically skilled jobs are growing at
different rates. Jobs requiring advanced
digital skills increased 18% between
2002 and 2016, while jobs requiring
average digital skills increased only
8%. Jobs requiring low digital skills
decreased from 56% to 30% over the
same period. That basic shift offers
one description of the obvious change
in the American economy: High-level
6 Muro, M., Liu, S., Whitan, J., and Kulkami, S.
(2017). “Digitalization and the American workforce.” Brookings. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no

digital skills are more valuable, and the
need for more rigorous and technical
education is increasing.
The challenge facing the CECP
Community and the nation is to
make sure that people of color and
poor people of all kinds are not
disproportionately concentrated
in low-skill jobs and placed on the
education pathways that lead to them.
Companies need to have a robust talent
pipeline to fill positions at all levels with
no stratification by race and class.

EMPLOYMENT BY LEVELS OF JOB DIGITALIZATION
2012 and 2016
100%

6M, 5%

90%
80%

32M, 23%
49M, 40%

70%

According to a Brookings Institute
report, Digitalization and the American
Workforce,6 the proportion of jobs
requiring digital skills is continually
increasing, but highly skilled and less

60%

5 President’s Council of Advisors on Science and
Technology (2014). “Engage to Excel: Producing
One Million Additional College Graduates with
Degrees in Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Mathematics.” Executive Office of the
President. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no

20%

66M, 48%

50%
40%
30%

69M, 56%

41M, 30%

10%
0%
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Low Skill
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Medium Skill

Source: Brookings analysis of O*NET and OES data

In 2012, the President’s Council of
Advisors on Science and Technology
(PCAST) issued a report, Engage to
Excel.5 The report suggested that for the
U.S. to maintain “historical preeminence
in science and technology,” the country
must produce approximately one million
more professionals with STEM degrees
over the course of the ensuing decade.
To meet this goal, the U.S. would need to
increase the number of students earning
undergraduate STEM degrees by about
34% annually over 2012 rates.

High Skill

Figure 2 Brookings Institute Report. Digitalization and the American Workforce, 2017.
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Education, equity, and equality
Education pathways are a structural
matter. How much the tech workforce
can be diversified is dependent, in part,
on the development of an equitable
education infrastructure. The tech
workforce is primarily drawn from
selective colleges and universities.
It warrants repeating that U.S. colleges
and universities do not serve the
American public equally.
According to a 2013 report by
the Center for Education and the
Workforce at Georgetown University,
Separate and Unequal,7 U.S. colleges
and universities are critical institutional
structures that highlight the challenges
within the tech workforce.
Between 1995 and 2009, the number
of U.S. high school graduates attending
colleges and universities increased
significantly. Hispanic students
increased by 107%. Black students
increased 73%, and White students,
15%. The increase in U.S. students
pursuing higher education is a positive
indicator for the future of the country.
It expands the pool of potential

9%

Most selective schools

Open-access schools

13%

82%

72%

68%

White
Hispanic
African American
New Enrollments

Figure 3 Center for Education and the Workforce Report, Separate and Unequal. 1995 - 2009

Eighty-two percent of all the new
White college students between
1995 and 2009 went to highly
selective institutions. Over that same
period, only 9% of new Black and 13%

employees to have significant technical
expertise, largely recruit only from
the 468 highly selective American
colleges and universities. At the elite
ranks of the tech industry, selectivity

The post-secondary system mimics the racial inequality it inherits from
the K-12 education system, then magnifies and projects that inequality
into the labor market and society at large.
employees capable of meeting national
workforce needs. It also creates a more
educated American citizenry.
The issue is that the distribution
of students is correlated with race.
Out of the 4,400 higher education
institutions, 468 are highly selective.
7 Carnevale, A.P., and Strohl, J. (2013).
“Separate and Unequal.” Georgetown
University Center on Education and the
Workforce. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no
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of new Hispanic students enrolled in
highly selective institutions. At openaccess two- and four-year institutions,
72% of the growth in enrollment was
attributable to Hispanic students
and 68% to Black students. No growth
occurred in the proportion of White
students attending less-selective
institutions.
This matters for equity in the tech
workforce because U.S. firms,
especially those that require

CECP | SYSTEMIC INVESTMENTS IN EQUITY, TALENT, AND TECH

becomes even more acute. High-tech
companies often recruit only from the
country’s top university programs that
specialize in the specific area of their
technical interests. The representation
of students of color at these mostelite colleges and universities remains
an unsolved problem.8 Outside of the
8 Askenas, J., Park, H., and Pearce, Adam (2017).
“Even with Affirmative Action, Blacks and
Hispanics Are More Underrepresented Than 35
Years Ago.” New York Times. Available at: http://
cecp.co/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
Giving-in-Numbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no

elite programs, the channeling of White
students to highly selective institutions
and students of color to open access
institutions underscores the challenge.
The education landscape reflects
a degree of racial9 and economic10
segregation in the United States; such
segregation is the proverbial elephant
sitting in the room during every
discussion of diversity and inclusion in
the tech workforce. According to the
Separate and Unequal Georgetown
report cited earlier, “The post-secondary
system mimics the racial inequality
it inherits from the K-12 education
system, then magnifies and projects
that inequality into the labor market.”
If corporate social investment and
programmatic engagement in this space
are to achieve meaningful impact, they
must directly contend with this fact.
This degree of racial segregation in the
nation’s schools correlates with a range
of educational outcomes, social and
economic trends, housing patterns, and
nearly every indicator of civic life. It is at
the center of the equity challenge.
Segregation, not diversity and inclusion,
is the common thread that links primary
and secondary education to higher
education in the United States. The
charge to diversify the tech workforce
is taking place at the end of an
education system where segregation is
present at every stage.
While physical segregation by race
and class is real, the belief system
associated with it is equally dangerous.
“Inclusion” is based on culture and
belief systems. “Diversity” is based
on the distribution of people. What
we heard from many participants in
9 Chang, A. (2017). “The data proves
that school segregation is getting worse.”
Vox. Available at: http://cecp.co/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Giving-inNumbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no

the Accelerate Community is that
while the programs associated with
STEM engagement and outreach
are well-intentioned, there can be
an internal climate, or culture, that
lacks confidence in the merit of these
efforts and individuals who enter
the company through them. In some
cases, precisely because programs are
targeted to students or potential talent
of color, the unspoken belief is that the
beneficiaries of those programs are not
as qualified. The programs are designed
to address diversity through providing
equal opportunity for access. Inclusion
becomes a challenge because this belief
system undermines fairness.
This is an age-old challenge. The 1954
Supreme Court case Brown v. Board
of Education is oddly relevant to this
work. Chief Justice Warren’s language in
voicing the opinion of the Court points
specifically to the distinction between
equity and equality.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF SCHOOL
ATTENDANCE ZONES
Percent black or Hispanic

Omaha

Milwaukee

Houston

East Baton Rouge

Washington DC

Cincinnati

Atlanta

Salt Lake City

Sacramento

Figure 4 The data proves that school segregation
is getting worse. Vox. March 5, 2018

“[D]oes segregation of
children in public schools
solely on the basis of race,
even though physical
facilities and other
“tangible” factors may
be equal, deprive the
children of the minority
group of equal education
opportunities? We believe
that it does. …”
“Segregation of white and
colored children in public
schools has a detrimental
effect upon the colored
children. The effect is
greater when it has the
sanction of the law, for the
policy of separating the
races is usually interpreted
as denoting the inferiority
of the negro group. A sense
of inferiority affects the
motivation of a child to
learn. Segregation with the
sanction of law, therefore
has a tendency to [retard]
the educational and mental
development of negro
children and to deprive
them of some of the
benefits they would receive
in a racially integrated
school system.”
— Chief Justice Earl Warren,
1954

10 New York Times. “Some Colleges Have More
Students From the Top 1 Percent Than From the
Bottom 60. Find Yours.” Available at: http://
cecp.co/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
Giving-in-Numbers-2017.pdf?redirect=no
CECP | SYSTEMIC INVESTMENTS IN EQUITY, TALENT, AND TECH
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Why does segregation matter to the tech workforce?
Corporate engagement in STEM
education, diversity efforts, and talent
acquisition are happening within today’s
particular social context. Determining
the specific social factors that affect
students’ education, and thereby career
trajectory, is an important variable in
settling on the design and objective of
corporate engagement.
The companies of the Accelerate
Community represent a wide range
of interests and programs of the
broader CECP coalition. All are facing
similar challenges associated with the
outcomes of STEM education initiatives
and the onboarding and retention
of people of color. Confronting the
social and educational realities directly
need not lead to paralysis; rather it
may readily lead to a more honest
assessment of the parameters of
the problem. All of the participating
companies are engaged in programs
that in some way are trying to catalyze
place-based transformation. When
dealing in the K-12 space, they are
looking to affect students’ interest in
STEM fields. When engaging with higher
education, they are aiming to transform
the environment to foster success
among a greater range of students.

10

This approach lends itself to engaging
directly in the structures that affect
equity in these efforts. Whether efforts
are directed at local city transformation
or external education partners, these
efforts raise very important questions
that help frame the business case
for investments in equity and tech.
Specifically, companies must confront
the following:
■■ How can companies effectively
integrate broader place-based
objectives into the specific internal
business case for philanthropic and
program investments?
■■ In local municipal efforts, how
can individual companies weigh the
real equity challenges that must
be addressed in a city against the
projection of hope and promise for the
new workforce that they need?
■■ What impact can corporate
engagement have in changing students’
educational and career trajectories?
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Jackie Albano, Associate Director,
External Affairs; and Daniel Vitaletti,
Associate, Corporate Leadership.
We look forward to bringing this
conversation forward and advancing the
practices of companies in addressing
systemic inequity, supporting
communities, and building a diverse
tech talent pipeline.
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