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Defining Diversity, Equity, Inclusion
• Diversity is the term we use to refer to the fact that we are all different in different ways including, 

but not limited to: race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orientation, political affiliation, 
geographic origin, abilities, language, age, culture, and professional background.

• Equity refers to the absence of biases (implicit or not), harassment or discrimination against 
anyone in the community, as well as equal opportunity and equal access to the benefits of 
membership in the community, and same expectations of contributions from all.

• Inclusion is the act of creating an environment in which everyone feels welcome. An inclusive 
community accepts and respects all differences and offers a climate where different views and 
opinions are welcomed and heard.

The three concepts are intertwined. Collectively, they refer to the importance of understanding 
that each person is unique, and that we must recognize everyone’s individual differences, practice 
acceptance and respect, and strive to create inclusive environments for all.

Why DEI benefits all
Multiple studies (e.g., Pless and Maak, 2004; Ashikali et al., 2020; Moore et al., 2020) have 
demonstrated the benefits of having a diverse, empowered workforce in various sectors. Diverse 
and inclusive working environments promote a sense of belonging among employees, which in turn 
results in a more engaged and productive workforce.

Professional statistical associations can realize meaningful benefits by promoting diversity, equity, 
and inclusion in the community of members and of statisticians in general. Diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in the statistical profession are associated with:

• Ensuring fair and equal opportunity for all aspiring professionals to realize their potentials.

• More creativity and the potential for greater innovation in research, teaching and practice in 
general.

• Better insights about effects of lack in diversity, equity, and inclusion on social well-being. 

• Access to and attract a larger pool of talented individuals to the profession.

• A more empowering environment, where everyone can contribute to the benefit of all.

Charge to the Task Force
Convene a diverse committee of experts and members of our societies to create guidelines for naming/
renaming COPSS awards and to suggest action-oriented strategies to increase and commit to diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in our profession.
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• Expanded range of perspectives, expertise, and interests, and increased opportunities for all 
statisticians.

• A friendlier, more tolerant, less judgmental community that will help attract younger 
professionals who will revitalize and renew the field of statistics. 

Taking stock: Quantifying diversity in our community and obstacles 
to so doing
How diverse is our professional landscape? Are the professional associations keeping pace with the 
increased diversity in the statistics profession? What milestones would we want to reach regarding 
diversity, equity, inclusion? These are challenging questions, but the COPSS associations should 
endeavor to address them. To do so, and being faithful to our nature as statisticians, associations 
could begin by collecting information from their members as accurately and completely as they can. 
As it is, much of what is known about diversity (or lack thereof) in the statistical community is based 
on woefully incomplete data and anecdotal information. If COPSS and its member societies are 
serious about improving the status quo, four initial steps seem to be unavoidable:

1. Associations must gather better information about diversity of their membership, and about 
members’ perceptions regarding equity and inclusion in the association and use that information 
to establish a baseline on which to build.

2. Define targets: What are the goals to be pursued, in terms of improving the professional diversity 
and environment?

3. Develop strategies to meet the targets and design plans for implementing those strategies. We 
propose some strategies that associations may wish to consider, later in this document.

Once programs and strategies to improve diversity, equity, and inclusion are implemented following 
the above three steps, the next logical step would then be to quantify progress toward meeting the 
targets using carefully designed metrics.

Specific strategies for gathering data about diversity among the membership of the COPSS 
associations is not within the scope of this report. We do provide some ideas and recommendations 
below, but these should not be seen as all-encompassing or final. We recommend that such 
strategies be developed by professional statisticians, members of the COPSS associations, whose 
expertise lies more centrally on the topics of surveys and population sampling. If feasible, but not as 
a binding condition, we recommend that common strategies be developed through a joint task force 
of experts across COPSS and its member organizations. This would have the added advantage of 
cross-referencing metrics and findings across organizations. 

Information that could be collected:
Basic information: Diversity of the membership in terms of sex and gender, geographic 
representation, age categories, professional seniority, employment sector, highest degree obtained, 
discipline, and areas of expertise.
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Context-specific information: Diversity in terms of race/ethnicity. These are elusive terms, and 
many individuals identify as belonging to more than one group. Yet, the US government collects 
this information in various nationwide surveys and in the decennial census, and to do so uses 
the guidance provided in the 1997 Standards published by the Office of Management and Budget 
(https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/omb/fedreg_1997standards). The United Nations has published 
various reports on how to collect race/ethnicity/ancestry/tribal information in the global context 
(see, e.g., https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/sconcerns/popchar/morning.pdf). For the purposes 
of establishing a baseline, however, the associations might consider aggregating race into a few, 
broad categories such as: White/Caucasian, Black (African, Caribbean, other ancestry), Asian, 
Native American/Pacific Islander, Multiracial, Other. Ethnicity might just comprise two categories: 
Hispanic/Latino ancestry, Not of Hispanic/Latino ancestry. These broad categories would not 
capture the rich diversity of the societies’ members but would be useful to provide initial insight into 
the issue of diversity in broad strokes.

The Society for Epidemiological Research (SER) recently fielded a survey that can serve as an 
example for other associations to follow. The survey does not shy away from questions which could 
be perceived as intensely personal, on topics including religion, political affiliation, and other 
touchy subjects. We attach the SER questionnaire and a published article discussing the survey and 
results as companions to this report.

Reporting information:
Ideally, the diversity information should be reported by association and also aggregated at the 
level of COPSS. To alleviate members’ concerns about privacy and confidentiality of personal data, 
COPSS should commit to publishing the data only in tabular, summarized form, and to collapsing 
categories with small counts. Collapsing categories is recommended only when not doing so could 
result in identification of the respondents.

Diversity among association leaders:
Special attention should be paid to diversity of the leadership of the associations that comprise 
COPSS and of COPSS itself. We think of leadership broadly, to include committee chairs, editors 
of association journals, editorial boards, and anyone else in a position of power to affect who 
publishes, who receives awards, who is invited to speak, etc. Similarly, keeping track of and 
reporting attribute statistics of award recipients, invited lecturers and other honorees, will signal to 
selection committees and members that the associations are committed to increasing diversity and 
improving access and equity in everything they do.

COPPS and its member societies should collectively commit to explicit diversity targets among its 
leaders (broadly understood), award recipients and other honorees, and should measure progress 
toward meeting those targets. To allow for variability from year to year, associations may decide to 
establish desirable three-year averages rather than annual values.

Benchmarks:
At least in the United States, the government collects data on race, ethnicity, gender, and other 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/omb/fedreg_1997standards
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/sconcerns/popchar/morning.pdf
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attributes of undergraduate and graduate degree recipients. For example, the Survey of Earned 
Doctorates carried out by the National Science Foundation produces an annual report describing 
the characteristics of individuals who received a doctoral degree from any US institution in any 
discipline. While these data may not have the desired granularity, they may serve to provide rough 
benchmarks against which to compare the findings from the data collected from the membership 
and the societies’ leaders.

Challenges:
We recognize that some individual attributes (gender, race, ethnicity, as examples) are difficult to 
define precisely and a survey will not capture all possibilities. Inevitably, some persons will not 
recognize themselves in any of the categories in the survey, so offering the opportunity for open-
ended responses would be an example of inclusiveness.

Further, some participants may find that the survey includes questions they believe to be intrusive 
and may refuse to respond to them. While this is likely to occur, the experience of SER in terms of 
response rates is encouraging (DeVilbiss et al., 2020). 

Strategies to increase diversity for statistical associations
• Provide free membership to students. The IMS already offers student memberships at no cost, 

but other partner associations do not. Include electronic access to journals and other low cost 
benefits with the student membership.

• Raise awareness about the benefits of membership, in particular for potential non-academic 
members. For example, advertise the activities of groups that foster diversity such as the various 
committees, caucuses and interest groups in the ASA, some of which were created to address 
topics of interest to under-represented members.

• Offer more opportunities to increase mentorship activities. Consider encouraging mentorship 
relationships that are tailored to meet the needs of members in under-represented groups, 
and that are long-lasting. For example, create “internships” in committees, boards, and other 
leadership groups to groom members for those positions.

• Make DEI values part of the fabric of the societies. Include a DEI workshop at every professional 
meeting and design an online training module that is mandatory for all association leaders 
(broadly defined). Sponsor DEI-focused events at conferences at all levels.

• Encourage efforts to improve DEI by recognizing individuals and organizations that go the extra 
mile to provide an environment that is welcoming to all. COPSS could lead this initiative by 
establishing an annual award.

• Create more pathways into the profession and into the professional associations. For example, 
leverage local society chapters and their reach into local populations and consider providing 
resources to local groups willing to engage with high schools, community colleges and 
universities to attract young people into the profession. In addition, enhance outreach efforts 
to and build partnerships with K-12 teachers and their students to build pipelines for the next 
generation of statisticians.
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Strategies to improve equity
Professional associations can have a profound effect on members’ success in their careers. For 
members in the academic sector, for example, the quantity and quality of their scholarly output, 
the number of invitations to speak at major conferences, the opportunity to hold a leadership 
position in an association, and other similar honors determine whether they will advance in the 
academic ranks. In government and the private sector, the emphasis on this type of achievements 
may be less, but it is still significant. In this light, association leaders including committee chairs, 
editors and associate editors should recognize that every decision they make can affect someone’s 
professional success. Even though the associations’ leadership wields power, the mechanisms by 
which committees are elected or appointed, and the protocols used by the latter to issue invitations 
or awards tend to be opaque to all except for the “insiders”. Consequently, it is difficult to determine 
whether everyone is playing on a level field or whether some are afforded better opportunities. 
Strategies to improve equity among all members include:

• Increasing transparency in all processes: selection of fellows, conference program planning, 
invitations, committee assignments, elections, and appointments.

• Review eligibility criteria for all awards, with an eye toward eliminating those conditions (e.g., 
an upper bound on the age of the nominee) that can inadvertently exclude otherwise worthy 
individuals who by choice or circumstance completed their education later than others. Instead 
of calendar age, consider using a criterion based on academic age of nominees.

• Requiring DEI training for the existing and newly appointed leadership at all levels. Training 
should include topics such as but not limited to practicing empathy, recognizing and 
discouraging micro-aggressive behavior, understanding when and how to intervene in a difficult 
situation, and improving one’s cultural awareness.

• Allowing different options for payment of annual membership dues and conference registrations. 
For example, allowing individuals to stretch payments over several months. Some societies 
already provide differential membership fees to persons from developing countries. It might be 
worth exploring whether a similar benefit could be afforded to colleagues of reduced means, 
regardless of country.

• Promoting curricula in educational programs at all levels that incorporate topics such as cultural 
awareness and openness to diverse ideas in addition to the more traditional statistical ideas.

Strategies to create a more inclusive community
How do we create an environment that is welcoming of everyone? We offer some ideas below.

• Cultivate a sense of belonging by offering targeted programs for different types of members. Some 
associations, like ASA, already host committees and interest groups that gather persons with 
similar interests or attributes, but more can be done. 

• Broaden opportunities for actively participating in meetings, committees, webinars, and other 
activities organized by the associations. For example, consider expanding the portions of the JSM 
that are designed for students.
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• Provide a home where everyone feels safe. This may require strengthening codes of conduct, 
establishing transparent but private mechanisms for members to lodge complaints against other 
members and creating the protocols to address those complaints fairly, and ultimately, enforcing 
the rules and issuing penalties to those who willingly break them.

• Practice inclusivity by asking the members themselves about their ideas to build inclusive 
associations.

Accessible websites
We dedicate a separate section in this report to discussing the importance of an accessible website 
for every association in COPSS. In the current era of digital information and communication, 
websites are among the primary forms of communication and exchange of information between a 
professional society and its members. They are also the first impression about an association that 
a potential member, looking for information, will get. Because of the importance of websites as a 
resource to attract new members and to keep current members, professional associations should 
place great care and attention to ensure that websites reflect the principles of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion (DEI) that guide the associations. 

In the context of a website, DEI has two different aspects:

• Accessibility of the website to all users regardless of software, location, technological and physical 
ability.

• Openness, inclusivity, and equitability of the content of the website.

In the United States, accessibility in the sense of a person’s ability to access the content of a website 
is required from all organizations with 501(c) status under the American with Disabilities Act.

A resource providing guidelines, technical recommendations, strategies and educational, 
supporting materials can be found on the website of the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI; https://
www.w3.org/WAI/) of the World Wide Web Consortium (https://www.w3.org), an international 
community that develops web standards such as HTML, CSS, etc. 

Some salient characteristics of an accessible website are the following:

• Content can be seen or heard by all users. In this vein, a website should:

 — Provide text alternative to audio and visual content.

 — Provide captions or other alternatives for multimedia content.

 — Create content that can be presented using different methods, including assistive 
technologies, without using or altering the meaning of the content.

• The content on the website should be organized so that it can be available just using a keyboard. 
Additionally, the website should assist users to help navigate it and find content.

• Content should be displayed:

 — in a way that provides enough time for users to read and use the content

https://www.w3.org
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 — in a way that does not cause seizures or other physical reactions in users

 — using text that is readable and understandable.

In terms of content, providing universal guidelines to ensure adherence to DEI principles is a 
challenging task, as suggestions and recommendations are content-specific. However, key points 
that should be considered when developing the content to display on a website are:

• The content should be inviting and interesting not only to the current audience and membership 
but also to potential new members and to members of the society who are currently under-
represented and less visible in the society.

• The content should use a language that is empathic, welcoming and inviting.

• The content should refrain from using language that promotes a sense of “otherness”; on the 
contrary, it should aim at normalizing diversity.

If topics related to racial and ethnic differences are to be displayed on the website, the Urban 
Institute offers thoughtful suggestions on how to present and visualize such results (see https://urban-
institute.medium.com/applying-racial-equity-awareness-in-data-visualization-bd359bf7a7ff).

Transparency and accountability
Discussions on how to improve diversity, inclusion, and equity in the profession and in the 
statistical associations have been ongoing for years, and some progress has been realized. Yet, 
much remains to be done. The establishment of this task force is an indication that the statistical 
associations are serious about making progress in this area.

Critical attributes of an organization that values diversity, equity and inclusion are transparency and 
accountability. We have touched upon these ideas earlier in the document but wish to emphasize 
their importance again. To enable the type of transformative changes we propose in this document, 
associations should set the tone by:

• Establishing specific goals and the timeline to meet them.

• Developing metrics that will be used to assess progress.

• Creating mechanisms to report back to the membership and seek feedback.

We envision a multi-step process that begins with associations soliciting input from their members. 
To do so effectively, associations could deploy means for individuals to provide input both in a 
public and in a private manner, within a certain time window. In cooperation with their members, 
associations would then establish and publish goals, and the strategies that will be used to achieve 
those goals. Open sessions during annual meetings can be used to report progress toward meeting 
those goals to the membership, and to solicit additional input.

Every three years, associations should produce a report with updated membership demographics, 
and with information about demographics of individuals who received awards, were invited to 
present special lectures, became committee members, were elected fellows, were nominated for 
leadership positions, etc. These numbers should be compared to those reported earlier and to the 
established goals, so that the membership can view where progress is being made. 

https://urban-institute.medium.com/applying-racial-equity-awareness-in-data-visualization-bd359bf7a7ff
https://urban-institute.medium.com/applying-racial-equity-awareness-in-data-visualization-bd359bf7a7ff
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Final thoughts
In the United States and elsewhere, over the last few decades associations have not kept pace with 
societal changes. Even as the population has become more diverse, organizations have not in 
general improved in terms of inclusion and equity. Professional associations such as COPSS and its 
members are no exception. While individual efforts to create welcoming environments and attract 
a diverse membership do exist (see, e.g., the structure of committees in the ASA), those efforts have 
had limited impact.

To develop a vibrant professional community of statisticians, COPSS and its member associations 
should embark on a profession-wide, multi-pronged strategy that begins by gathering baseline 
information about association members and about the community of statisticians as a whole. At the 
same time, COPSS and its member associations should re-consider the processes that are in place 
to elect or appoint leaders, select award recipients, editorial boards, and conference speakers, where 
there is the potential to benefit a specific group of members.

Only after these initial steps, COPSS and its member societies can establish benchmarks and 
implement strategies to attract a more diverse membership, address ongoing inequities and create 
a truly inclusive environment. It is counter-productive to encourage under-represented groups 
to participate in the associations if they are not encountering a level playing field once they have 
joined.

In this report, we have attempted to provide guidance to the COPSS leadership regarding some of 
the strategies that may be effective when implemented in concert. Diversity, inclusion and equity 
are notions that go hand in hand, so progress in one cannot be achieved without consideration of 
the other two. 
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