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In 2021, the White House issued the Executive Order on Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and 

Accessibility in the Federal Workforce to address persistent gaps in employment and workplace 

advancement opportunities for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) and other 

underserved people. Decades of initiatives to recruit and retain a diverse workforce have largely 

fallen short of desired goals (Lee et al. 2021; Naff and Kellough 2003; Westphal et al. 2022). There 

are many justifications for the value of ensuring diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) within the 

federal workforce, and many of them center the US government’s ability to effectively develop, 

deliver, and administer programs, goods, and services to the American people (Batavia et al. 

2020; Brown and Harris 1993).

DEI-related issues penetrate beyond the workforce and across society. Historically, a wide 

array of US federal policies dating back to the founding of the country have resulted in many 

BIPOC communities significantly losing their lands while the federal estate expanded (e.g., Nash 

2019; Nash 2014; Wilson 2020). Even when BIPOC communities were not directly removed, social, 

cultural, religious, and livelihood practices were often criminalized, resulting in profound alien-

ation from their relationships with the land and each other (Adlam et al. 2022; Brewer and Dennis 

2019; Dent et al. 2023; Lee et al. 2022). Today, underserved communities lack access to public 

services, including public lands, leading many public lands managers to question whether and 

how public lands serve the American public (e.g., Bradshaw and Doak 2022; Flores et al. 2018; 

Johnson et al. 2007; Taylor 2000; Washburne 1978). BIPOC people, people with disabilities, 

ABSTRACT US federal land management agencies serve the American people and work to ensure that all 
Americans connect with and value wilderness. As a result, wilderness managers may prioritize diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI), though may lack wilderness-specific tools and resources to foster commitments 
to DEI. As agencies and organizations turn to virtual resources to share information – what we refer to as 
toolboxes – questions remain about their utility and potential to impact DEI outcomes in wilderness. This 
article describes the process and results of five virtual focus group discussions with wilderness managers 
and key partners aimed at better understanding DEI toolbox–related needs, as well as the limitations of a 
DEI toolbox and opportunities to maximize potential impact of any DEI-related efforts. Key findings highlight 
that an interagency DEI toolbox for wilderness management could collate resources and lessons learned 
from innovation happening across the National Wilderness Preservation System. Yet wilderness-specific 
DEI goals are currently ambiguous and would benefit from clear articulation to track the impact of efforts. 
Participants emphasized needing leadership support and funds to advance innovation and partnerships 
with diverse organizations. Findings also highlight challenges associated with recruiting and retaining a 
diverse workforce, and navigating a wilderness culture that some participants feel has sidelined diverse 
connections with and stewardship of wilderness. A DEI toolbox could benefit practitioners – but could be 
most impactful if considered as complementary to other federal initiatives seeking to diversify workforces, 
fund innovation, and grow partnership with organizations representing underserved communities. 
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LGBTQIA+ people, and other underserved 

Americans have long experienced and 

continue to experience discrimination and 

marginalization, shaping people’s access to 

and use of public land today (e.g., Dietsch 

et al. 2021; Schmidt 2021; Schultz et al. 2019; 

Stanley 2020). 

This knowledge has led to the proliferation 

of programs, initiatives, and efforts seeking 

to redress injustices and harms dispropor-

tionately born by underserved communities 

(Callahan et al. 2021; White House 2022). This 

includes federally designated wilderness 

where questions of relevancy and access for 

underserved communities are now priority 

issues (Taylor et al. 2023a). The National 

Wilderness Preservation System offers the 

highest protection to 111 million acres of our 

nation’s public lands. Wilderness management 

focuses on preserving the land as “an area 

where the earth and its community of life are 

untrammeled by man, where man himself is 

a visitor who does not remain” (Wilderness 

Act 1964, section 2c). Some scholars have 

interpreted this orientation as situating people 

outside of nature and perpetuating ideas of 

pristine wildness visited temporarily to restore 

oneself from the stresses of human society 

(Cronon 1996; Holmes n.d.). Yet culture and 

society construct wilderness, an understand-

ing reflected in the full title of “An Act to 

establish a National Wilderness Preservation 

System for the permanent good of the whole 

people, and for other purposes.” As more 

diverse voices are sought out, heard, and 

included – through partnerships, visitation and 

more – wilderness itself may be reshaped by 

new practices, interpretations, and values. 

In May 2022, we held a series of virtual focus 

groups at the second annual virtual National 

Wilderness Skills Institute (NWSI), an annual 

coming together for training and conversa-

tions around various topics of importance to 

wilderness management professionals. We 

wanted to better understand: 

•	 ●What do wilderness management 
professionals want from a DEI toolbox for 
wilderness?

•	 ●What are limitations of a DEI toolbox for 
wilderness?

•	 ●What are opportunities to improve the 
impact of a DEI toolbox for wilderness?

In this research, we do not address all facets 

of DEI in wilderness given how numerous, 

interrelated, and wide-ranging they are (see, 

for example, Botta and Fitzgerald 2020; Davis 

2019; Rice 2022; Schultz et al., 2019). Instead, 

we generally examine the research on DEI 

trainings and toolboxes and explore the 

potential utility of and possibilities for devel-

oping an impactful interagency DEI toolbox 

for wilderness – in particular as any such 

effort has potential to create systemic change. 

Interagency refers to the four agencies 

charged with management of the US National 

Wilderness Preservation System, specifically 

the Bureau of Land Management, the National 

Park Service, the US Fish and Wildlife Agency, 

and the USDA Forest Service, but also consid-

ers the roles of nonprofit organizations and 

other key wilderness-delivery partners.

Background

The State of Knowledge on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Trainings

DEI initiatives date back to the civil rights movement of the 1960s but have proliferated in 

recent years in response to highly publicized instances of bias against people of color (Devine 

and Ash 2022). Many of these instances revolved around workplaces and workers; for instance, 

the 2018 Starbucks incident when a manager called the police on two Black men for sitting 

at a table without ordering anything (Chen 2020). Starbucks shut down their more than 8,000 

stores nationwide for a mandatory half-day anti-bias training, costing the company more than 

$16 million in lost sales for the day (Pontefract 2018). This has led to the emergence of what 

some writers refer to as the DEI-industrial complex, given the size and scope of the burgeoning 

industry aimed at making workplaces and the services they provide welcoming to people from 

all backgrounds and, ideally, more reflective of the general public (Zheng 2022). 

The scholarship on DEI trainings and initiatives show that they largely have mixed results. 

Often, they either fail to deliver long-term results or magnify problems; for example, by eroding 

a sense of belonging of underrepresented group members (Georgeac and Rattan 2022; Lai 

and Lisnek 2023). In fact, research indicates that three common DEI programs—specifically, 

mandatory diversity trainings, job tests, and grievance systems—create a sense of resentment 

amongst managers, disincentivize participation, and decrease representation (Dobbin and Kalev 

2016). This means that many DEI programs may actually make companies less, not more, diverse   

(Dobbin and Kalev 2016). Some authors criticize DEI initiatives for leveraging a sense of urgency 

to push through poorly understood trainings and practices, a problem that underscores the 

depth of white supremacy culture in some organizations (Glass 2023; Jones and Okun 2001). 

Cox (2022) argued that many DEI initiatives fail when trainings are developed from an infor-

mation deficit approach. This approach assumes that people fail to adopt desired behaviors 

because they lack the knowledge that could initiate a change in behavior. Instead, Cox offered 

that empowerment-based approaches, whereby people are empowered with tools and skills to 

identify and reduce bias within themselves and others by breaking cycles of habits, may lead to 

more impactful changes (Cox 2022). In this way, the development of goals and indicators may be 

most empowering and impactful when they are adaptive and driven from the bottom up, either 

with the workforce writ-large or with communities most impacted by inequitable practices (Petri-

ello et al. 2021). Well-defined DEI goals and metrics, scholars say, should account for differences 

across scales of impact and the interactions across those nested scales (Hinton and Lambert 

2022). While some outcomes are easy to measure – for example hiring, retention, and pay – 

others – especially culture and bias – are difficult to measure and often require complementary 

approaches of examination (Davenport et al. 2022; Hinton and Lambert 2022). 

Furthermore, scholars and practitioners increasingly recognize the need to change systems 

rather than individuals operating within the system (Melaku and Winkler 2022; Mitchneck and 
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Smith 2021). Systems of operation are often invisible and taken for granted. These include formal 

and informal rules and practices, the costs and benefits of institutions and infrastructure, and 

historical injustices and their legacies, among others (Fleischman et al. 2014; Fukuyama 2016; 

Ostrom 2015; Schlosberg 2004). Yet, as Devine and Ash (2022) point out, most evaluations of DEI 

work are done at the individual level immediately following a training, rather than at the systems 

level over a longer period of time. This highlights an important gap between creating lessons 

and tools and ensuring their effective deployment and impact. 

A Need for a Collection of DEI Tools and Resources for Wilderness?

Much of the growth in the now multibillion-dollar DEI trainings industry has focused on 

employee resource groups and related trainings (Research and Markets 2022). Yet there has 

been increased interest and support for the creation of more passive DEI resources in recent 

years, including toolboxes and toolkits, leading to a proliferation of online resources where the 

depth of impact is likely unknowable. To our knowledge, no shared definition for a virtual DEI 

toolbox or toolkit exists beyond a place where tools are organized and kept. However, toolboxes 

and toolkits share many characteristics – including collating or creating a variety of definitions, 

exercises, activities, case studies, and more. Many examples of DEI toolkits are freely available 

online; we share some below, in Table 1. 

It is within this context that we define a toolbox as a collection of skills, information, and prac-

tices concerning a specific area of interest – in our case, DEI in wilderness. We conducted this 

research on behalf of interagency wilderness commitments to DEI, and in response to a specific 

ask from the USDA Forest Service Wilderness Advisory Group (WAG) and Wilderness Information 

Management Steering Team (WIMST). Specifically, in concert with other federal initiatives to cre-

ate DEI toolboxes and toolkits to share resources, data, and best practices to help advance DEI 

directives across agencies, WAG and WIMST approached the first two coauthors, Redmore and 

Fox-Middleton, about identifying the needs of interagency wilderness management profession-

als in a toolbox for DEI in wilderness. 

Wilderness Connect (https://wilderness.net) is an interagency website and an authority for 

wilderness-related information. The site hosts a variety of toolboxes aimed at supporting on-the-

ground wilderness management (https://wilderness.net/practitioners/toolboxes/default.php). 

Yet the current format of these toolboxes may limit their utility given the breadth and depth of 

DEI-related topics as compared to other wilderness-management topics; for instance, air quality, 

night skies, signs and posters, and other issues that may offer more generalized principles. By 

contrast, DEI-related issues are nuanced and multifaceted, spanning social scales from indi-

vidual psychology to community and culture to institutional. Therefore, WAG and WIMST wanted 

to know what managers need to address complex DEI-related issues in wilderness and how 

these needs might lead to a novel interagency toolbox. This is the first effort that we are aware of 

to explore needs, limitations, and opportunities to create and collate DEI tools within the context 

of federally designated wilderness.

Organization Resource link
Shared with 
focus group 
moderators

Shared with 
focus group 
participants

American Association 
of University Women

https://www.aauw.org/resources/
member/governance-tools/
dei-toolkit/plug-play-dei-program-
ming/

X

American Public 
Health Association

https://www.apha.org/-/media/
files/pdf/affiliates/equity_toolkit.
ashx

X

Brown University

https://www.brown.edu/
about/administration/
institutional-diversity/
resources-initiatives/resources-
students-faculty-staff-and-alumni/
diversity-and-inclusion-toolkit

X

Training Resources 
for the Environmental 
Community

https://www.trec.org/toolkits/dei-
toolkit-1-foundations/

X X

River Network
https://www.rivernetwork.org/
resource/equity-diversity-inclu-
sion-resources

X

Forests in Cities https://fic.naturalareasnyc.org/
docs/dei

X

Partnership for the 
National Trails System

https://pnts.org/new/resources/
diversity-and-inclusion-resources/

X

Racial Equity Alliance
https://racialequityalliance.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/10/
GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf

X

Table 1– Examples of DEI resources shared with focus group moderators and participants prior to focus group moderation training 
(for moderators) and discussions (for participants).



90    International Journal of Wilderness | December 2023 | Volume 29, Number 2 December 2023 | Volume 29, Number 2 | International Journal of Wilderness    91

Methods

Focus Group Moderator Recruitment and Training

To address the research questions, we used focus group methodology to gain a deeper 

understanding of experiences of wilderness managers. Focus groups are useful to gain both a 

breadth and depth of understanding, given that participants can be in conversation with each 

other (Krueger and Casey 2002). To maximize the number of participants and focus group ses-

sions, Redmore and Fox-Middleton recruited 11 Forest Service resource assistants (RAs) to assist 

with focus group moderation and transcription. RAs were members of an internship program 

recruiting diverse talent into the agency, as a part of the Interagency Wilderness Network for 

Emerging-Early Career Professionals, an initiative started by Fox-Middleton to connect future 

land managers with wilderness experiences (see Fox-Middleton, this issue). 

Nine RAs attended a one-and-a-half-hour-long virtual training on May 20, 2022, where they 

learned about DEI, wilderness, and focus group moderation – many learning about these topics 

for the first time, a limitation explored below. Two RAs watched a recording of this training. Prior 

to the training, all RAs received training materials on moderating focus groups and examples of 

DEI resources developed by other organizations (Table 1). Redmore assigned RAs as either group 

moderators or transcribers and provided teams with interview scripts several days before the 

focus group to familiarize themselves with the guiding questions. 

Participant Recruitment and Selection

As part of NWSI online sign-ups, potential participants indicated their interest in the ses-

sion titled “From Knowledge to Impact: A Conversation about Unpacking Barriers to Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) in Wilderness.” To maximize the agencies represented, we grouped 

the names of 84 potential participants based on 

their workplace, specifically: whether they were 

affiliated with a federal land managing agency and 

which one, and whether they were affiliated with 

federal partners, including city and county parks, 

recreation departments, tribal nations, nonprofits, 

or universities. Using a stratified random sample 

approach, we selected a priority list of 40 invitees 

total from the four land management agencies and 

partner organizations by type (Bernard 2006). We 

notified invitees of their selection and requested 

them to RSVP to maximize attendance. If invitees 

responded that they could not attend, the 

researchers selected additional names from a wait 

list until 30 invitees confirmed they could attend, 

Figure 1 – Spheres of influence of wilderness 
managers over diversity, equity, and inclusion.

ensuring three to five participants per group (Marques et al. 2021). 

All invitees were organized according to professional affiliation and job titles into different focus 

groups around the following five spheres of influence, or areas where wilderness managers have 

some ability to influence outcomes (Figure 1). These included individuals working in the sector; 

organizational, both federal land management agencies and nonprofit partners; with wilderness-

adjacent communities; and with visitors and prospective visitors. 

We asked invitees to browse five virtual DEI resources prior to the session to consider which 

aspects they thought were effective in delivering tools to improve DEI awareness. To maximize 

participation, the researchers sent a reminder email to each potential attendee two days before 

the session. Ultimately, 22 participants attended (Table 2), representing the following organiza-

tion types:

Organizational representation was skewed toward Forest Service employees and nonprofit 

partners given the role they played in funding, organizing, developing, and delivering content for 

the NWSI. We consider methodological limitations in the discussion, below.

Focus Group Discussions

Overall, the session lasted 80 minutes. During the first 15 minutes, we explained the purpose 

of the session; key definitions on diversity, equity, and inclusion; and spheres of influence. The 

breakout sessions lasted approximately 60 minutes and were moderated and transcribed by the 

RAs. Since the researchers did not record sessions, RAs transcribed conversations as close to 

word-for-word as possible. The breakout sessions closed after 60 minutes, which allowed five 

minutes for close-out discussion.

Data Analysis

Transcripts were analyzed using a three-step approach. First, transcripts were uploaded in 

NVivo software. We used an in-vivo coding approach whereby each sentence of each transcript 

was labeled according to the main idea communicated (Glaser and Strauss 1967). In this way, 

Table 2 – Focus group participants by organization type.



92    International Journal of Wilderness | December 2023 | Volume 29, Number 2 December 2023 | Volume 29, Number 2 | International Journal of Wilderness    93

each code came directly from the transcripts, line-by-line where possible, generating a list of 

169 codes in total. For example, a federal government participant explained that:

based on the [diversity training] session and some of the conversations that came out of that, 
efforts are certainly flat. Holy cow! The comments coming out of disrespectful employees…
and we’re trying to promote an agency culture of respect and honoring each other. And 
people should be free to speak freely. We're not very respectful to anyone. 

This statement was segmented into five codes, described in Table 3 below. 

Next, all codes were organized into 15 themes, based on what the interpretation of intention 

was behind each code (Charmaz 2006). For instance, the codes for the above statement were 

grouped into the theme “cultural values and biases.” Using an approach to qualitative data 

analysis as part science and part art, these themes were reorganized and condensed into the 

three key, interrelated findings presented in this write-up (Figure 2) (Bernard 2006; Wolcott 

2005). In this way, the findings highlight not only the utility and limitations of a DEI toolbox for 

wilderness but also the potentially transformative role of partnerships and culture in supporting 

a more inclusive and diverse wilderness idea. The write-up was shared with all participants and 

RAs to ensure accuracy of data and interpretation and to ensure that participants felt that the key 

themes reflect their own understanding of the focus group discussions (Candela 2019). 

Table 3 – Statement from the transcript as coded in-vivo.

Figure 2 – The 15 identified themes in relationship to interconnected findings.
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Figure 3 – Case study example of use of funded partnerships for creating an action plan in the Forest Service Southern Region. 

Findings

Toolbox Development, Design, and Communication 

Participants had varied perceptions of the utility of a toolbox for DEI in wilderness. Some par-

ticipants noted that toolboxes often overwhelm with their amount of information and when they 

lack a roadmap for moving ideas into practice; additionally, some participants failed to see how 

a toolbox could help address DEI issues in wilderness. One participant noted that a DEI toolbox 

risked creating another echo chamber for wilderness managers who are inclined to engage in 

this work already. Some participants noted leadership support and agency buy-in as critical to 

developing a toolbox and ensuring it leads to change. Some key recommendations from partici-

pants for an interagency toolbox included

•	 ●Using graphics and easy-to-digest information rather than long narratives

•	 ●Integrating extensive information on the website while linking to limited hand-picked resources 
(e.g., the TREC toolkit, US Census Bureau)

•	 ●Ensuring equal access, which improves relevancy of and representation on public lands

•	 ●Highlighting case studies that illustrate step-by-step processes improving DEI outcomes

•	 ●Offering both online and in-person opportunities to agencies and partners, in addition to 
information and resources for staff and partners at various phases of the DEI journey

•	 ●Considering cultural diversity and linguistic inclusivity, especially for underserved wilderness-
adjacent communities. Examples include asking how diverse groups may differently interact 
with wilderness and posting signs in different languages.

Some participants noted that they struggle to communicate why equity work is important for 

wilderness – something that could be helped by a toolbox – while others noted that DEI-related 

goals for wilderness have yet to be clearly articulated at both national and local levels. One 

participant shared that, although this work takes time and is slow-moving, metrics could help 

establish accountability and track progress:

A lot of these things have been occurring in relatively recent history. It takes time to see. And 
because it takes time, I think really important aspects are that if we have higher initiatives 
or training or whatever, that there’s metrics to track how many people are showing up for 
those trainings, how many people were hired. Metrics to track success over time and also to 
have a definition of what success is supposed to look like attached to those metrics so that 
over time we can say if we’re successful or not, or if it’s just kind of languishing.

Several participants mentioned the need for articulating common goals for DEI work, though 

also noted that exact metrics would vary from place to place based on demographics. One 

participant commented that diversity includes age, gender, and more, which complicates identi-

fying appropriate metrics. Additionally, one participant said, “It’s important to listen and advocate 

for a more nuanced take,” reflecting that quantifiable metrics are strengthened by qualitative 

approaches tracking inclusion and belonging in wilderness.

To ensure that a DEI toolbox captures diverse and holistic goals, one participant emphasized 

the importance of co-creating with partners to amplify those already advancing DEI work. 

Several participants rhetorically asked, “Who’s involved in the conversation?” and, “Who’s at 

the table designing these programs?” further emphasizing the need for multiple perspec-

tives. Another participant elaborated that any DEI effort must be coupled with a genuine power 

transfer, saying, “Change requires challenging the power balance. It’s hard for people to let go 

of. There’s lots of gatekeeping, and getting past that is hard.” Participants generally supported 

building a toolbox for DEI in wilderness but wanted to ensure high-level administrative support 

for the effort, careful articulation of goals and metrics, and collaboration with diverse partners 
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with proven DEI impact. Together, these factors could ensure a quality product reflective and 

inclusive of a diverse America. 

Funding and Partnerships

Many participants noted the shortcomings of a toolbox alone and emphasized the role of 

adequate funding and partnerships to connect the toolbox to on-the-ground outcomes. First, 

participants spoke to the need to adequately fund wider DEI efforts in tandem with a DEI toolbox 

across all wilderness managing agencies. One participant suggested that agencies:

take a hard look at your policies and see what’s missing there. Do you have inconsistent 
policies from one department to another? And really are you backing it up with funding 
for it? Because you can have all the policies in the world that you want, but if there’s not 
funding to implement those policies, you fall short.

Participants mentioned the role of funding to advance innovations in DEI-related work. 

Innovations mentioned included programs to help reduce costs for outdoor gear or funding 

a gear library; offering free entrance permits for residents at a community library; providing 

grants to reduce transportation costs to bring underserved community members to wilderness 

areas, allowing them to connect to place; and supporting empowering outreach and education 

programming, especially for youth. Several participants noted the limits of outreach work; one 

participant explained, “I think that outreach probably doesn't go far enough because I, personally 

as a visitor of these areas, have never even experienced that outreach and I’m actively seeking 

it out.” Intentional and targeted outreach efforts could be more impactful than offering general 

information for visitors.

Many participants emphasized that leaning into partnerships – and allocating additional fund-

ing to do so – could help land-management agencies learn from DEI experts (see Figure 3). For 

example, one Forest Service employee suggested that 

the Forest Service should invest in paying people to train others on DEI. Giving a qualified 
person this specific role. They could analyze problems in the Forest Service and better 
represent the public. They could train the district. It should be someone that is outside the 
office and actually knowledgeable on DEI.

Participants believed that staff turnover compounds limited DEI expertise within federal land 

management agencies and prevents relationship building with communities. Instead, many 

participants recommended that land management agencies lean into partnerships with local 

organizations and groups that have established relationships and trust with underserved com-

munities. As one participant elaborated,

I know that partnerships are really important because, you know, you connect with people. 
Not only with people who are already interested in the outdoors, but people who just don’t 
really know about it and just start with maybe not being as, I don’t know, excited about it 

originally just because they haven’t really been exposed to it. So that trust with a partner 
like a church group or something and, you know, if they bring it up, they already have those 
relationships with those groups. 

Participants from the nonprofit sector expressed the difficulties they face securing funds for 

DEI work in wilderness, in particular given that donors do not always understand the value of DEI 

work. One nonprofit participant explained, “We lean on volunteers a lot, who lack the capacity 

to focus on this topic. We have to get funding and donors, and it’s the first thing to fall off the 

radar, especially with smaller nonprofits.” Given this challenge, federal funding could help close 

financial gaps and ensure DEI work in wilderness remains prioritized.

Culture at Work and in Wilderness

Many participants emphasized workforce culture and a lack of diversity as barriers to improv-

ing DEI outcomes in wilderness. Additionally, they noted that people’s values of and experiences 

in wilderness are shaped by the often-exclusionary history of the wilderness movement. 

Specifically, some participants expressed that wilderness workforce culture hampers DEI efforts. 

Wilderness workforce culture often fails to prioritize DEI efforts, and agencies and partners 

generally lack diversity within their ranks. For instance, one participant who spent her career 

with the Forest Service expressed, “I haven’t had local or regional opportunities to discuss DEI. 

It’s important that the agency gets with the times because it is disappointing to work with close-

minded individuals and makes me feel like I can’t contribute much to the conversation right now.” 

A few participants mentioned offensive, sometimes anonymous, comments made during training 

or awards programs for federal employees and partners. One participant expressed tension 

between DEI work and freedom of speech, while another emphasized problems with mandatory 

DEI trainings for the same reason. 

Yet participants noted that workforce-related issues are linked with wider wilderness-related 

cultural issues. For example, one nonprofit representative explained,

The chair of our DEI committee is an Indigenous woman that is lighting up and educating 
the board to use educational programs, webinars, and interpretive hikes to let people know 
about how the Indigenous people looked over the land very well for a very long time. It is 
walking the walk as opposed to talking the talk that will help the public and government.

	 Other participants similarly shared that DEI efforts could benefit from diverse hiring 

practices. Diverse hiring can lead to improved representation and voice, especially as federal 

initiatives increasingly use Indigenous knowledge to inform land and resource management. As 

one nonprofit participant asked, “Who are we as a nonprofit run by non-Indigenous people to 

come in and say this is how that land should be managed?” Overall, many participants expressed 

concern about the history of wilderness and how it influences current wilderness values and 

experiences – though participants differed about what this means in practice. For example, one 

participant shared the importance of “showing what Indigenous people have done successfully 
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in the wilderness and making it clear that their 

views are based on different ethnic values 

than ours, to create an awareness that we 

should be more inclusive and reach out to 

groups that for whatever reasons don’t use the 

wilderness.” In contrast, another participant 

expressed concern about overemphasiz-

ing the history of wilderness, suggesting a 

toolbox “maybe not [include] the history of the 

wilderness because it’s the history of racism 

against Indigenous people because rubbing 

people’s noses in that doesn’t make friends 

and influence people very well.” Overall, many 

participants believed that it is critical to be 

forthcoming with that history to recognize 

how internal bias, racism, and sexism shaped 

perceptions and values of wilderness today. 

Participants recognized how historical 

perceptions and values have influenced 

modern thought and have barred underserved 

people from experiencing wilderness. For 

instance, one participant said, “There’s a lot of 

legitimate reasons why there’s been this narra-

tive told that we should be afraid of loneliness 

in the woods, and I think with that it’s like we 

have to do a lot of dismantling of those fears 

through education to make these places 

acceptable.” Another participant explained, “It 

is important to acknowledge the internal bias 

about safety that some people have.” Issues of 

safety in relation to other people in wilderness 

were mentioned in three focus groups, with 

participants interested in addressing both 

perceived and real personal safety issues for 

various groups to ensure wilderness can be 

freely enjoyed by all. 

Discussion
Through targeted discussions with federal 

wilderness employees and key partners in 

wilderness delivery, we found vast DEI-related 

needs in this community. A DEI toolbox for wil-

derness could help articulate the value of DEI 

in wilderness – for example, by offering case 

studies and guiding development of metrics 

to track progress – and can offer a space to 

share best practices and lessons learned. 

These findings echo the wider body of litera-

ture on DEI trainings that emphasize the need 

for metrics and accountability to understand, 

evaluate, and ensure progress toward goals 

(e.g., Davenport et al. 2022; Taylor et al. 2023b). 

Yet this may be challenging given vast biologi-

cal, ecological, cultural, historical, and social 

differences across the National Wilderness 

Preservation System. For example, wilderness 

in Alaska has different opportunities and 

challenges, and likely requires a different set 

of approaches and tools from wilderness in 

Puerto Rico. Metrics and desired outcomes 

that incorporate a nested approach could 

allow for locally, regionally, and nationally 

relevant metrics to help track toward progress 

(Hinton and Lambert 2022). 

Furthermore, through collaboration with 

external partners, wilderness managers can 

develop meaningful and representative goals 

and metrics. This could also create an oppor-

tunity to develop a toolbox that focuses on 

approaches, processes, and resources rather 

than specific outcomes. Given the differences 

across geographies and contexts, a toolbox 

alone cannot address all the challenges and 

needs of the wilderness community. Through 

an emphasis on approaches, processes, and 

resources – for example, the case study from figure 3 – a toolbox can be more adaptable across 

diverse wilderness contexts and communities. Prior research has shown the value of providing 

highly motivated, socially connected, and well-respected individuals or groups with tools and 

opportunities to initiate equitable change within their network (Forscher et al. 2017; Paluck et al. 

2016). Our findings similarly emphasize that strategic partnerships backed by funding might help 

facilitate important conversations and change at the ground level. In this way, a more collabora-

tive approach through funded partnerships can bolster institutional change (Bidwell and Ryan 

2006). 

A DEI toolbox that engages a diverse group of partners 
and end users, especially from Tribes, other underserved 
communities, and local community groups, could further 
bolster federal commitments already underway to make 

wilderness more representative of the diversity of America.

We also learned that, for some wilderness managers, the culture at work and the wider culture 

of wilderness can feel marginalizing to diverse ways of relating to nature. This finding aligns with 

other research on DEI that emphasizes the importance of shifting culture to impact bias (Glass 

2023; Romero et al. 2022). Specifically, participants expressed that workforce culture sometimes 

hinders hiring and retaining employees with new points of view and relationships with the land – 

the very people who can help create change from the inside. Similarly, the perception and reality 

of safety issues for underserved people may hinder attempts to diversify visitor demographics 

and people’s relationships to wilderness. Federal managers are trialing creative ways to connect 

with, learn from, and elevate leaders and groups from underserved communities, but could ben-

efit from access to systematic approaches to share best practices, like a toolbox, and support to 

monitor progress across the wilderness system. 

Our findings are limited in two ways. First, the RAs supporting this work were not necessarily 

experts in wilderness, DEI, or social science research. For many, this process was their first time 

engaging in focus group research within the context of wilderness, but it should be noted that 

their engagement was intentional and a part of the commitment to empower agents of change. 

Additionally, the heavy sampling of participants from the US Forest Service and nonprofit sector 

employees may have influenced what we learned about wilderness and DEI-related efforts and 

challenges across agencies and partners. Care should be taken to ensure that results are inter-

preted as an exploratory first step to understand what are potentially impactful and appropriate 

measures to improve DEI outcomes in wilderness through shared tools. Future work could ben-
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efit from additional, concerted conversations to better understand the scale of the challenges 

and the possible benefits and limitations of DEI tools and efforts across the National Wilderness 

Preservation System.

Conclusion
Federal wilderness policy and practice have largely been shaped by an elite minority – but 

how we perceive and connect with wilderness is culturally relative. Therefore, efforts across 

federal land management agencies diversifying the workforce, advancing comanagement, and 

redressing cultural bias in wilderness programming are already moving the needle toward more 

equitable inclusion of diverse voices. A DEI toolbox that engages a diverse group of partners 

and end users, especially from Tribes, other underserved communities, and local community 

groups, could further bolster federal commitments already underway to make wilderness more 

representative of the diversity of America. 

Critically, a DEI toolbox, alone, is likely to have limited impact but could offer important oppor-

tunities for engagement with diverse partners. Any effort to develop DEI tools or trainings would 

benefit from thoughtful collaboration with the needs and requests of wilderness managing 

professionals, impacted communities, and leaders of change to maximize the utility of efforts 

and impact. DEI efforts could additionally benefit from greater understanding of processes for 

the development of metrics and goals in a way that is both simple to implement but does not 

reduce the many intangible facets of DEI and culture to a number. Processes for developing any 

DEI toolbox or trainings that not only engage but also empower local users may improve imple-

mentation and benefit outcomes on the ground to ensure that all people can see themselves in 

wilderness.   
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