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Synopsis  Since 2010, scholarly societies have established themselves as important institutional forces that can advocate
for and work to enact cultural change and improve equity and inclusion in their fields. However, since the 2024 election, the
political environment in the USA has had a dramatic chilling effect on explicit efforts to support equity and inclusion. If the
past 15 years of emphasis on equity and inclusion has genuinely resulted in cultural change, we have reason to be optimistic,
because these values should be reflected in the broader missions of our societies and thus be sustainable. To assess the ex-
tent to which this might be true, we systematically examined mission and purpose statements across 194 scholarly societies
that are affiliates or members of the American Association for the Advancement of Sciences or the American Institute of
Biological Sciences. Unfortunately, we found that only 25% of these societies have incorporated inclusive or equity-oriented
goals into their formal mission statements and governing documents. In contrast, 85% of these societies have made pub-
licly accessible commitments to support values-based or cultural change towards inclusive practices in their communities.
Unfortunately, these shortcomings are in line with prior criticism raised by us and others of many of the diversity- and
equity-branded efforts championed by our institutions. Inserting or advertising terms like “diversity” and “equity” is in-
sufficient to promote true cultural change; these word choices remain performative unless they are backed by structural
reorganization and mission emphases. Here, we advocate for scholarly societies to formally encode their cultural values in
their mission statements, both to provide a legal framework to support this work and to affirm their communities when
hard-fought cultural shifts are being rapidly retracted elsewhere.

Since their formation nearly 400 years ago (McKie  Maclntosh 2021; Rushworth et al. 2021). In addition,

1960; Rubinstein 2012), scholarly societies have estab-
lished themselves as significant institutions that have
the power and responsibility to shape their disciplines
through information dissemination, programmatic sup-
port, network building, and advocacy. In acknowledg-
ment of this broad influence, scholarly professionals
have increasingly turned to their societies for leader-
ship in their fields, including in leading cultural changes
to improve community equity and inclusivity. Society
memberships have published many calls to action on
inclusion and equity issues targeted toward their so-
ciety leaders (e.g., Segarra et al. 2017; Madzima and
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both the United States National Science Foundation and
National Institutes of Health previously issued fund-
ing to support scholarly societies in leading cultural
change (Grants.gov n.d.; National Science Foundation
2021), demonstrating broad agreement that these soci-
eties are well-suited to this task. Finally, many of these
societies have issued statements about their organiza-
tional commitments to effectuating inclusion and equity
within their discipline or community, affirming their
intention to take action in response to memberships’
values.
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reserved. For commercial re-use, please contact reprints@oup.com for reprints and translation rights for reprints. All other permissions can be
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Across 2025, we've nonetheless seen scholarly so-
cieties, including those in the biological sciences, ap-
pear to ride the changing tides of United States poli-
tics as they back away from their prior outward-facing
commitments to equity and inclusion; some have even
scrubbed explicit commitments to cultural change from
public-facing documents (e.g., Basilio 2025). The rapid
demise of initiatives upholding equity and inclusivity
has raised significant concerns about whether scholarly
societies and their leadership have been or are able to
meaningfully adopt changes that might support con-
tinued improvements to diversity and inclusion in our
communities. Here, we show that scholarly societies
have largely failed on this front and, in doing so, have
failed to meet the expectations or demands of their com-
munities. We then argue that, intentional or not, our
societies remain fundamentally committed to mission-
driven priorities that give ultimate primacy to discov-
ery and innovation over fostering diverse and inclu-
sive communities. Finally, we suggest that the discon-
nect between membership values and the (in)action of
their scholarly societies has the potential to exacer-
bate the challenge many societies face to maintain rel-
evance for the current and emerging generations of
scientists.

Using mission statements as an indicator for
cultural commitments across scholarly
societies

To assess the extent to which equity and inclusivity-
associated principles have become integrated into the
prevailing culture of scholarly societies, we looked at
societies’ mission and purpose statements. These mis-
sion statements are bellwethers for strategic planning
efforts and leadership action, and they are the ultimate
signposts for society priorities, in part because they are
legally binding components of organization by-laws. As
such, mission and purpose statements should be strong
reflections of the cultural values held by individual so-
cieties.

We reviewed mission and purpose statements in the
by-laws or constitutions of 194 scholarly societies, rep-
resenting more than 2.7 million individuals, that are af-
filiates or members of the American Association for the
Advancement of Sciences or the American Institute of
Biological Sciences. These societies are primarily based
in and comprised members from the United States,
however, many of the societies also include North, Cen-
tral, and South American divisions and members.

Among these 194 societies, we were able to identify
the last date of revision or amendment of the govern-
ing documents for 181 of them (93%). Of these soci-
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eties with available revision dates, 167 (85%) had up-
dated their governing documents in the prior 10 years;
the median year of last revision was 2021, and the aver-
age year was 2019 (£5.8 years, standard deviation). The
recency of these revisions demonstrates two important
points: (1) societies are indeed capable of updating and
revising their governing documents, and (2) the majority
of societies have been engaged in evaluating their gov-
erning documents in the recent past.

We also asked whether the majority of the societies
that we included in our data collection effort had is-
sued statements or made commitments to improving
inclusion and equity within their field or organiza-
tion. Indeed, 85% of the 194 societies we examined
had made publicly accessible commitments to support
values-based or cultural change towards inclusive prac-
tices in their communities, either via a formal statement
or by adding diversity and equity-focused committees
to their organization structure. It’s particularly notable
that the issuance of many of these diversity, equity, and
inclusion-focused commitments occurred contempora-
neously with revisions to governing documents. Most
society’s leadership would have been thinking about or
working on both governing document revisions and eq-
uity and inclusion commitments in overlapping time
blocks such that we should reasonably expect the equity
and inclusion efforts to interface with mission and pur-
pose statements.

We coded mission and purpose statements sourced
from governing documents across 10 areas of focus
(see Fig. 1 and Supplement). To align these areas of focus
with broader value systems, we assigned areas of focus
as being supportive of either communities of practice
or communities of care (Tanner and Wilsterman 2025).
Briefly, communities of practice describe a group that
shares a particular passion or interest in some domain
or area (Wenger 2000), however, in the context of schol-
arly societies, these communities of practice often align
with the “meritocratic” status quo that is common in
the sciences and places the highest value on scholarly
discourse and discovery (Tanner and Wilsterman 2025).
When our scholarly communities are shaped solely by
communities of practice, they rely on achievement or
social capital as access points for participation, and thus
they tend to perpetuate the exclusion of individuals with
less access to resources or without established networks
within the community (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998;
Tanner and Wilsterman 2025). Communities of care of-
fer a complement to communities of practice that value
the individuals and groups that are directing scholarly
activities. Communities of care build equitable social
networks that can interface and strengthen our com-
munities of practice by increasing access, transparency,
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Fig. 1 Summary of scholarly societies’ mission statements
inclusive of goal data. Community of practice values overwhelm
community of care values in all surveyed mission statements,
which was heavily driven by the pillars of a historical meritocracy:
discovery and its dissemination to “enlightened” individuals.
Institutional longevity through support of junior professionals
continues to be neglected threatening the health of these very
professional societies.

and support (Tanner and Wilsterman 2025). Commu-
nities of care are thus both a pathway to and strength-
ened by equity and inclusivity; importantly, activities
that are consistent with building communities of care
often provide inclusive benefits for all members regard-
less of identity. In the context of scholarly society mis-
sion statements, community of care values can be up-
held by missions related to supporting junior profes-
sionals, general professional development, and explicit
calls for strengthening inclusion and equity in the disci-
pline.

Society missions reflect a continued
alignment with communities of practice

Our broad review of mission statements found that
the vast majority of the mission and purpose state-
ments of scholarly societies remained centered on
their communities of practice and scholarly meritocra-
cies: 96% of society mission statements mention com-
munity of practice-oriented categories, whereas only
25% mention community of care-oriented categories
(Fig. 1).

Indeed, the only mission goals mentioned by a ma-
jority of societies were goals associated with discovery
and the dissemination of that knowledge (69% and 57%,
respectively; Fig. 1). Although the next most commonly
evoked value (“facilitating scholarly discussion”) is sug-

gestive of community or interactions among members,
these missions either made only a general statement
about convening a conference or referred to engaging
with individuals that were already established within
their discipline. As such, this value or mission goal is
generally aligned with reinforcing the value of scholarly
discovery without requiring a community of care.

In contrast, the three areas of focus that have the ex-
plicit potential to support communities of care (includ-
ing enacting equity and inclusion values) were the least
common among the mission statements we reviewed,
occurring less often than missions related to public-
facing functions or education (Fig. 1). The most promi-
nent goal with the potential to advance communities of
cares was “Professional development” (17%), and 10% of
societies explicitly mentioned strengthening inclusion
and equity in their field directly in their mission or pur-
pose statement. Any explicit mention of supporting and
mentoring early career or young professionals was ex-
tremely rare (<5%, N = 9).

Most of the societies included in our analysis are
named by discipline (e.g., engineering, medicine, botany,
biology; 77% of societies in our sample), which could
reflect a direct focus on the field or area of study. In
contrast, societies that explicitly invoke their profes-
sional practitioners as part of their name (i.e., engineers,
physicians, botanists, biologists; 23% of societies in our
sample) might be more likely to promote community
of care ideals in their mission statements because they
are, by name, focused on individuals and identity. How-
ever, practitioner-oriented societies did not differ from
disciplinary societies in the likelihood that their mis-
sion statements addressed communities of care or inclu-
sion and equity-associated goals, and they were just as
likely to address communities of practice as disciplinary
societies (P > 0.4). Discipline-oriented societies were
more likely to include unidirectional dissemination in
their mission statements (usually associated with jour-
nal publications; Deviance = 7.97, P < 0.005), however,
practitioner-oriented and disciplinary societies did not
differ in the likelihood that their mission statements
mentioned any other term in our coding set (P > 0.05 for
all). These results demonstrate that scholarly societies
are relatively monolithic in their focus on preserving
their communities of practice and upholding status-quo
scholarly “meritocracies.” Moreover, this pattern is es-
sentially unaltered from nearly 15 years ago, when many
societies’ leadership identified discovery and dissemi-
nation as the primary roles of their societies (Musante
and Potter 2012). In other words, scholarly societies and
their leadership have failed to genuinely recognize com-
munities of care (e.g., inclusion and equity) as goals of
their societies, and thus they have not made meaningful
efforts to integrate these ideals into the cultural fabric of
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their organizations. The result of this lack of change is a
widening chasm of ideological priorities between soci-
ety membership and those effectuated by scholarly so-
cieties.

Are scholarly societies still the right actors to
direct cultural change in our disciplines?

We and others have argued that scholarly societies, by
virtue of their cross-institutional communities, have a
unique potential to shift their discipline’s culture and
values and thus improve the diversity and equity of
science as a whole (Burnett et al. 2020; Madzima and
MacIntosh 2021; Leibnitz et al. 2021; Burnett et al.
2022; Tanner and Wilsterman 2025). However, our as-
sessment of the values reflected in their mission and
purpose statements suggest that the cultural change
scholarly societies have been championing for over a
decade has failed to redirect the priorities of soci-
eties themselves, let alone radiate outward to direct
discipline-wide change.

These results are unfortunately unsurprising: we and
others have shown that a focus on diversity, equity, and
inclusion terms in the absence of reenvisioning core or-
ganizational operations is insufficient to generate cul-
tural change. Even the name itself (‘DEIL” “DEI],” or
“DEIB”) has become a calling card for siloed initiatives
(Leslie 2019). While scholarly societies have generally
been quick to issue statements about their commitments
to increasing diversity and inclusion, scholarly societies
remain structurally invested in a meritocratic value sys-
tem that has directly contributed to the current prob-
lems with diversity and inclusion. For example, society-
based conferences continue to organize their program-
ming around values of discovery over accessible net-
working (Burnett et al. 2020). Similarly, when confer-
ence attendees are asked to rank the reasons that they
attend conferences (which is one of the main ways
in which many scientists participate in scholarly so-
cieties), they rank scholarly discourse and dissemina-
tion first, over community and mentorship (Tanner and
Wilsterman 2025). From this perspective, society mis-
sion statements are predictably in lockstep with other
decisions and actions of society leadership.

The disconnect between the formal statements of
support and actions by scholarly societies could reflect
performativity on the part of individuals and/or soci-
eties. However, there is ample evidence that interest
in improving inclusivity and equity in our professional
communities is genuine. The core challenges remain
that (1) cultural shifts require foundational changes to
the status quo and (2) both society and discipline lead-
ers are often invested in this status quo because it sup-
ported their success. Restructuring the way society meet-
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ings and the societies that direct them are organized to
better support access and transparency thus often does
not appear necessary to achieve inclusion and equity
to society leadership; for them, the status quo worked.
Diversity and equity committees, which are now com-
mon across the societies included in this study, are a
good illustration of ineffective restructuring in action.
In general, scholarly societies have opted to create a
single group within their organization that directs sep-
arate programming and initiatives, instead of reenvi-
sioning each part of the society and its core purpose
or mission through the lens of increasing equity or in-
clusion (see parallel discussion in Lightner et al. 2025).
Committees bearing such titles can both act as a “check
box” for progressive ideologies and a consolidated tar-
get for hate by others; furthermore, siloing these DEI
or DEIJ committees increases the ease by which these
ideals can be discarded by a society leadership under
pressure.

Some individuals may argue that mission statements
are just words. However, formal changes to society gov-
ernance can affirm community solidarity among mem-
bership, especially when morale may otherwise be low,
and changes to society governance can offer some le-
gal protection for effective programs that may focus on
equity and inclusivity in ways that are not otherwise
supported by the legal documents that outline a soci-
ety’s purpose. Furthermore, when society leadership use
their mission statements to direct their society’s prior-
ities, these mission statements have immense power to
direct funds or precious individual time towards mean-
ingful change.

Indeed, many scholarly societies have been grap-
pling with maintaining their institutional longevity for
the last decade in the face of the declining (financial)
value of journal subscriptions and volatile memberships
(Musante and Potter 2012); membership is increasingly
tied to conference attendance rather than individual
identity (e.g., Finck et al. 2024). As part of their efforts
to stabilize membership, societies would do well to con-
sider why memberships are not linked to identity de-
velopment for many early career scientists. A misalign-
ment between what early career scientists might ask or
expect of a sustained membership (i.e., accessible and
inclusive opportunities to connect with the scholarly
community) and a society’s own (mission statement-
driven) emphasis on discovery or communication will
almost certainly further contribute to membership
instability.

Societies have both the opportunity and responsibil-
ity to generate and maintain stable communities of care
in their field. Aligning society mission statements to fo-
cus on supporting early career and junior profession-
als or providing professional development opportuni-
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Fig. 2 Strategies by which scholarly societies can use a community of care framework to motivate specific values and actions. The
mission or purpose statements within governing documents (bottom) form the foundation of the communities we create (top)
because they outline the values (bottom row) that influence society actions (middle row) and thus impacts (top row) that ultimately
reinforce our communities. Most scholarly societies have long emphasized values aligned with communities of practice, like
“Facilitating discussion in the field” and “Advocacy for resources,” which are tightly linked to many of the core activities (“actions”) and
benefits (‘outcomes”) that many scholarly societies place their most emphasis and investment on. In this manuscript, we emphasize
three values that support communities of care (developing professional capacities, strengthening inclusion and equity, and mentoring
junior professionals). We've provided here a nonexhaustive list of “actions” that enact these values, especially within scholarly
societies. Some of the actions may be a current activity in your society, but if they are formulated from or focused on a community of
practice perspective or value, they are less likely to lead to the impacts that are important for communities of care. The values and
actions associated with our communities of care and practice are most effective when they are prioritized and balanced alongside the
values and actions that support communities of practice. Communities of care do not supplant our communities of practice-they
provide unique and distinct impacts or benefits to membership. These communities are thus synergistic (bidirectional arrow, top).

ties can be effective ways both to maintain the value
of societies to their membership and to promote the
communities of care that can support cultural change
(see Fig. 2). Enshrining deeply embedded inclusion and
equity goals now can help maintain a steadfast beacon
for what we, as a discipline, will look like in an optimistic
future.
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