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Introduction and summary

As the United States continues to undergo a significant demographic shift, 
companies must diversify their employment base in order to remain success-
ful and profitable. According to the 2010 census, by 2043, there will be no clear 
racial majority.1 In a purported first step toward increasing racial and gender 
diversity, technology giants in Silicon Valley began publicly publishing diversity 
reports in 2014. According to data from the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, or EEOC, in 2014, blacks and Hispanics represented only 1.9 
percent and 4.4 percent, respectively, of the professional-level workforce—both 
tech and nontech positions—at the headquarters and local branches of the top 75 
Silicon Valley tech firms.2 This equates to 101 black and Hispanic professionals at 
each firm—out of an average of 2,789 employees. Statistics for the entire Silicon 
Valley area are similar.3 In 2015, 2.2 percent and 4.7 percent of tech professionals 
were black and Hispanic, respectively.4

Three explanations are commonly used to explain away or minimize the lack of 
diversity in Silicon Valley, including that diversity is an issue everywhere; that 
there is a lack of qualified workers of color; and that the tech sector is investing in 
diversity initiatives that will yield results in the near future. This report corrects 
these three myths using empirical data while highlighting some of the most prom-
ising, tested solutions to date. 
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Knocking down 3 myths about 
diversity in tech in Silicon Valley

Some in the tech sector in Silicon Valley make claims to justify the lack of diversity 
in their workforces. The claims include that it is a nationwide problem as a result 
of an insufficient educational pipeline and that training biases out of individu-
als involved in hiring decisions can help alleviate it. Yet most of these claims lack 
empirical evidence. 

And in fact, the claims are inconsistent when measured against one another. One 
cannot simultaneously say diversity can be solved through training while also 
asserting a lack of qualified people of color are available to hire. And these claims 
are easily dispelled with actual data. 

The lack of diversity is not an issue everywhere 

A so-called tech hub is a metropolitan area with dense networks of businesses, 
suppliers, and customers focused on the production and/or use of technology. 
But contrary to what is commonly assumed to be true, not all tech hubs lack diver-
sity. Indeed, most tech hubs outside of Silicon Valley are noticeably more racially 
diverse. Figure 1 shows the number of black and Hispanic tech workers employed 
in a sample of metropolitan statistical areas. 

According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, 
Silicon Valley’s tech workforce is 2.2 percent black and 4.7 percent Hispanic.5 In 
comparison, Houston’s metropolitan area tech workforce is 11.9 percent black and 
12.6 percent Hispanic, and the New York metropolitan area’s tech workforce is 7.3 
percent black and 9.6 percent Hispanic. The Atlanta and Washington, D.C., met-
ropolitan areas both have large numbers and proportions of black tech employ-
ees—20.6 percent and 17.1 percent, respectively. Miami and Los Angeles are each 
comprised of a high number and proportion of Hispanic workers as well, at 29.9 
percent and 12.7 percent. All of these metropolitan areas employ 1.5 times to 3.3 
times the number of black and Hispanic tech workers as Silicon Valley. 
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There are qualified workers of color 

In many cases, tech companies point to the lack of diversity among candidates 
in the education pipeline as a factor that explains their absence in the workforce. 
Tech giants argue that there simply are not enough students of color, in particu-
lar black and Hispanic students, graduating with bachelor’s or advanced degrees 
in computer science or related fields. Undoubtedly, the educational pipeline 
is not as strong as it could be. The United States must increase K-12 access to 
computer science and related courses in black and Hispanic communities, and 
universities should revisit their institutional practices to decrease the attrition 
rate of students of color from tech-related programs, such as computer science 
and electrical engineering. This would help ensure that there is not an actual 
shortage of skilled workers in the future. 

Note: The following occupational categories were included: computer and information systems managers, computer and information 
research scientists, computer systems analysts, information security analysts, computer programmers, software developers, web developers, 
computer support specialists, database administrators, network and computer systems administrators, computer network architects, all other 
computer occupations, operations research analysts, aerospace engineers, computer hardware engineers, electrical and electronics engineers. 

Source: Author's calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, "The American Community Survey," available at 
http://dataferrett.census.gov (last accessed October 2016). 

FIGURE 1

How does Silicon Valley compare to other tech hubs?

Black and Hispanic tech workers in major metropolitan areas
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Today, however, the educational pipeline is not the primary cause of the absence 
of people of color in Silicon Valley. There are literally hundreds of thousands of 
blacks and Hispanics with tech-related degrees across the country, many of whom 
graduated from top programs. According to the National Science Foundation, 
in 2013, there were 262,981 Americans of color ages 45 years and younger with 
bachelor’s or advanced degrees in computer and mathematical sciences, as well as 
electrical engineering—just three of several fields closely associated with high-
tech jobs.6 These individuals represent 18.8 percent of degree holders. 

Of the people of color with degrees in these fields, 7 percent of men and 12 
percent of women were unemployed compared with 2 percent of white men. (see 
Figure 2) An additional 13 percent of men and 16 percent of women of color 
worked in jobs unrelated to their degrees relative to only 7 percent of white men. 
This large proportion of people of color may well be opting out of careers in tech-
nology in order to avoid facing what they perceive to be noninclusive work envi-
ronments given their relatively low representation in areas such as Silicon Valley.7 

FIGURE 2

Tech workers of color are underutilized in the workforce 

People ages 45 and under with bachelor's or advanced degrees 
in computer and mathematical sciences or electrical engineering  

 

Note: In this instance, the term "people of color" includes black, Hispanic, and Indian Americans.

Source: Author's calculations based on data from the National Science Foundation, "SESTAT: Scientists and Engineers Statistical Data 
System," available at http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/sestat/ (last accessed September 2016). 
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Tech companies also cite their inability to recruit from their local markets. This 
is not the case. Blacks and Hispanics, for example, comprise 16.9 percent of the 
American citizens in California with at least a bachelor’s degree but represent only 
6.9 percent of Silicon Valley’s tech workforce. More importantly, the 70,111 foreign 
nationals in Silicon Valley comprise 29.1 percent of the tech workforce, which is 
roughly four times that of the 16,744 black and Hispanic tech employees in the area.8

Companies should be motivated to diversify for many reasons, including the grow-
ing body of literature showing the long-term benefits of diversity. These benefits 
include increased problem-solving, motivation, and creativity as well as improved 
revenue and profits, expanded customer bases, and greater market share.9 Yet the 
dearth of diversity in Silicon Valley is likely the result of a failure to change struc-
tural and institutional dynamics. As Jesse Jackson pointed out in April 2016 at the 
PUSHTech 2020 conference, “You would think companies that have been around 
for a while, since the 1990s, would not be where they are [today] when it comes 
to diversity because they’ve had time to catch up.”10 Yet the tech sector sometimes 
operates with a limited time horizon, which may help account for the persistent 
absence of people of color in their tech workforce.11 However, as Jackson noted, 
“There’s no reason why there cannot be a change now … There’s responsibility at 
every level, and we all need to apply social pressure to change things because this is 
the future: America cannot improve without fully realizing its assets.”12

Increased diversity training alone will not  
create inclusive spaces for people of color 

There are effective diversity initiatives, but Silicon Valley relies heavily on diversity 
trainings with no proven return on investment. The diversity industry is estimated 
to be worth $200 billion, at least $8 billion of which goes to diversity trainings.13 
An estimated 43 percent of U.S. organizations report using diversity trainings, and 
nearly all Fortune 500 companies do so.14 Yet despite the fervor for these trainings, 
research indicates that the majority are ineffective or counterproductive. Studies 
show that they have no significant effects on individual attitudes toward racial 
or gender groups.15 As Harvard University and Tel Aviv University professors 
Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev explain, while in the short term, most people 
learn to provide politically correct responses to questions about bias, in the long 
term, they “forget the right answers” and report increased animosity toward other 
groups following these trainings.16 Moreover, Dobbin and Kalev found that five 
years after establishing mandatory diversity trainings for managers, the proportion 
of white women, black men, and Hispanics in management positions remained 
stagnant, while the proportion of black women and Asian Americans decreased.
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Despite this research, a multitude of companies in Silicon Valley have deployed 
diversity trainings for their staff because the trainings are, among other things, 
novel, and often—as in the case of unconscious bias trainings—blameless.17 
Regardless of the mechanism, the results are the same: Tech companies’ expen-
sive diversity trainings to decrease bias do not positively affect the diversity of 
their workforces. Similarly, providing the training should not bolster a com-
pany’s assertions that their recruitment and retention policies are nondiscrimi-
natory in their effects. Money would be better spent investing in programming 
that has a proven track record of success, such as creating diversity plans and 
establishing and funding diversity initiatives to be carried out through diversity 
managers or diversity councils.18 
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Policy recommendations

The tech industry in Silicon Valley must prioritize diversity. Tech companies must 
invest in recruiting, hiring, and retaining the significant human capital across the 
country that already exists, and they should follow the lead of other major tech 
hubs, such as New York City; Houston; Washington, D.C.; and Miami. Silicon 
Valley can employ a variety of interventions that mitigate the effects of the neglect 
dogging this region. 

Require accountability and provide incentives  
for building diversity and fostering inclusion 

Institutional barriers to diversification are often systematic and subtle; increasing 
diversity requires thoughtful, consistent leadership and accountability. Companies 
should hire a diversity manager—and preferably a chief diversity officer—and/or 
build a diversity council with executive representation. This establishes respon-
sibility for ensuring the creation and maintenance of diversity programming. At 
the same time, it drives leaders to increase their focus on diversity initiatives and 
policies, thereby rendering this programming more effective.19 Although human 
resources can assist in these efforts, research shows that line managers and leaders 
are more successful both in developing diversity programming and in holding oth-
ers accountable for its success.20 

Diversification, and more importantly, fostering inclusion to maintain diversity, 
also necessitates incentive structures for individuals and business units alike to 
promote cooperation. Companies can make team membership more salient and 
build a more inclusive environment by using group appraisals and compensa-
tion systems rather than individualistic task designs and incentives.21 This builds 
accountability for diversity and inclusion across functions and units and improves 
individual and team performance. Data show that people of color and women 
report feeling more respected and that organizations have an easier time attracting 
and retaining highly qualified professionals when the importance of diversity is 
acknowledged and celebrated.22 
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Modify current recruiting techniques 

Tech companies should approach recruiting more systematically, with a seri-
ous commitment to diversity, than they have in the past. They should seek out 
potential employees of color through affinity groups on university campuses and 
through recruiting events at institutions that serve people of color, including 
predominantly white universities with relatively larger proportions of students of 
color, historically black colleges or universities, and Hispanic-serving institutions. 
They should also recruit through professional organizations and online recruiting 
channels for direct contact, rather than relying on outdated approaches that attract 
predominantly white male or Asian applicants. 

Firms should mandate a diverse candidate slate or short list to increase the likelihood 
that a person of color will be hired. This slate approach is different from a hiring quota 
in that a diversified slate mandates that a certain number or percentage of candidates 
or applicants be from a particular demographic group, but it does not require that any 
particular target in hiring actually be met. A series of studies published in the Harvard 
Business Review in 2016 found that the odds of hiring a minority were 194 times greater 
if there were at least two such candidates in the pool. In contrast, when only one out of 
four finalists was a minority, the candidate’s odds of being hired were zero.23 Thus, dou-
bling down on efforts to get more people of color into the applicant pool is essential to 
ensuring that more people of color will actually be offered jobs. 

Develop diversity plans based on concrete goals  
and robust evaluations

Many tech companies, especially tech giants in Silicon Valley, now issue diversity 
reports. Organizations with at least 100 employees are required to file annual 
Employer Information Reports with the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission that provide data about the race and gender of employees by job 
groupings. These reports should not be confused with comprehensive, proac-
tive diversity plans—crucial elements to building, monitoring, and maintaining 
diversity within organizations. Effective diversity plans and the programs related 
to them are based on a foundation of concrete goals with ongoing evaluations and 
feedback. These plans should be based on a robust assessment—such as a cultural 
audit—of the organization, and the results should be translated into tangible 
targets that can be evaluated over time to identify progress and push continuous 
improvement. By including not only employee goals but also programming and 
policies as part of diversity plans, companies improve their capacity to evaluate the 
efficacy of and revise their diversity initiatives. 
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Conclusion

Ensuring diversity in Silicon Valley tech companies will require a complete com-
mitment to changing current institutional structures. Silicon Valley can no longer 
claim that diversity is an issue everywhere; that there is a lack of qualified people; 
or that diversity training and other untested or ineffective initiatives will yield 
results. The data do not support any of these claims but instead show that the 
current approaches and measures being used are not working. Aggressive efforts 
must be put in place—where concrete goals are set, recruitment efforts are modi-
fied, and accountability is ensured. As Apple Inc. CEO Tim Cook asserted during 
an interview about Apple’s 2015 Worldwide Developers Conference Scholarship 
Program: “[I]f you believe as we believe that diversity leads to better products, 
and we’re all about making products that enrich peoples (sic) lives, then you obvi-
ously put a ton of energy behind diversity the same way you would put a ton of 
energy behind anything else that is truly important.”24 
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boundless opportunity, where 
people can climb the ladder 
of economic mobility. We 
believe we owe it to future 
generations to protect the 
planet and promote peace 
and shared global prosperity. 

And we believe an effective 
government can earn the 
trust of the American people, 
champion the common  
good over narrow self-interest, 
and harness the strength of 
our diversity.

Our Approach

We develop new policy ideas, 
challenge the media to cover 
the issues that truly matter, 
and shape the national debate. 
With policy teams in major 
issue areas, American Progress 
can think creatively at the 
cross-section of traditional 
boundaries to develop ideas 
for policymakers that lead to 
real change. By employing an 
extensive communications 
and outreach effort that we 
adapt to a rapidly changing 
media landscape, we move 
our ideas aggressively in the 
national policy debate. 


