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INCREASED RESILIENCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY THROUGH “SHIPBOARD” EXPERIENCES
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 Lisa D. White, Jonathan C. Lewis, and Sharon Cooper

INTRODUCTION
The goal of Alliance-Building Offshore 
to Advance Resilience and Diversity 
(All-ABOARD) is to cultivate teams of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)-
champions that are, by definition, both 
resilient and accountable for making 
meaningful change at their institutions. 
We define DEI-champions as those who 
effectively leverage their positionality 
(informed by their power and privilege, 
but not limited by it) to lead, regardless 
of whether they are recognized by their 
institutions as “leaders.” Positionality, in 
part, describes the intersection of one’s 
various identities; in this case, it includes 
our participants’ academic identities, for 
example, as students, administrators, or 

faculty members. 
We refer to All-ABOARD intention-

ally as an “intervention” because we 
pursue a distinct avenue for success by 
designing the program to specifically 
grapple with generating individual actors 
and teams capable of making and sus-
taining institutional change. Sustained 
efforts to increase participation in the 
geosciences of historically marginalized 
groups have had limited success in recent 
decades due in part to the inability to 
empower individuals or groups to pursue 
institutional change (e.g.,  Sidder, 2017; 
Bernard and Cooperdock, 2018; Beane 
et  al., 2021; Cisneros and Guhlincozzi, 
2023). We hypothesize that engaging 
intergenerational teams in an immersive 

context could lead to a cohort of resilient 
DEI-champions.

Inspired by the transformative power 
of offshore experiences, All-ABOARD 
relies on an immersive professional 
development environment that occurs 
over four phases. Here, we describe the 
early phases of this intervention and 
present preliminary quantitative and 
qualitative evaluations of participants’ 
self-​understanding along several axes of 
identity and experience. We also com-
ment on next steps, successes, adaptations 
due to COVID-19, and key takeaways.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
Be the Messenger (BTM) is a theoretical 
framework that seeks to equip individu-
als with the tools and understanding nec-
essary to implement DEI initiatives within 
their environments and communities 
(Starks and Matthaeus, 2018). Previously, 
this framework has been applied in a vari-
ety of corporate, nonprofit, and govern-
mental contexts; All-ABOARD represents 
the first time that the framework has 
been applied to design a structural inter-
vention in an academic context. While a 
complete articulation of the framework is 
beyond the scope of this paper, we focus 
on how we cultivated immersive learn-
ing environments through three cen-
tral tenets of the BTM framework: self-​
reflection, learning to navigate confirmed 
bias, and frequency and duration. The 
framework posits that to become effec-
tive “messengers” who can make changes 
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in their communities, individuals must 
reflect on, understand, and contextual-
ize their baseline perceptions of identity, 
culture, diversity, and respect (Starks and 
Matthaeus, 2018). A deep understand-
ing of these components allows them 
to recognize their own biases and navi-
gate “confirmed biases,” or the ideas, per-
spectives, and positions that influence 
decision-​making. Once identified, differ-
ences in positions enhance the efficacy of 
a diverse team, rather than limit it, and 
the biases are leveraged, so teams learn 
from one another and confront institu-
tional barriers together. Furthermore, 
a central tenet of BTM is that frequency 
and duration (e.g., of conversations, inter-
ventions, programming, and training) are 
critical components of developing a sus-
tainable, individual understanding of 
confirmed bias and cultivating a strong 
team. A commitment to dedicating regu-
lar intervals of time is crucial to the suc-
cess of social change initiatives and to 
maintaining group cohesion. We leverage 
the BTM framework to design an inter-
vention to cultivate teams of geoscience 
DEI-champions and to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of the intervention’s early stages 
(White et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2022). 

Phase One: Recruitment and 
Selection of Participants
The project leaders relied on our collec-
tive networks and posts on social media 
(then Twitter and Facebook) and sent 
emails through various listservs with an 
intentional focus on recruiting intergen-
erational teams from predominately white 
institutions (PWIs). The All-ABOARD 
intervention was designed for implemen-
tation at PWIs because these institutions 
play a large role in creating and maintain-
ing racial homogeneity in the geosciences 
despite being over-resourced relative to 
their peer institutions (e.g.,  Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities; McGee, 
2020). We held an informational webinar 
to kick off the month-long application 
period and to provide more details about 
All-ABOARD. 

Each team was required to submit 
members’ individual personal statements 
and a group statement on their plan to pur-
sue a DEI goal at their home institution. 
Applicant teams were evaluated based on 
the following criteria: potential for last-
ing impact on their institution, potential 
to support the next generation of diverse 
geoscience leaders, potential for their 
institution to become a geosciences DEI 

leader, and ability/​willingness to commit 
department or university resources to a 
focused DEI initiative. Each team appli-
cation was evaluated for team-member 
composition, emphasizing diverse aca-
demic roles and positions from under-
graduate to dean or department chair. In 
total, eight teams applied, and of the four 
teams selected, all were public PWIs in 
the US Southeast (Figure 1): two R1 uni-
versities and two smaller regional uni-
versities. Teams ranged from four to five 
members and included, across all teams, 
tenured professors (6), pre-tenure profes-
sors (3), deans (2), graduate students (2), 
undergraduates (2), and one postdoc and 
one staff member. Two teams had student 
participants continuously through the 
retreat, one team had a student graduate 
only before the retreat, and one team had 
no student participants. 

Phases Two and Three: 
Webinars and Retreat 
In April 2021, we initiated the yearlong, 
immersive program that included nine 
webinars and concluded with an in-​
person retreat in March 2022 (Figure 1). 
Together with the webinars and retreat, 
we designed the entire curriculum in a 

FIGURE 1. Stylized map depict-
ing the All-ABOARD program and 
relative timeline. Selected teams 
hailed from four institutions (yel-
low stars). Informed and scaffolded 
by Phase Two, the monthly webi-
nars, teams navigated a number of 
obstacles (represented on the map 
by various hazards) while build-
ing capacity and creating plans at 
their own institutions to advance 
change. Phase Three constituted 
an in-person retreat in Evins Mill, 
Tennessee. Virtual experiences 
are represented with dashed 
lines and in-person experiences 
are represented with a solid line. 
CCU = Coastal Carolina University. 
USF = University of South Florida. 
WVU = West Virginia University.
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way that allowed participants to engage 
in repetitive, reinforcing actions that 
occurred in different dimensions (virtual 
and in-person, social and academic). 
Between programmatic webinars, indi-
vidual teams met both in-​person and 
online to complete assignments and 
develop their action plans. Four of the 
programmatic webinars focused on com-
munity building and allowed partici-
pants to get to know one another better, 
while five were thematic and addressed 
an aspect of identity, culture, diversity, 
and respect (Table 1). We conducted the 
webinars via Zoom to take advantage of 
the shift in working culture in response 
to COVID-19 and to accommodate our 
teams’ locations throughout the south-
eastern United States. We met monthly, 
something that would have been impossi-
ble with only in-person gatherings, to sup-
port the teams’ immersion in their work. 

The in-person retreat took place over 
3.5 days in Central Tennessee at Evins Mill 
woodland resort (Figure 1). Importantly, 
the original concept for the All-ABOARD 
intervention imagined hosting this retreat 
aboard a research vessel. Ultimately, this 
was not feasible due to ongoing compli-
cations with COVID-19 and scheduling 
constraints among our participants and 
leadership. Nevertheless, we provided 
both a secluded environment and a mod-
ified “offshore” experience as part of the 
retreat, fulfilling the core elements of our 

original vision. The retreat began with a 
team-building activity and each subse-
quent session was thematic and addressed 
aspects of identity, culture, diversity, and 
respect or was a dedicated work ses-
sion for strategic planning within teams 
(Table 1). The penultimate strategic plan-
ning session was conducted aboard pon-
toon boats at a nearby lake, allowing each 
team the opportunity to work together 
in a focused, sequestered context. The 
daily schedule was also interspersed with 
shared meals, excursions, and unstruc-
tured community-building time. We fur-
ther cultivated immersion by empha-
sizing continuity in the program during 
both virtual and in-person engagements. 
We regularly returned to topics and activ-
ities like community-building, individ-
ual and group assessments, and thematic 
workshops (Table 1).

Evaluation
We measured participants’ resilience and 
leadership with pre- and post-surveys 
that quantified the impact of incorporat-
ing the BTM framework into the yearlong 
immersive programming (Phases Two 
and Three). The pre-survey was admin-
istered to individuals two months after 
acceptance into the All-ABOARD pro-
gram, and the post-​survey was adminis-
tered one year into the program, after the 
retreat. In addition to these quantitative 
surveys, participants were interviewed 

in small groups during the retreat to col-
lect qualitative data on common narra-
tive elements. Full evaluation of the inter-
vention will take place at the end of Phase 
Four (Campus Visits) to coincide with 
the predicted successful implementation 
of each team’s action plan on its home 
campus. Evaluation techniques and inter-
view questions will be informed by the 
preliminary analysis presented here. 

RESULTS 
Our survey results (n = 15) show a multi-
faceted change with respect to partici-
pants’ senses of leadership but demon-
strated a greater change in resilience after 
the yearlong core program. Participants 
reported an increased agreement with 
the statements: “Others tend to not see 
me as a leader” (0.3-point change), “I am 
comfortable leading teams,” and “I am 
comfortable contributing to a team led 
by someone else” (0.2-point changes) 
(Table 2). Responses to the other ques-
tions about leadership showed little 
change between pre- and post-retreat 
surveys (Table 2). Participants disagreed 
more with the statement: “When I experi-
ence setbacks and/or resistance to some-
thing I am doing, I usually decide to do 
something else” (–0.5-point change) and 
agreed more with the statement: “When 
I experience setbacks and/or resistance 
to something I am doing, I become more 
resolved to do it” (0.3-point change) 

TABLE 1. All-BOARD Intervention curriculum for the webinar series (left panel) and for the in-person retreat (right panel). Green = Community building, 
Yellow = Be the Messenger. Blue = Science identity. Pink = Action planning.

 
IN-PERSON RETREAT (3.5 Days)

Community Building: AdventureWork

Be the Messenger I & II

Science Identity I

Be the Messenger III

Be the Messenger IV

Group Hike

Science Identity II

Security and Belonging in Science

Be the Messenger V

Action planning on a boat!

Discussion and presentation: Who Gets Geoscience Degrees? 
by Dr. Rachel Bernard

Implementation and Strategic Planning I & II

WEBINAR SERIES (Monthly)

Community Building I: Getting to know one another

Community Building II: Getting to know one another

Science Identity: Understanding how our experiences and 
identities shape our work as scientists

Vision and Values: Cultivating empathy to work effectively 
in community across difference and differentials in power, 
privilege, and positionality

Be the Messenger I: Reflecting on where our All-ABOARD 
community currently stands

Be the Messenger II: Individual meetings with teams to reflect 
on where each team currently stands

Preparing to Sail: Logistical preparations for our 2022 retreat
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(Table 2). Moreover, participants dis-
agreed more with the statements: “I regu-
larly think about leaving my current career 
trajectory” (–0.4-point change) and “I fear 
failure” (–0.3-point change) (Table 2). We 
used the transcribed small group inter-
views as qualitative data to construct a 
composite narrative comic about experi-
ences during the All-ABOARD interven-
tion from the perspective of a participant 
(Figure 2). We focused on themes and 
sentiments that came up repeatedly and 
highlighted elements that cut across posi-
tionality and institution. Though the text 
in the comic has been pulled directly from 
participant interviews, it has been edited 
for clarity and to remove any identifying 
characteristics. 

LESSONS LEARNED
Immersive Experiences Facilitate 
the Cultivation of DEI-Champions
The immersive experience was successful 
in encouraging participants to embrace 
the identity of a DEI-champion as shown 
by increased comfort with being a leader 
and increased resilience in the face of 
challenges (Table 2). Informed by the 
BTM framework, the All-ABOARD inter-
vention featured frequent community-​
building sessions and thematic train-
ings ahead of the in-person retreat to 
build and establish community. This con-
text provided the social foundation and 
shared understandings for the in-person 
experience to be most effective. Each ses-
sion allowed participants to come to a set 
of shared values and to practice formulat-
ing identities in a group setting. For exam-
ple, through a session about science iden-
tity (Table 1), we encouraged participants 
to expand their understanding of science 
identity by inviting other elements of their 
social identities into their science identi-
ties. This shared understanding was crit-
ical for participants to view their identi-
ties as DEI-champions as an integral part 
of their scientific identities. Importantly, 
the immersive experience allowed par-
ticipants to engage with each other fre-
quently enough that they could act as both 
witnesses to, and role models for, shifting 

views on science identity. Our efforts to 
foster malleable science identities that 
include being DEI-champions enhanced 
our participants’ senses of resilience.

Participants reported that immersive 
elements of the retreat impacted their 
identities as DEI-champions by enhanc-
ing their confidence as leaders and their 
senses of resilience. Importantly, being in 
a retreat environment made the interven-
tion more impactful because participants 
were separated from “daily life” with all 
its distractions (Figure 2). Our origi-
nal objective for doing the retreat at sea 
was to provide space and time for intense 
focus. We were able to recreate this focus 
during the land-based retreat by conven-
ing our participants in a rural, moun-
tainous environment that removed them 
from their home contexts. We were also 
able to partially re-create the experience 
of being “shipboard” by including one 
session that took place on pontoon boats 
(Table 1, Figure 2). Each team, accompa-
nied by a project leader, spent one after-
noon working together on strategic plans 
for their DEI initiatives aboard a pontoon 
boat. Participants reported that being 
on a boat helped them bond as a team 
because they were sharing a new experi-
ence (Figure 2). The results supports our 

hypothesis that immersive geoscience 
experiences can, with the right frame-
works, equip participants to become 
DEI-champions. 

Intergenerational and 
Interinstitutional Cohorts 
Enhance Learning and 
Accountability
Being a part of an intergenerational team 
encouraged participants to think beyond 
normative institutional ideas of hierar-
chy. Participant responses indicated that 
the intergenerational team structure was 
a highly valuable and impactful source 
of learning, and participants felt espe-
cially accountable to themselves and their 
teams (supplementary Figure S1a). The 
utility of intergenerational teams is that 
they encourage disregard for titles and 
thus work to humanize participants and 
facilitate lateral mentoring (Murrell and 
Onosu, 2023). This in turn facilitates the 
use of a distributed leadership model 
(Harris and DeFlaminis, 2016), which we 
cultivated for our teams through inter-
rogating confirmed bias. In particu-
lar, teams learned to reduce the effects 
of bias related to titles while leveraging 
the inherent power in titles to advance 
social change (Starks and Matthaeus, 

TABLE 2. Perspectives on leadership and resilience pre- and post-retreat (n = 15). Responses were 
measured on a Likert scale as follows: 5 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Agree/Somewhat Agree, 3 = Neutral/
Neither Agree nor Disagree, 2 = Disagree/Somewhat Disagree, 1 = Strongly Disagree. Mean scores 
and changes are reported to the nearest tenth of a point.

PROMPT
PRE-

RETREAT 
(n = 15)

POST-
RETREAT 

(n = 15)

CHANGE 
(Post-Pre)

I am comfortable leading teams 3.9  4.1 0.2

I am comfortable contributing to a team led by 
someone else

4.3 4.6 0.2

Others see me as a natural leader 3.7 3.5  –0.2

Others tend to not see me as a leader 2.4 2.7 0.3

I have faced resistance 2.9 3.0  0.1

I regularly think about leaving my current career 
trajectory

3.3 2.9  –0.4

When I experience setbacks and/or resistance to some- 
thing I am doing, I usually decide to do something else.

2.2 1.7  –0.5

When I experience setbacks and/or resistance to some-
thing I am doing, I become more resolved to do it

3.7 4.0 0.3

I fear failure 3.5 3.3  –0.3

I learn from failure 4.3 4.3 0.0
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2018; Murrell and Onosu, 2023). In con-
trast to normative institutional ideas of 
hierarchy, we find this distributed leader-
ship model enhances resilience in terms 
of participants wanting to overcome chal-
lenges rather than to give up (Table 2). As 
project leaders, we observed that student 
members were especially critical for pro-
viding fresh perspectives and insight. We 
observed that, compared to groups with 
either undergraduate or graduate student 
team members, groups that lacked stu-
dent members encountered more chal-
lenges, and found those challenges more 
difficult to meet. This demonstrates how 
students were able to take on the role of 
“teacher” and “expert” in discussing DEI 

initiatives. Not only are students often on 
the receiving end of such initiatives, they 
are often leaders in developing new ini-
tiatives that serve historically excluded 
groups and aim to change or challenge 
institutional culture (e.g.,  Keisling et  al., 
2020; Guhlincozzi and Cisneros, 2021; 
Cisneros and Guhlincozzi, 2022; Valdez-
Ward et  al., 2023). This observation is 
directly linked to the BTM model of dis-
tributed leadership, where the student has 
just as much voice as the faculty member 
or administrator. 

The inter-institutional cohorts allowed 
for enhanced accountability within each 
institutional group. Participants reported 
that one of the most impactful activities 

included the opportunity to work with 
their team and then to get feedback on 
their ideas from other teams (Figure S1c). 
In fact, participants reported learning the 
most from those not at their own insti-
tutions (Figure S1b). However, partici-
pants’ responses indicated that the great-
est sense of accountability beyond being 
accountable to themselves was to their 
teams, and the least was to their institu-
tions (Figure S1a). We note that the inter-
generational team structure and empha-
sis on distributed leadership through 
the BTM framework are potential rea-
sons for to whom or what participants 
felt most accountable (Figure 2). The 
lack of accountability to an institution 

FIGURE 2. Composite narrative of the All-ABOARD experience from the perspective of a participant. Text is drawn from transcribed interviews con-
ducted with teams during the All-ABOARD retreat. In constructing the narrative, we emphasized themes that emerged in the responses of more than 
one participant. Illustration by Ella Halpine (@ellahalpine)
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may reflect institutional alienation that 
is experienced by people trying to make 
change on their campus (Rodrigues et al., 
2021). The All-ABOARD intervention 
demonstrates that the learning is taking 
place outside of the team across inter-
generational boundaries and that the 
accountability is to other members of the 
team in favor of the institution. 

CONCLUSIONS AND 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
The results show that immersive expe-
riences, intergenerational teams, and 
inter-​institution cohort building are 
effective components for cultivating DEI-
champions in geoscience, meaning they 
lead to enhanced resilience and account-
ability. Specifically, we demonstrate that 
presenting the Be the Messenger frame-
work in a geoscience context via an 
immersive webinar series and an in-​
person retreat was powerful. These 
results are a promising indication that 
the next steps of the All-ABOARD inter-
vention will be successful. In this final 
fourth phase, each team is carrying out its 
planned strategic intervention as designed 
during participation in All-ABOARD. To 
sustain frequency and duration of com-
munity-building among teams, each team 
is hosting a campus visit for the whole 
All-ABOARD team, with the first one 
held in April 2023. At the first campus 
visit, we were able to celebrate and learn 
from the host team’s progress on their 
action plan, including successfully advo-
cating for DEI contributions to be a met-
ric in tenure and promotion. 

The convening of intergenerational 
teams, in contrast to homogenized teams 
featuring members at or near the same 
career stage, was the most successful 
aspect of our intervention. We strongly 
encourage similar interventions to foster 
team compositions that span positions 
and career stages, and specifically include 
student participation. Although our 
teams included many different positions, 
not all teams included students, and we 
noticed that teams without student mem-
bers faced additional challenges. Our 

results demonstrate the potential of inter-
generational teams to encourage new 
ideas, build lateral mentoring opportu-
nities for all members, and be innovative 
and effective in advancing change.

Work to test this model on a seagoing 
vessel remains a priority. However, this 
study shows that a land-based retreat can 
also provide an immersive experience. 
An unanticipated advantage of the land-
based model is its ability to be scaled. For 
example, this intervention could be trans-
lated to other STEM fields or tailored for 
subfields within geosciences. Further, 
because much of the programming was 
virtual, this intervention could readily be 
scaled to include more teams and institu-
tions. Importantly, this model is not tied 
to one set group of individuals or partici-
pants and could readily be replicated with 
new teams and institutions to equip the 
next generation of intergenerational DEI-
champions with strategic tools to trans-
form the geosciences.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS
Supplementary Figure S1 is available online at 
https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.2024.122. 
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