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Ruth Enid Zambrana’s Toxic Ivory Towers presents readers with new research on the
conditions and consequences of workplace stress among underrepresented minority (URM)
faculty in higher education. It draws from the “largest web-based survey of URM faculty in the
United States to date” (13) and focuses particular attention on the experiences of African
American, Latinx, and American Indian early- to mid-career faculty at elite universities (12).
The study examines “the associations between workplace stress, academic organizational
factors, coping strategies, and physical and mental health among URM faculty” (10). Zambrana
also brings more than thirty-five years of experience to the table as a URM teacher,
researcher, and faculty member in order to demonstrate that “workplace stress on URM
faculty colleagues is uniquely and adversely impacting their lives” (21).

In chapter one, Zambrana illustrates the gap between the stated commitments and actual
commitments of universities to diversity initiatives in general and to URM faculty in particular.
Then chapter two explores the complicated history behind recruiting URM faculty into the
academy. Chapters three through five focus on the climates in which URM faculty experience
high levels of stress: climates that are often structurally racist (chapter three), that use
mentoring programs to mask deeper problems (chapter four), and that foster micro- and
macro-aggressive discrimination (chapter five). Chapters six through eight deal with the
impact of work stress on URM homes and families (chapter six), on advancement opportunities
such as promotion or tenure (chapter seven), and on emotional and professional well-being
(chapter eight). Chapter nine considers the complexities around gender dynamics. Chapter ten
exhorts academic leaders to listen to and learn from URM faculty experiences in order to
renew their practices.
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On occasion, Toxic Ivory Towers plods along on account of too many first-hand verbatim
reports. More selectivity in verbatims would help with flow. Also, it would be more beneficial to
readers if Zambrana proposed a clearer roadmap for the future. Creative solutions are usually
more complex than learning from past mistakes and correcting them. However, the many
strengths of the book will lead many readers to overlook its weaknesses. Zambrana unmasks
the misleading data that a lot of universities publish on the “success” of diversity initiatives;
she offers constructive language for URM faculty to help name their experiences; and, her
work provokes responses that challenge the status quo. Those who read this book may
experience a diverse number of responses: some may be surprised by research findings, others
unsettled by testimonies, others reassured they are not alone in their experiences, and still
others an aggregate of reactions. Every academic leader (presidents, deans, department
chairs, and so forth) who wants positive change in these areas will benefit from interacting
with Zambrana’s research, and virtually every URM faculty member will benefit from her
adeptness at naming the workplace stressors that they experience.
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