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Frontlines Frontlines

I
n 2016, the Harvard Business Review (HBR) ran a 

provocative article claiming that diversity programs fail. 

It looked at US companies with 100 or more employees 

and found that the increase in the percentage of diverse 

managers has been minimal since 1985. The study posited 

that workers resist mandatory diversity training—that these 

programs are seen as force-feeding and that instead of 

lowering bias they can spark a backlash.

Some companies, however, have seen growth in the 

number of diverse employees. Their success has been tied, 

according to the HBR study, to using methods other than 

enforced companywide diversity training. Companies that 

institute one or more of the following show an increase in the 

percentage of diverse employees in management.

a   College recruitment programs targeting women and 
minorities

a   Mentoring programs

a    Self-managed, cross-functional teams, in which people 
in different departments work together on a project

a   Chief diversity officers, or diversity managers, in upper 
managementTH
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THE 
DEEP
DIVE Do D&I Programs Work?

Ensuring company 
diversity is only valuable if 
it increases performance 
and innovation of course. 
Companies that exhibit 
gender and ethnic diversity 
are, respectively, 15 percent 
and 35 percent more likely 
to outperform those that 
don’t, according to global 
management consulting 
firm McKinsey & Company. 

Another McKinsey 
report revealed that a 
diverse workforce is just 
a start—board diversity 
matters as well. It found 
that companies in the top 
quartile of executive board 
diversity had returns on 
equity that were 53 percent 
higher than those for 
companies in the bottom 
quartile. 

Presumably, those 
companies not only had 
a diverse workforce. They 
had inclusive ones as well. 

A 2017 HBR article notes, 
“Diversity doesn’t stick 
without inclusion.” It found 
that four tactics increase 
feelings of inclusiveness. 
Companies that maximized 
the four have more satisfied 
employees.

a   Inclusive leaders—
Employees with inclusive 
managers are 1.3 times 
more likely to feel that 
their innovative potential 
is unlocked.

a   Authenticity—
Employees who are able 
to bring their whole 
selves to work are 42 
percent less likely to say 
they intend to leave their 
job within a year.

a   Sponsorship—
Employees with sponsors 
are 62 percent more likely 
to have asked for and 
received a promotion.

a   Clear career paths  
and flexibility— 
Of women who left their 
company, 69 percent say 
they would have stayed if 
they’d had flexible work 
options.
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Ground 
Breakers

a   First African American elected  
to Congress  > 1870, Joseph 
Rainey, Mississippi (R)  

a   First woman elected to  
Congress   >  1916, Jeannette 
Rankin, Montana (R)

a   First Hispanic American elected 
to Congress  > 1928, Octaviano 
Larrazolo, New Mexico (R)

a   First female CEO  > 1889, Anna 
Bissell, Bissell Sweeper Company

a   First Hispanic woman to be 
elected to US Congress  > 1989, 
Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Florida (R)

a   First African American female 
CEO of a Fortune 500 company  > 
2009, Ursula Burns, Xerox

a   First African American  
portrayed on a postage  
stamp  > 1940, Booker T. 
Washington

INCLUSION’s 
(admittedly 
idiosyncratic) list 
of famous “firsts” 
in diversity and 
inclusion history
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Frontlines

a   First African American to win 
Nobel Peace Prize  > 1950, Ralph 
Bunche

a   First openly gay or lesbian elected 
to Congress  > 1999, Tammy 
Baldwin, Wisconsin (D)

a   First female member of Congress 
with a disability  > 2013, Tammy 
Duckworth, Illinois (D)

a   First woman to be placed in 
nomination for president by 
a major political party  > 1964, 
Margaret Chase Smith, Maine (R)

a   First Asian American woman 
elected to Congress  > 1965, Patsy 
Takemoto Mink, Hawaii (D)

a   First African American woman 
to orbit in space  > 1992, Mae 
Jemison

a   First Asian American president of 
an Ivy League school  > 2009, Dr. 
Jim Yong Kim, Dartmouth College
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DID YOU KNOW?
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Inclusion 
Talks—and 
Walks
A 2017 study by Deloitte revealed 
that an inclusive workplace is a major 
driver in job retention and attraction.

A huge number of the 1,300 full-
time employees across the United 
States surveyed said that inclusion is 
an important factor in choosing an 
employer. The respondents defined 
inclusion in various ways. The most 
common response cited the ability to 
feel authentic in their place of work, 
followed by feeling comfortable 
speaking up and expressing their 
opinions.

Here are a few highlights  
from the study. 

a   80 percent of respondents said 
that inclusion is an important 
factor in choosing an employer. 

a   72 percent of respondents said 
they would leave, or may consider 
leaving, an organization for one 
that has more of the inclusive 
aspects they desire.

a   47 percent of respondents said 
when accepting a job they chose 
“an environment that makes me 
feel comfortable being myself.”

a   71 percent said they would prefer 
an organization with leadership 
that consistently demonstrates 
inclusive behaviors over an 
organization that offers numerous 
initiatives. Yes, leadership matters.

a   33 percent said they did not feel 
comfortable being themselves at 
their previous workplace.

Crossing Boundaries

Q  I am an African 
American 
woman, and 
recently, 
when I got my 
hair braided, 
a female 
coworker, who 
is not African 
American, 
asked if she 
could touch my 
hair. How do 
I tactfully tell 
her that is not 
appropriate?

A I f you feel you have a good relationship with the 
person, the best course of action would be to have 
an honest, one-to-one conversation. Talk to her about 

cultural appropriateness, though you may not want to get 
into a discussion on the historical objectification of black 
bodies, or feminist thought on consent. Your coworker may 
have been unaware that touching someone’s hair not only 
is crossing personal space, but also could be considered 
culturally insensitive. If you are honest, she most likely will 
understand and not feel threatened or lectured.

 Dawnita J. Wilson, director of global diversity and 
inclusion at Sodexo, says, “If you don’t have an established 
relationship, your response could be simple: ‘You know, 
it always feels a bit awkward and uncomfortable when 
someone asks to touch my hair. I wouldn’t recommend that 
you do that to someone—unless it’s someone you’re close 
with—as it can come across as very intrusive. While I’m sure 
that wasn’t your intent, it’s something to be conscious of 
going forward.’”

How to handle uncomfortable situations sensitively 

Frontlines
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Opinion

By Meredith Moore Crosby

T
he challenges and solutions 
facing underrepresented 
minorities in tech are changing 
every day. Each sexual 
harassment or racist incident 

is a clear message to use caution 
before breaking 
into the tech 
industry. Dismal 
retention 
levels and high 
turnover are 
preventing tech 
companies 
from increasing 
the hiring 
and retention 
of people of 
color, women, 
and LGBTQ 
employees.

The 2017 Tech 
Leavers Study 
from the Kapor 

Center for Social Impact, funded 
chiefly by the Ford Foundation, 
helped to give a voice to the growing 
community of minorities and women 
leaving the tech industry. The study 
surveyed a nationally representative 
sample of adults in the United States 
who left a job in a technology-related 
industry or function within the last 
three years. Here are some of the 
findings.

a  Women of all backgrounds 
experienced and observed 
significantly more unfair treatment 
overall than men. 

What can be done to diversify tech?

a  Nearly one-quarter of under-
represented men and women 
of color felt stereotyped, twice 
the rate of their white and Asian 
counterparts. 

a  Employees in tech companies were 
significantly more likely to leave 
due to unfairness than technical 
employees in other industries (42 
percent vs. 32 percent). 

a  Fifty-seven percent of all employees 
would have stayed if their company 
had taken serious steps to make 
the company culture more fair and 
inclusive. 

The results demonstrate that tech 
companies have a great deal of work 
to do to build inclusive communities. 

These solutions involve more 
than being a committed leader. 
Companies require an ecosystem of 
unwavering support from leadership, 
midmanagement, and recruiters. The 
fast growth and decision making in a 
start-up environment require forums 
designed to listen first and be honest 
about the realistic steps needed to 
implement changes. Such programs 
provide leaders with the tools to 
share their vision for an inclusive 
environment without unconscious 
bias, require access to coaching, and 
create a comprehensive strategy for 
the organization. 

Creating an inclusive culture 
also requires understanding your 
employees and your opportunities. 
Focus on people, not numbers. I was 
once told in a recruiting meeting that 
I would be the first of many African  
Americans. The company wanted to  

know how many people I knew 
“like me” to help the organization 
reach its goal. That showed me that 
this company wasn’t committed to 
creating a culture of inclusion. Instead 
it was simply focused on hitting a 
mandated diversity target. 

 Companies that are only focused 
on numbers can change. One path 
would be in embracing cultural 
coaching to help alleviate the 
microaggressions that can accumulate 
quickly in fast-moving companies. Go 
beyond recruiting targets and create 
communication channels to get to 
know new employees and potential 
recruits. 

Lastly, find the story in your 
numbers. In data-driven industries, 
access to raw data is critical to see 
where you are losing talent. If very 
few of one group are doing well, 
pay attention. Review the roles and 
development provided. Start the 
conversation early and act on items 
brought to your attention. Leadership 
comes from everyone. Harness the 
power of your people to bring your 
resources to the table. Change takes 
time, but it starts with each of us. By 
focusing on telling our stories, we can 
inspire the next generation to be more 
than patient.  We can empower them 
to join the fight for fairness. IN

 
Meredith Moore Crosby is executive vice 
president and chief information officer 
at Leverette Weekes, a management 
consulting firm that works with emerging 
leaders and industries. 

FRESH TAKE

Focus on 
people, 
not 
numbers.



IT’S WHEN EVERYONE 
HAS A CHANCE TO REACH 
THEIR FULL POTENTIAL.

Diverse employees are still an underutilized 
source of innovation, performance, and 
leadership in too many organizations. Korn 
Ferry has a unique understanding of what it 
takes for diverse employees to maximize 
their potential. Because we believe that to 
be successful, businesses need an inclusive 
culture in which everyone can rise. See how 
we can help get your organization to UP at 
kornferry.com

Building a diverse and inclusive workplace 
is one of the best ways an organization can 
fully unlock the full contribution of all its 
talent.
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Were you really paying 
attention this morning? 
How many decisions 
did you make before 

starting on your to-do list? If you 
don’t recall what you ate for breakfast, 
let alone the number of decisions you 

made this morning, 
it’s okay. Research 
from Cornell Uni-
versity found that 
during the typical 
day, you’ll make 

about 200 decisions just around food. 
Now add to that everything else you 
need to get done today, and the num-
ber of decisions grows exponentially. 
If we had to stop and deliberately 
think about each decision before  

Leading with Bias

BY 
A N I E T T E 
L AU R E D O

Is your company letting unconscious bias disrupt success?

taking action, we’d probably be para-
lyzed by the volume of decisions and 
never leave the house.

Our brain has an archive of auto-
matic attitudes and stereotypes that 
influence judgment, decision mak-
ing, and behavior outside conscious 
awareness, known as unconscious or 
implicit bias. 

We all have implicit biases. Some 
implicit biases automate certain low-
risk actions, such as what we’re hav-
ing for breakfast or where we and 
the gang are going out for lunch. 
In situations like these, bias about 
what we find to be acceptable and 
how things should be done helps us 
eliminate uncertainty and be more 
efficient with our day. However, 

when we don’t stop to question 
their existence and impacts, biases 
act as invisible tags—attaching 
meaning to people, experiences, and 
information that can defy what we 
consciously believe. For instance, 
most of us believe that inclusion is 
a business imperative. However, we 
still go out to lunch with the same 
group of workmates every week, 
which unknowingly can make it 
difficult for new employees to feel 
engaged and get access to tribal 
knowledge (unwritten information 
not commonly known by others 
within the organization).

Michele Reeves, director of diver-
sity and inclusion at Raymond James 
Financial, believes that the impact of 

Best Practices
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unconscious bias is unintended. “We 
are bombarded with about 3,000 ads 
per day,” she says. “Most of them tell 
us what we shouldn’t be or do. Add 
in how and where you grew up, and 
it’s no wonder our bias is so deep and 
habitual.” 

Implicit bias affects how and what 
gets through to us, the amount of 
resistance we generate, and how we 
act and make decisions. The kicker 
is you may never know how your 
bias is shortchanging you and your 
organization through poor leadership 
decisions and unfair talent manage-
ment practices.

Many types of implicit bias are lurk-
ing along our mental pathways:

a  Hindsight bias: Believing an event 
was obvious or predictable after it 
occurs.

a  The halo effect: Assuming a person 
is good at one thing because she or 
he is good at something else.

a  Confirmation bias: Being alert for 
information that supports our deci-
sions and opinions, and overlooking 
information that creates conflict.

a  Affinity bias: Showing a preference 
for those who are similar to you.

Reeves shares how she has been  
impacted by affinity bias. “Even in 
2017, I am often the only black female 
in my company. I watch my manager 
talk and wonder, Who will he mentor 
and groom to learn the lingo? Navi-
gate the politics? Take on his role? I 
know one thing for sure—it won’t be 
me. It’s unconscious—people gravi-
tate to those like themselves. They 
don’t realize it’s happening.”

Whether or not you relate to 
Reeves’s experience, at some point 
during the career journey, we all 
pass through at least four phases of 
the employee life cycle. During each 

phase we are vulnerable to the posi-
tive and negative impacts of uncon-
scious bias in the workplace.

a  Attraction: The recruiting and se-
lection of employees, including lan-
guage used in job descriptions, how 
and where openings are advertised, 
who is chosen to interview talent, 
and how people are informed that 
they did or didn’t get the job.

a  Retention: The tools and practices 
enabling talent to do their jobs well 
while feeling good about the experi-
ence and supported by their teams, 
including new hire orientation, ben-
efits, access to technology and other 
resources, culture, and amenities.

a  Development: Programs support-
ing the acquisition and refinement 
of skills and knowledge for career 
advancement, including mentor-
ing, classroom and e-learning, and 
stretch assignments.

a  Transition: The experience and re-
sources employees have as they move 
between roles or leave the organiza-
tion. 

Pop quiz
based on your personal experience and 
knowledge, are the following state-
ments true or false?

1.  Attraction: Job descriptions are 
gender neutral when they omit 
specific references to gender.

2.  Retention: Including information 
on work-life balance programs in 
the standard benefits communica-
tion strategy ensures employees 
are aware of and feel comfortable 
utilizing them.

3.  Development: Women don’t ne-
gotiate for promotions or raises as 
often as men.

4.  Transition: Women and men who 
take time off to care for family 
members are similarly impacted by 
their decisions.

What the data says
1.  Attraction: False. Word choice 

makes a difference. After reviewing 
4,000 job descriptions, research-
ers at Duke University, Princeton 
University, and the University of 
Waterloo concluded that gender-
based wording unconsciously af-
fects applicants and may contribute 
to fewer women applying to certain 
jobs. This also applies to the attrac-
tion of men to nontraditional male 
roles.

2.  Retention: False. Except for flexible 
work schedules, fewer than 25 per-
cent of employees take advantage of 
work-life balance programs. In addi-
tion, 61 percent of employees are 
concerned about working part-time, 
and 42 percent of employees worry 

Implicit bias affects 
how and what gets 
through to us, and 

how we act and make 
decisions.
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that taking a leave of absence or a 
sabbatical will hurt their careers. 

3.  Development: False. Women nego-
tiate for promotions and raises as 
often as men. Women who negoti-
ate are 30 percent more likely than 
men who negotiate, and 67 percent 
more likely than women who don’t 
negotiate, to receive feedback that 
they are intimidating, too aggres-
sive, or bossy.

4.  Transition: False. Among women 
and men who say they reduced their 
work hours to care for a child or 
family member, women are twice as 
likely to say this hurt their careers.

There’s a test for that
IN 1998 SCIENTISTS from the University 
of Washington, Harvard University, 
and the University of Virginia be-
gan work on Project Implicit, which 
includes the Implicit Association Test 
(IAT). The IAT, a series of online tests, 
measures the strength of associations 
between concepts such as gender, 
disability, or race, and evaluations of 
good or bad, or stereotypes such as 
athletic or clumsy. By measuring the 
strengths of these associations, test 
takers gain awareness of their uncon-
scious biases. Also, since the presence 
of a bias in a person is not the only 
predictor of behavior, researchers are 
using the data to understand why 
individuals believe one thing yet at 
times act in ways counter to those be-
liefs. For instance, when the data are 
looked at in the aggregate for a com-
munity, the results can predict group 
tendencies, which in turn signal how 
individuals may act regardless of 
personal beliefs. 

In a nutshell, actions of individuals 
are influenced by the attitudes and 
norms of the culture in which they 
live. With better awareness of our 
internal unconscious biases and the 
proper external context, we can begin 
to extinguish negative impacts result-
ing from unchecked bias.

The solution is in S.P.A.C.E.
ELIMINATING IMPLICIT BIAS is impossi-
ble. Rather, the solution lies in disrupt-
ing its automatic nature so we have the 
time to engage conscious reasoning. 
Elaine Orler is the CEO and founder of 
Talent Function and a cofounder and 
former chair of the Talent Board. She 
acknowledges, “There’s bias in every-
thing we do. How we put that aside in 
making decisions in our corporation is 
a 24/7 job, and everyone needs to be 
aware of it.”

A good starting point in sidelin-
ing the influence of implicit bias is to 
incorporate into your leadership tool 
kit the elements of S.P.A.C.E.

a  Speak up: Ask yourself and your 
team why things are being done in a 
certain way. Challenge assumptions 
to spark innovation and build agility. 

a  Pace: Sometimes you have to slow 
down in order to think. Lengthen 
deadlines, encourage breaks dur-
ing immersive activities, and inject 
reminders to stimulate thinking and 
disrupt automatic responses. And get 
a good night’s sleep. We make better 
decisions when we’re well rested.

a  Acknowledge: Everyone brings a set 
of biases to every encounter. Build 
self-awareness on what you contrib-
ute to the dynamic, encourage others 
to learn about their own biases, and 
talk about the impact bias has had 
on people, processes, and results.

 a  Cultivate: Measure behaviors, not 
just results. Showcase diverse and 

nontraditional role models. Elimi-
nate exposure to information that 
doesn’t matter when making a deci-
sion, such as removing names from 
résumés. Encourage empathy. 

a  Educate: Stay curious and encour-
age others to learn about the nega-
tive impact implicit bias can have 
on outcomes, and best practices for 
minimizing it.

    Orler is hopeful about the impact 
technology can make to disrupt implicit 
bias. She believes in the potential of 
“language analysis to remove un-
conscious bias from job descriptions.” 
Some companies already use technolo-
gy to  “highlight words that have a bias 
and provide more inclusive choices to 
use without diluting the descriptions.”

While you’re waiting to adopt 
technology, Carole Kirschner, creator 
of the CBS Diversity Writers Program 
and director of the WGA Showrunner 
Training Program (which has launched 
the careers of 50 people of color and 
LGBTQ people), advises, “Expand your 
circle. Make a conscious effort to go 
outside your comfort zone. Connect 
with people different than you.” And if 
you can’t change the system, instead 
of joining them, move on. “When I 
first started in comedy development,” 
Kirschner says, “I was hired because of 
an affirmative action mandate to have 
more women at the network. If not me, 
it would have been another white guy. 
That program allowed me to get in the 
door. I jumped in and connected with 
the team. But there was a glass ceiling. 
Someone told me, You’ll never be a VP 
here. So I left to become VP of the first 
Amblin TV division.” 

We will never be completely rid of  
the marks implicit bias has made on 
our psyche. However, with awareness 
and the proper tools, we can be free 
from their influence and make better, 
more informed decisions. IN

 
Aniette Lauredo is a diversity, inclusion, 
and talent development agent.

Everyone 
brings a set of 
biases to every 
encounter.
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his past spring, Diversity Woman magazine  

presented its fifth annual Stars Who Mean Business 

Peer Awards at its Future of Diversity: Where Inclusion 

& Innovation Intersect conference at the Tech Museum 

of Innovation in San Jose.

The awards recognize, celebrate, and honor individuals 

whose work, passion, commitment, and results have made  

a positive impact in advancing the field of diversity and  

inclusion. “The Stars Who Mean Business Peer Awards 

honor diversity executives who share Diversity Woman  

magazine’s vision and commitment to support the leadership 

and executive development of women of all races, cultures, 

and backgrounds,” says Sheila Robinson, conference founder, 

publisher, and CEO of Diversity Woman Media.

The envelope please. . .

           DIVERSITYWOMAN
STARSAWARDS

FIFTH ANNUAL  
Excellence in Diversity
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P R E S E N T E D  B Y

Steve Pemberton is Walgreen’s 
first divisional vice president 
and chief diversity officer in 
the company’s 110-year his-

tory. Previously, he was chief diversity 
officer and vice president of diversity 
and inclusion at Monster.com, the 
leading global online careers property, 
making him the first chief diversity 
officer of an Internet company. Under 
Steve’s leadership, revenues grew 60 
percent with commensurate perfor-
mance in managerial profit and cus-
tomer satisfaction. Meanwhile, Mon-
ster acquired one of the most diverse 
audiences on the Internet, which it in 
turn leveraged to revolutionize the way 
Corporate America recruits and retains 
diverse talent.

Steve is a leading thinker in diversity 
and inclusion and its importance to the 
growth of the American industrial com-
plex. In 2006, Fortune named him one 
of the Top 20 Chief Diversity Officers 
in Corporate America. In 2007, he was 
called to Capitol Hill to provide expert 
testimony on best practices in diversity 
recruiting, and in 2008, Savoy named 
him one of the Top 100 Most Influential 
Blacks in Corporate America.

A ward of the state for much of his 
childhood, Steve made opportunity and 
equality pillars of his personal and pro-
fessional life. His memoir, A Chance in the 
World, was published in 2012. He serves 
on the boards of Citi Performing Arts 
Center, Home for Little Wanderers, and 
National TRIO Alumni Association.

D.A. Abrams
Chief Diversity & Inclusion Officer / USTA

In February 2012, D.A. Abrams 
assumed the position of chief 
diversity & inclusion officer 
(CDIO) for the United States 

Tennis Association. In this role, he 
focuses on developing and innovating 
the USTA’s D&I initiatives on both 
the national and grassroots levels. As 
an author and certified association 
executive, D.A. uses a six-pronged ap-
proach, while advocating D&I as one 
of the USTA’s core values.

He launched the USTA’s first 
Cross Cultural Dexterity Training 
Program, which serves to increase 
understanding of the impact of ex-
clusionary behavior and the power 
of culture. 

He also developed a company-wide 
scorecard to measure the achieve-
ments of the USTA’s D&I objectives. 
Since his appointment as CDIO, the 
USTA has heightened its Supplier Di-
versity efforts, with the 2016 year-end 
spend with diverse suppliers reaching 
over 14 percent.

In 2013, D.A. published two books, 
Certified Association Executive Exam: 
Strategies for Study & Success and Di-
versity & Inclusion: The Big Six Formula 
for Success. In addition, he has been 
featured on the covers of Associations 
Now magazine and Diversity Executive 
magazine. He was named one of Tennis 
Industry magazine’s Top 40 Under 40 
tennis executives in 2000.

SUPERSTAR

LEADINGSTAR
Steve Pemberton
Divisional Vice President & Chief Diversity Officer / Walgreens

DIVERSITYWOMANSTARSAWARDS
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Valeisha Butterfield Jones is 
the head of Black Commu-
nity Engagement for Google 
and the cofounder and CEO 

of the Women in Entertainment Em-
powerment Network (WEEN).

Valeisha has a deep passion for di-
versity and inclusion, as evidenced by 
her work for nearly two decades driv-
ing social responsibility campaigns 
and community engagement pro-
grams for corporations, government 
agencies, and nonprofit organizations.

She began her career as an unpaid 
intern for music mogul Russell Sim-
mons. She quickly made her mark 
within Rush Communications and the 
entertainment industry at large, when 
she was appointed to serve as one of 
the youngest executive directors of a 
national organization at the time, re-
sponsible for bridging the gap between 
pop culture, celebrities, and social 
responsibility. Her award-winning 
programs focused on voter engage-
ment and financial literacy for young 
Americans 18 to 35 years old through-
out the United States and Canada.

Her work received global recog-
nition, and in 2009, Valeisha was 
appointed to serve in the adminis-
tration of President Barack Obama 
as the deputy director of public 
affairs for international trade and as 
the national youth vote director for 
President Obama’s 2012 reelection 
campaign.

Valeisha Butterfield Jones
Head of Black Community Engagement  / Google
Cofounder and CEO / Women in Entertainment Empowerment Network

Valeisha also cofounded the 
Women in Entertainment Empower-
ment Network (WEEN), a nonprofit 
organization charged with providing 
career development and mentorship 
opportunities for women of color with 
the mission to create balance in the 
positive portrayal of women in enter-
tainment and society.

Most recently, Valeisha authored the 
highly acclaimed book The Girlprint, a 
mentorship guide for young women, 
and was appointed to serve as the 
head of Black Community Engage-
ment for technology giant Google.

Recognized as one of our country’s 
most respected leaders in busi-
ness and philanthropy, Valeisha is a 
recipient of the City of New York’s 
Leadership Award (2015), the New 
York Coalition of 100 Black Women’s 
Leadership Award (2015), City & 
State’s Top 25 Women in Leader-
ship Award (2014), The Jessie Banks 
Foundation’s Humanitarian Award 
(2014), Essence magazine’s Top 40 
under 40 (2012), Ebony magazine’s 
Power 100 Award (2012), Elle maga-
zine’s Top 25 Most Inspiring Women 
(2015), and The Root 100 Most 
Influential African Americans (2012), 
among others.

Valeisha is a graduate of Clark At-
lanta University and a North Carolina 
native, but considers New York City her 
home away from home. She is married 
and the mom of a three-year-old son.

RISINGSTAR

DIVERSITYWOMANSTARSAWARDS
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BY  R U C H I K A  T U L S H YA N

For most of Henna Inam’s corpo-
rate career, conversations about 
her faith—Islam—were negli-
gible in the office. She steadily 

rose through the ranks at Fortune 500 
companies, eventually becoming the 
global head of e-innovation at Novartis. 
She didn’t talk about being Muslim at 
work, and no one asked. “Until 9/11 
happened,” she says. 

After the terrorist attack in New York 
City, Inam, who is now the CEO of 
Transformational Leadership, says dis-
cussions about religion started creep-
ing into conversations with her bosses, 
team members, and other peers. 

“The notion of Islam in the global 
landscape after 9/11 was big, and the 
conversation became a lot louder,” she 
says. For the first time in her corporate 
career, Inam’s boss approached her 
to check if Inam was facing any dis-
crimination or unconscious bias in the 
workplace. “I really appreciated the con-
versation,” she says. But it also meant 

A Safe and 
Inclusive Workplace 

for All
Helping Muslim Americans feel comfortable and thrive at work

that “closet” Muslims like her, who 
never discussed their religion at work, 
became more visible, she says. “I’ve 
never personally had a bad experience 
in the workplace because of my reli-
gion, but I know that many Muslims 
have and that’s growing.”

At least 3.3 million Americans 
identify as Muslims, according to Pew 
Research Center, and that number is 
projected to at least double by 2050. 
In fact, it’s estimated that Muslims 
will make up 2.1 percent of the US 
population by 2050 and overtake the 
number of Jewish-identifying Ameri-
cans as the second-largest faith group 
in the country. 

Although Muslims are a relatively 
small group of the population in the 
United States, since 9/11 Islam has 
been thrust into the world spotlight. 
That’s linked with the rise of terrorist 
activity by groups associated with an 
extremist interpretation of Islam. The 
rise of Islamophobic sentiment politically 
and through the media has resulted in 

widespread misconceptions about the 
religion and, by extension, its adherents.

The negative rhetoric surrounding 
the religion can impact the careers 
of Muslim Americans by seeping 
into the workplace. A whopping 40 
percent of religious-discrimination 
complaints filed with the US Equal 
Opportunity Employment Com-
mission (EEOC) in 2015 came from 
Muslim employees. 

To create and sustain increasingly 
diverse workplaces, employers must 
aim to create inclusive cultures where 
Muslim Americans thrive and feel 
safe. It is especially incumbent on 
companies to focus on understanding 
Muslim Americans, given the greater 
landscape of discrimination in much 
of the Western world. Below are six 
tips to consider.

1. Empower with information
Leaders within organizations must 
make time to educate themselves 
about Muslim Americans and Islam, 

Best Practices
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says Aneelah Afzali, a Harvard Law 
School graduate and founder and ex-
ecutive director of the American Mus-
lim Empowerment Network. “Unfor-
tunately most Americans don’t know 
a Muslim person or much about Islam, 
so it’s easy to believe the misinforma-
tion and stereotypes in the media 
today,” she says. “People in workplaces 
are making hiring and firing decisions 
if a woman is wearing a hijab simply 
because they haven’t educated them-
selves about the religion.” 

Soumaya Khalifa, the founder of 
Khalifa Consulting, based in Atlanta, 
recalls a workplace incident in which 
her manager couldn’t understand 
why she was unable to specify the 
dates of Muslim holidays—and 
therefore the dates for her vaca-
tion—in advance. “I had to explain to 
her that Muslim holidays follow the 
lunar calendar, so we don’t know the 
exact date of Eid, our biggest holiday, 
beforehand.” 

She recommends that managers 
familiarize themselves with impor-
tant observances and practices of the 
religion, particularly Ramadan—the 
holy month observed by the majority 
of Muslims in some capacity. Practices 
observed by devout Muslims include 
fasting from sunrise to sundown, 
prayer, and charitable work. 

“Organizations and leaders need to 
be aware of Ramadan and could make 
simple accommodations for their 
observant employees,” she says. “One 
simple example is, instead of hold-
ing a lunch or dinner meeting during 
that time, having a regular meeting 
without food,” she says. “The knowl-
edge piece is key when navigating any 
employee from a diverse background.” 

Inam adds that flexible working 
hours and quiet areas for prayer, 
“where any employee of any faith can 
practice his or her spirituality,” are 

particularly welcome accommoda-
tions during Ramadan for employees 
who are fasting during work hours.

2. Know the law
Employers are required by law to 
make reasonable accommodations for 
employees of different faiths, not just 
as a matter of courtesy. Zenna Faraj 
Elhasan, director of the department of 
corporation counsel of Wayne County, 
Michigan, recommends familiarizing 
yourself with current practices. 

“Employers should revisit their 
existing policies, especially regarding 
religious accommodation,” she says. “In 
any religious discrimination lawsuit, the 
EEOC asks for what existing policies 
look like.”  Then, employers should 
create policies to ensure reasonable 
accommodations are made, including 
providing a quiet space for prayer and 
nondiscrimination for wearing religious 
garb such as women wearing the hijab. 

Federal law protects employees work-
ing at any company with more than 
15 employees from religious discrimi-
nation, and in recent judgments job 
applicants are protected too. 

There are legal ramifications to being 
culturally unaware, Elhasan warns, but 
it’s also bad business. “You’re not really 
diverse—and reaping the benefits of 
the diversity of thought and beliefs—
until you understand and uphold 
cultural competencies.”

3. Don’t assume religious affiliation
One point all interviewees for this 
article emphasized was that Mus-
lims don’t operate as a monolith. It’s 
necessary for employers to familiar-
ize themselves with the religion, but 
also to be open-minded about how 
different employees may interpret and 
practice Islam—akin to employees 
from any other religion.

“Don’t assume someone is fasting 
or not drinking,” says Inam. “Get curi-
ous about your employees as indi-
viduals as opposed to labeling them.” 
She advises direct line managers to 
ask questions such as, “What would 
you like me to know about you so I 
can be sensitive to it?”  This advice is 
applicable to all employees, not just 
Muslim ones, she emphasizes. 

It can be equally insensitive to force 
assumptions on Muslim American 
employees, she says.  “Don’t  ‘alcohol-
shame’ an employee by saying some-
thing like,  ‘Wait, why are you drinking 
beer? Aren’t you Muslim?’  Instead, let 
your employees take the lead in shar-
ing, if they feel comfortable, how they 
practice their religion.” 

She adds, “There are a lot of Mus-
lims who are the quiet majority. 
They don’t wear a hijab—like I don’t. 
There’s a vast segment of Muslims 
who choose to practice our religion  
in private.”

a  IslamFactCheck.org provides 
real facts and data about Mus-
lims/Islam to counter misinfor-
mation: IslamFactCheck.org

a  Council on American-Islamic 
Relation’s Employer Guide to 
Islamic Practices: cair.com/im-
ages/pdf/employers_guide.
pdf 

a  Action and Resource Sheet to 
combat Islamophobia: map-
sredmond.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/01/Combating-
Islamophobia-Action-Sheet-
Jan-2017.pdf

Further resources for  
employers, recommended 
by Aneelah Afzali
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4. Stand up for D&I explicitly
Against a global climate of rising  
Islamophobia, it has become crucial 
for companies to support Muslim 
American employees vocally and visi-
bly, Afzali says. She recommends that, 
at minimum, organizations should 
issue company-wide statements 
condemning hate speech. “Even ‘jokes’ 
against Muslims can be really harsh 
and have consequences. We know that 
hate speech leads to hate crimes.” Hate 
crimes against Muslims have surged 
significantly in both the United States 
and the United Kingdom over the past 
decade.  The Council on American-
Islamic Relations (CAIR) reported that 
anti-Muslim bias incidents jumped 
65 percent from 2014 to 2016. In that 
two-year period, CAIR finds that hate 
crimes targeting Muslims surged 584 
percent.

“I would say to company leaders: 
don’t simply oppose the bad; propose 
something good. Create a sense of 
community that shows you stand up 
for our Muslim American employees.” 
Afzali adds that positively highlight-
ing the contributions of employees 
from underrepresented backgrounds, 
including the contributions and value 
of Muslim employees, can help miti-
gate some of the negative sentiment.

5. Redefine what leadership looks like
People of color, particularly women 
wearing the hijab or other visible 
religious symbols, are often denied 
advancement opportunities, accord-
ing to Khalifa. One of her clients did 
not want to promote an employee 
because he was perceived to  “lack 
leadership qualities, because he didn’t 
speak with impact,” she says. The 
Muslim American employee was well 
qualified for the promotion, and she 
had to coach her client through the 
“cultural differences,” she says.

Another common mistake employ-
ers make is believing that Muslim 
American employees who don’t drink 
aren’t qualified to become leaders. 
“It’s certainly challenging for Muslim 
Americans to be successful within 
cultures where drinking is common, 
but companies don’t need to consider 
it a ‘kiss of death,’” she says.

Employers must normalize the con-
cept that being different is acceptable 
and even desirable in leaders.

6. Create microcultures of inclusion
Ultimately, it’s necessary to show that 
you value Muslim American employ-
ees in your organization in small but 
meaningful ways.

Inam recalls a vivid experience of 
feeling appreciated and included as a 
Muslim American in her organization. 
While at Novartis, Inam was among 
10 selected employees within her 
company of 90,000 to attend a special 
conference to network with her orga-
nization’s senior leaders.

“I was sitting next to the company’s 
CEO for dinner. As the waiter came in 

to pour me a glass of wine, I said ‘no’ a 
couple of times so he passed me over. 
The CEO noticed and asked why I 
wasn’t drinking. I told him I was Mus-
lim and don’t drink wine,” she says. 

“A week later, his executive assis-
tant reached out to me and apolo-
gized for not having the sensitivity to 
realize that all the gifts from the con-
ference were wine or alcohol related 
and asked me to select a different gift 
of my choosing.” Inam says she was 
“amazed” by that level of consider-
ation, accommodation, and sensitivity.

Elhasan shares that her employer 
celebrates Ramadan by having one day 
where employees of all faiths break fast 
in the evening together.  “Some non-
Muslims fast during that day, but even 
when they don’t, that act of breaking 
fast together makes everyone appre-
ciate our religion and what Muslim 
Americans go through during Rama-
dan, in some way,” she says.

Inam concludes: “In today’s climate, 
actions like these present a picture 
where there is hope for us as a coun-
try, where leaders have an opportu-
nity to create inclusive microcultures. 
Diversity and inclusion should not be 
‘owned’ by the D&I department or 
manager, but should be everybody’s 
job as a leader.” IN

Ruchika Tulshyan is an award-winning 
journalist and speaker on inclusion, and 
the author of The Diversity Advan-
tage: Fixing Gender Inequality In The 
Workplace. 

It has become crucial 
for companies to 
support Muslim 
American employees 
vocally and visibly.
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Yvette 
Kanouff
Senior Vice  
President / 
General Manager, 
Service Provider 
Business, Cisco

Y
vette Kanouff is a 
pioneer and rec-
ognized leader in 
the service provider 
industry. As Cisco’s 
Senior Vice Presi-

dent and General Manager of the 
Service Provider Business, Kanouff 
leads a team of more than 6,000 
Cisco software and hardware 
engineers, architects, and product 
and operations managers in devel-
oping and delivering technology 
innovations that are disrupting the 
industry, and transforming service 
providers worldwide. 

Kanouff brings more than 20 
years of service provider, media, 
and software experience to Cisco. 
Early in her career, she won an 
Emmy for her work on video on 
demand, and she holds several 
patents on digital technologies. 
She received the National Cable 
and Telecommunication Associa-
tion’s 2014 Vanguard Award for 

“I want to work with 
leaders to create 

environments where 
everyone can thrive.”
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Leadership in Science and Technology, and was 
named an Industry Pioneer in 2016.  Broadcast-
ing & Cable named her one of the most influen-
tial women in the television industry. CableFAX 
named her the industry’s  “Top Techie” in 2011, 
and included her in its CableFAX  “Digital Hot 
List” four consecutive years. In 2016, CableFAX 
named her one of the Most Powerful Women in 
Cable. Kanouff holds Bachelor of Science and 
Master of Science degrees in mathematics. 

As a female working in a male-dominated in-
dustry, Kanouff is committed to and passionate 
about the critical need to increase diverse talent 
in the tech sector. Inclusion magazine recently 

spoke with Kanouff about her role in creating the Multiplier Effect —a 
bold idea to leverage the power of sponsorship to accelerate the pipeline 
of extraordinary, diverse talent. 

Inclusion: What is the driving force behind your commitment toward im-
proving diversity and inclusion throughout business and industry?
Yvette Kanouff: Throughout my career, I was often the only female in my 
workplace. When I worked in Cisco’s Service Provider Video Software and 
Solutions Group, women comprised only 6 percent of our industry.  

We had virtually no other dimensions of diver-
sity in engineering. 

My experiences in overcoming the obstacles 
and learning how to thrive as a female leader 
in technology, are the driving force behind my 
commitment. I want to work with leaders to cre-
ate environments where everyone can thrive.

IN:  What was the inspiration behind the 
Multiplier Effect Pledge? What problem is the 
pledge tackling?
YK: The lack of diversity that’s common in the 
tech industry isn’t going to solve itself. We need 
new strategies. I’ve always sought out and sup-
ported programs that focus on advancing diver-
sity and accelerating career progression, but they 
always seemed to fall short from my perspective. 
They focused on giving career advice, but didn’t 
really help advance careers in a real and mean-
ingful way. I wanted to take it further.  

So, I came up with an idea that I believed 
would make a real difference. I imagined the 
impact if everyone in the tech industry sponsored 

“The lack of 
diversity in
the tech  
industry isn’t  
going to 
solve itself. 
We need 
new strategies.”

T he Multiplier Effect challenges 
leaders of all levels to take a 
personal pledge to acceler-

ate the progress of extraordinary, 
diverse talent.

The Multiplier Effect isn’t just a 
pledge—it’s a movement. A move-
ment to break the inertia. To multiply 
the impact of inclusive, collaborative 
leadership. To transform longstanding 
issues. And to join forces in creating 
fully diverse organizations.

The powerful idea behind the 
Multiplier Effect began with a simple 
question that Yvette Kanouff, Senior 
Vice President and General Manager of 
Cisco’s Service Provider Business, posed 
to a group of technology leaders at last 

a   What Is the Multiplier Effect?

year’s Mobile World Congress: What 
impact could we have if every leader 
in our industry sponsored one diverse 
person to the next level in his or her 
career?  

Sponsorship is critical to the devel-
opment of extraordinary talent. Yet 
recent data indicate a clear disparity 
in who typically benefits. One in five 

men have a sponsor, yet only one in 
eight women, and one in twelve minori-
ties do.  

“While mentors listen, sponsors act—
by telling you what you need to know, 
clearing obstacles from your path, and 
making your success their business,” says 
Center for Talent Innovation CEO Sylvia 
Ann Hewlett.  

Cisco believes that it’s time to create 
infinite new possibilities for sponsoring 
and accelerating diverse talent in this 
age of collaboration. It’s time for leaders 
of all levels to act—and to change the 
equation for diversity.

Join us. Visit multiplydiversity.com  
to take the pledge.

The
Multiplier

E�ect
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an extraordinary, diverse candidate and helped 
that person advance in his or her career. It would 
create a “multiplier effect” and build a full pipe-
line of diverse talent that continues to build and 
grow. We all see the effect of  “multipliers.”  That’s 
why we called it The Multiplier Effect.

IN: What compelled you to reach out to other 
companies in your industry?
YK: I was always clear that the impact possible 
through the Multiplier Effect was bigger than 
any one company.  The ideas and concepts 
behind the pledge were initially conceived in a 
discussion forum at Mobile World Congress on 
how to move the needle on diversity in tech.

IN: What are the objectives of the Multiplier 
Effect Pledge program?
YK: The main objective is to accelerate the 
progress of diverse talent and build a full pipe-
line of diverse talent that continues to grow. 
To make that objective a reality, we believe we 
need to focus on doing three key things. One 
is to reimagine sponsorship—dynamic, rela-
tional, focused on one action at a time. Second 
is to create momentum and scale to multiply 
the power of inclusive and influential leaders 
at all levels. Third is to introduce sponsor-
ship and advocacy as critical skills for leaders 
in creating their own future—and link those 
skills to success in achieving the next level of 
leadership. 

IN:  Who can participate in the program?
YK: Everyone can participate in taking action 
to help someone achieve the next level in their 
career. Even a newly hired employee with a 
passion for accelerating diversity can help a 
graduating student get that first job. We all 
play a role in changing the equation.

IN:  What makes for a good sponsor?
YK: To sponsor someone means to take an 
active part in the advancement of their career. 
To meet regularly; share best practices; provide 
guidance and feedback for the person they 
sponsor; and introduce them to the right 
people in the industry who can help advance 
their career. This isn’t  “mentoring”—it’s an  

“I imagined the 
impact if 
everyone in the 
tech industry 
sponsored an 
extraordinary, 
diverse candidate 
and helped that 
person advance.”

essential, reciprocal relationship focused on 
career growth, helping someone achieve their 
goals more quickly than would otherwise  
be possible. 

IN:  What are your personal experiences with 
sponsorship?
YK: I have had sponsors since early in my 
career who believed in me; guided me; helped 
me overcome obstacles and build on my 
strengths; introduced me to industry leaders; 
and really helped advance my career. I will be 
forever grateful to them and will never forget 
their contributions to my success.

IN:  What has the response been to the Multi-
plier Effect to date?
YK: The response has been phenomenal. In the 
past few months, we’ve been able to promote 
the pledge to tens of thousands of people in the 
tech industry and beyond at events like Mobile 
World Congress, South by Southwest, Cisco’s 
own Global Sales Experience, and Cisco Live. 
Our CEO Chuck Robbins took the pledge and 
is one of our biggest champions and a longtime 
advocate of diversity.

As a technology company that values  “always 
on” connections, we’re working to create new 
tools to help anyone join the conversation and 
better understand the power and potential of 
sponsorship and the Multiplier Effect.

IN:  How can executives in your industry  
sign up?
YK: Leaders of all levels—and in every indus-
try—can take the pledge. Visit multiplydiversity.
com. Commit to sponsor one diverse candidate 
and challenge your peers to do the same. 

IN:  What are your hopes for the future of the 
Multiplier Effect? 
YK: I would love to see a huge number of 
pledges—across many companies and mul-
tiple industries. But more than seeing the 
number of pledges, I hope we continue to 
build on this incredible momentum and cre-
ate real progress in advancing diverse talent. 
A win for the Multiplier Effect is a win for  
us all.  
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BY  S H A R I  S L AT E 

At Cisco, collaborating 
everywhere is what we 
do. So when one of our 
own passionately inclusive 
leaders proposed a bold idea 
to change the equation for 
diversity in our industry, we 
were all in. Seeing the Multi-
plier Effect Pledge become a 
reality is proof positive of how 
many leaders are as passion-
ate as we are about accelerat-
ing the progress of extraordi-
nary, diverse talent.

In creating the Multiplier 
Effect, we’ve focused on one 
key guiding principle: Go Big. 
The power of the pledge—
and the movement it’s cre-
ated—is in the exponential 
expansion of sponsorship: 
bold, effective action by a ris-
ing movement of influential 
leaders who want to make 
“someone else’s success their 
business.”

The Multiplier Effect has 
been featured in some of 
the biggest events in the 
technology industry, such as 
Mobile World Congress, Cisco 
Live, the Cisco Global Sales 
Experience, and South by 
Southwest. Now, we’re reach-
ing influential leaders across 
industries through forums 
like the Simmons Leadership 
Conference and the YWCA. 
Our founding signers include 
Cisco CEO Chuck Robbins, 

along with dozens of other 
top tech executives.

We’ve presented the Multi-
plier Effect to crowds number-
ing in the tens of thousands 
already. What we’re discovering 
from our potential multipliers 
is that sponsorship represents 
a new development oppor-
tunity. They’re already familiar 
with mentoring and coaching, 
but they’ll need to learn how 
to expand their influence as  
a sponsor.

Here’s what we suggest 
to get started. First, rec-
ognize that the power of 
sponsorship begins through 
the power of connection. 
Inclusive, collaborative lead-
ers already know that diverse 
connections make us more 
innovative, more agile—and 
ultimately more successful. 
Sponsoring extraordinary, 
diverse talent gives us insight 
into how to connect the dif-
ferent backgrounds, abilities, 
cultures, orientations, work 
styles, and points of view that 
will drive collaboration at 
exciting new levels.

Next—leave any precon-
ceived notions of sponsor-
ship behind. Your relation-
ships can be as unique as you 
are—leveraging your innate 
abilities to dynamically con-
nect, collaborate, and create 
a path forward. The power 
of sponsorship isn’t mea-
sured by the amount of time 

invested. It’s measured by the 
velocity and effectiveness 
of the actions taken. From 
the perspective of return on 
investment, sponsorship is in-
fluential leadership at its best. 
When we break through the 
inertia around accelerating 
our top diverse talent, we’ll 
all experience exponential 
returns. That’s the Multiplier 
Effect in action.

Most importantly, get ready 
to go bold. We already know 
we’re not going to overcome 
our challenges in creating full 
diversity through incremental 
progress. It’s going to take 
bold, decisive action to open 
doors, overcome obstacles, 
and create new opportuni-
ties for extraordinary, diverse 
talent. How will we get there? 
Together. One connection, 
one new possibility, one bold 
action, multiplied by a legion 
of passionately inclusive 
leaders ready to change the 
equation for diversity. 

These are exciting times 
for those of us who work to 

translate that passion into 
transformation in our com-
panies and communities, and 
across the world. So many 
leaders are taking a stand and 
signing the Multiplier Effect 
Pledge. It’s one pledge with 
infinite possibilities. Are you 
in? Whose success will you 
make your business, starting 
today? IN

Shari Slate is the Chief 
Inclusion and Collaboration 
Officer at Cisco. Her organiza-
tion is responsible for leading 
Cisco’s Office of Inclusion and 
Collaboration, as well as global 
community relations. Slate 
has been widely recognized for 
her visionary leadership and 
transformational views on the 
true value of inclusion. Guided 
by her thought leadership in 
this area, Cisco is embracing 
new models of inclusion and 
collaboration to fuel innova-
tion, accelerate market leader-
ship, and reimagine workplace 
practices in the digital era.

One Pledge– 
Infinite Possibilities
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T
he lack of diversity in 
Hollywood, both in 
front of and behind the 
camera, has been front 
and center for several  
years. CBS is tackling 

this challenge head-on, and leading 
the charge is Tiffany Smith-Anoa’i. 

Her efforts are beginning to pay 
off. Since her promotion into the 
diversity and inclusion office in 
2009 (she was promoted from a 
senior vice president to executive 
vice president in 2016), she has 
created and launched CBS On Tour, 
a community outreach program in 
which executives visit schools to 
educate and encourage students 
interested in entertainment careers, 
and which has led to a 40 percent 
growth in diverse interns who have 
applied and secured jobs. She has 
also expanded the writer selec-
tion process for the CBS Diversity 
Sketch Comedy Showcase; imple-
mented an annual symposium 
with casting directors to strategize 
on best practices to diversify the 
casting process; partnered with 
GLAAD to host learning work-
shops; and joined forces with the 
Geena Davis Institute on Gender 
in Media to encourage roles for 
women in front of and behind the 
camera.

In addition to her executive du-
ties, Smith-Anoa’i, who first joined 
CBS Entertainment in 2000 as a se-
nior publicist for primetime series, 
leads CBS Entertainment’s West 
Coast efforts on various projects 
and network specials, including the 
annual Grammy Awards. 

Prior to joining CBS, Smith-
Anoa’i led publicity and promo-
tions for Image Public Relations. 
She also has worked for Nike Inc., 
where she was responsible for 
launching Niketown stores.

Spotlight

Tiffany Smith-Anoa’i 
Executive Vice President,  
Entertainment Diversity, Inclusion and  
Communications, CBS Entertainment
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“I was able 
to create a 
position that 
did not exist 
at a major 
network and 
I am really 
proud of it.”

Smith-Anoa’i is active in the community, in 
particular with the Make-A-Wish Foundation 
and Girls Up. In 2013, her alma mater, Howard 
University, honored her with its Global Visionary 
Award for outstanding leadership in diversity 
and communications.

INCLUSION:  What brought you to do this work? 
Is there a personal motivation, a story from 
your childhood or past, that inspired you in this 
direction?
Tiffany Smith-Anoa’i: When I was eight years 
old, I was watching a football game and I saw 
a sports broadcaster, Jayne Kennedy, come on 
screen—and I was mesmerized. I had never 
seen a female sports broadcaster in my life, plus 
she was a woman of color! Jayne was one of the 
first female sports broadcasters of color at that 
time, and at that very moment I told myself,  “I 
want to do what she is doing!”  Representation 
truly matters!

Fast-forward to me being a student at Howard 
University, and my first internship was with the 
CBS affiliate in Washington, DC. Once I was 
in the newsroom, I quickly realized I no longer 
wanted to be a sports broadcaster, but instead 
wanted to work behind the camera. Now I’m an 
executive at CBS Entertainment where diversity 
and inclusion are my passion, and my team and 
I are doing all we can each and every day to 
bring new, fresh perspectives and talent to the 
network. 

 
IN: There is much greater emphasis in recent 
years on inclusion. Has that superseded diver-
sity as the focus?
TSA: When an organization truly focuses on 
inclusion, it is empowering employees not 
only to have a voice and seat at the table, 
but actually to utilize their respective skills 
and include them in the process. As of late,  
diversity seems to be a catchall word that 
is overused and misused. I say almost daily 
that diversity doesn’t mean black. In the root 
of the word, it means more than one. And 
people want to be more than whatever makes 
them diverse—they want to be valued as full 
human beings and not a “quota,” a “mandate,” 
or simply “diverse.” 

IN: Tell us about your greatest success story.
TSA: My greatest success story is bittersweet, 
in that the death of my father in 2006 was the 
catalyst for my current role. I could hear his 
voice in my heart and in my ears asking me 
over and over, “What do you really want to do 
with your career?” For the first six years of my 
career at CBS, I served as a network publicist 
who moonlighted in diversity. While grieving 
the death of my father, I put all of my focus and 
attention into doing the job I was meant to do, 
so I created a PowerPoint presentation for my 
boss, pitching him a new position that would ul-
timately take me out of his department and into 
my own department, which I titled “Entertain-
ment Diversity.”  

With my father’s voice still ringing in my ears, 
I marched right into his office and said,  “I don’t 
think you realize how smart I am. You are not 
managing me in the most effective way, and this 
is where television is going. ” I think he was a 
little taken aback, but I could see in his eyes that 
he respected that I had a clear vision that would 
ultimately benefit the company. I was able to 
create a position that did not exist at a major 
network and I am really proud of it. Now, don’t 
get me wrong: it took two years to come to frui-
tion, but I was relentless, and I know my father 
is smiling down upon me. 

IN: What are some of the recent thought-leader 
topics in the world of inclusion that organiza-
tions are learning about and implementing?
TSA: Implicit bias, unconscious bias, and mi-
cro-aggression presentations and symposiums 
have become commonplace, and numerous 
companies are investing in them and seeing ul-
timate change. One of my favorite books is The 
Hidden Brain by Shankar Vedantam. I think I 
have put the author’s kids through college with 
the number of books I have purchased and 
given out to various colleagues, all of whom 
have come back and said that it gave them a 
lot to think about, or that they are now looking 
at situations differently than they had in the 
past. More than anything, I believe that in the 
world of inclusion, people are actually talk-
ing and learning from one another. When you 
know better, you do better! 
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“Diversity 
makes good 
sense and 
‘cents.’ There 
is a whole 
segment of 
the popula-
tion that has 
tremendous 
buying  
power. If 
you are not 
tapping into 
that, then 
you are not 
going to be 
sustainable.”

IN: Have your colleagues asked for your help 
in being more inclusive of transgender peo-
ple? What do you recommend, and what are 
some of the challenges you have seen?
TSA: In the entertainment industry, I’ve no-
ticed when it comes to diversity and inclusion, 
people will often look at it as taking a risk. 
This way of thinking applies to hiring not just 
transgender people, but also people of color, 
as well as performers with disabilities. I would 
never want to hire someone who isn’t the best 
for the role or job. I only ask that those in the 
hiring position be open to looking beyond 
what and who they already know and also 
to go beyond hiring people to fill stereotypi-
cal roles. The path of least resistance is not 
authentic and does not benefit anyone. Bottom 
line, transgender people are . . . people. Treat 
them as you would want to be treated—seems 
easy enough, no?

IN: As more and more millennials join the job 
force, and as baby boomers are slowly aging, 
has this phenomenon provided challenges for 
your colleagues? What are your suggestions for 
addressing them?
TSA: My advice is that if you really want to get 
into this industry, you need to make sure you are 
doing your homework and becoming what we 
call a student of the business. That means you 
know the ins and outs of the industry overall. 
In this day and age, nearly everyone has a cell 
phone, so there is no excuse not to be able to re-
search specific people and corporations. Intern-
ships are also a great opportunity in the industry 
because people hire who they know. That is why 
I created CBS On Tour in 2009. To this day, we 
take our executives to colleges and universities 
across the country to speak with students about 
their careers and expose them to the numerous 
opportunities in the entertainment industry that 
go beyond actors, writers, and directors. As a 
result, we have witnessed a direct return on our 
investment, as students of color who applied 
for and secured internships have increased by 
40 percent, and of that percentage, 23 percent 
secured entry-level positions across CBS upon 
completion of their internship! 

IN: How will the CDO role change in the next 
five years? Will more be expected of CDOs— 
and how so?
TSA: The role of a chief diversity officer is ever 
evolving and will continue to evolve as business 
perspectives and needs change and grow. More 
will be expected of CDOs to find innovative 
ways for creating more inclusive environments 
and new pathways of opportunity for all.

IN: How does a company best cultivate a diverse 
talent pipeline?
TSA: Most people hire people they know or 
people who look like them, and it is a systemic 
ongoing cycle. My team connects executives to 
a group of talent they might not normally come 
into contact with, and this has been successful in 
building relationships. That is what the entertain-
ment business is all about: relationships. We en-
courage executives to go out of their usual com-
fort zone and make new connections and start 
to build a broader pipeline to select from. When 
it comes to entertainment, we want to reflect the 
audience that we serve. It’s not solely what you 
see in front of the camera. We want to make sure 
we are bringing new writers and actors and fresh 
directors into the room so they can be provided 
the same opportunity as others.

IN: For a number of years, practitioners of diver-
sity and inclusion have been making the busi-
ness case for D&I. Do you think this message is 
sinking in?
TSA: Not only is the message sinking in, but 
there is now action and implementation. I 
always say that diversity makes good business 
sense and  “cents.”  There is a whole segment 
of the population that has tremendous buying 
power. If you are not tapping into that, then 
you are not going to be sustainable. I’m able 
to convince people that are skeptics with hard 
facts and data. Numbers don’t lie. I also think 
I’m a good communicator who not only listens 
but also responds so I can learn. Listening and 
respecting one another are truly the start of 
being able to convince someone who is stuck 
in their ways. As a result, I’ve been successful in 
broadening the lens. IN
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Audra Bohannon
Senior Client Partner,  
Korn Ferry Hay Group

S
ome people excel at talking about 
the importance of diversity and 
inclusion. Others also implement it. 
Audra Bohannon is such a doer.

Bohannon, a senior client partner 
for the global talent, executive 

search, and organizational advisory firm Korn 
Ferry, works with clients to help organizations 
optimize their global workforce and advance 
women in organizations worldwide. Her posi-
tion comprises consulting, facilitation, execu-
tive coaching, and other outcome-oriented 
roles. She works with a broad range of employ-
ees, from C-level executives to entry level.

Bohannon, who is based in Korn Ferry’s Boston 
office, has 30 years of experience implementing 
diversity and inclusion. Prior to joining Korn Ferry 

There is a war 
for talent. 
[Organizations] 
must see 
diversity as 
an asset and 
not a liability.

Spotlight

in 2008, she was a senior vice president for Nova-
tions (acquired by Korn Ferry in 2008).

Bohannon, a graduate of Wayne State Uni-
versity in Detroit, is a sought-after speaker on 
topics related to corporate development and 
diversity and inclusion. She sits on the national 
boards of Community Builders and Accelerated 
College Experiences and serves on the Human 
Resources Committee of Big Sisters Associa-
tion of Greater Boston.

Inclusion: What are the biggest issues and chal-
lenges for a corporate diversity and inclusion 
leader today?
Audra Bohannon: One of the biggest chal-
lenges is the emotional turmoil that results 
from what’s going on in the world: the politics, 
the impact of technology, and the speed at 
which we move. Emerging markets are becom-
ing business centers, thrusting us into doing 
things differently. Virtual engagement with 
others pushes up against traditional “face time.” 
Talent and markets are even causing organiza-
tions to physically move to urban areas to more 
effectively do business. 

These challenges can be particularly stress-
ful for individuals who feel pressure to prove 
themselves due to their diversity, or who con-
front conscious or unconscious bias about their 
potential to be valued contributors.

Organizations still have a way to go to ensure 
that all people, especially those of underrep-
resented groups, are provided with working 
environments in which they are supported, 
well positioned, and engaged in challenging 
work. There are still deep and unresolved is-
sues around race. Even with diversity broadly 
defined, within most organizations, people at 
the director level and above are still predomi-
nantly white heterosexual males. 

IN: There is much greater emphasis in recent 
years on inclusion. Has that superseded diver-
sity as the focus?
AB: Many organizations are exhausted by the 
diversity challenges they face—that things are 
not changing and results are lackluster. As a 
result, sometimes I wonder if the “D” in the title 
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“Diversity and Inclusion” is becoming “lowercase”—that is, perceived 
as less important. Diversity and inclusion are important. Organizations 
can be diverse and not inclusive. Organizations can be inclusive and not 
diverse. Both are important and critical to meet the business challenges 
of today. 

IN: What brought you to do this work? 
AB: I’ve always wanted to give back. I volunteered at Head Start when 
I was 13 years old. I created mock tests and administered them to my 
friends to help them do better in school. I always found ways to help 
others. This motivation compelled me to work in the diversity and inclu-
sion space when I saw the opportunity to partner with colleagues to 
build a practice that is committed to support people —especially those 
who are underrepresented—and organizations to be their best. 

IN: Tell us about your greatest success story.
AB: I don’t have a  “greatest success,”  but many  “great moments.”  These 
great moments are about helping organizations and individuals see—see 
the possibilities for a better tomorrow. For organizations to see how to 
better serve their customers and employees and to be able to embrace 
building cultures of inclusion that compel employees to fully engage. For 
individuals to see their possibilities and how applying focused effort can 
make those possibilities a reality. 
 
IN: What are some of the recent thought-leader topics in the world of 
inclusion that organizations are learning about and implementing?
AB: Integrating diversity and inclusion with talent development. Di-
versity is the issue; development is the answer. Giving careful thought 

to what it means to be diverse and inclusive. 
Assessing leadership and holding them ac-
countable to inclusive leadership competencies. 
Grounding D&I transformation in data analyt-
ics. Becoming more vocal about the need to 
drive D&I into the DNA of their organizations. I 
am intrigued by the work of Dennis Nally, CEO 
of PricewaterhouseCoopers, who is encourag-
ing other CEOs and organizations to champion 
diversity and inclusion, not just for compliance, 
but to drive effective change and improve cor-
porate cultures. Another example is the Proudly 
Me campaign at Salesforce to support its evolu-
tion into a truly inclusive culture.

IN: The accelerated globalization in recent years 
has greatly influenced diversity and inclusion 
strategies. Will the focus of our new adminis-
tration on  “America First” affect diversity and 
inclusion? 
AB: The reality is we live in a global economy—
that’s not going to change. The United States 
has 350 million people out of the world’s 7.28 
billion.  “America First” may have impact for a 
few years, but in the overall scheme of things, 
it will be a very small factor. Organizations and 
individuals who were silent are talking publicly 
about inclusion because they feel they can no 
longer sit on the sidelines and be overlooked. 
Organizations are providing safe spaces for 
employees to have conversations around 
diversity and inclusion. These examples give 
me hope that when we come out on the other 
side, we will be better for it as organizations 
and as a country. Can  “America First”  impact 
progress? Yes, it can slow it down a bit, but in 
the end building inclusive environments where 
everyone can do well no matter their difference 
will prevail. 

IN: As more millennials join the job force, and 
as baby boomers slowly age, has this phenom-
enon provided challenges for your clients? 
AB: It’s a huge challenge for our clients.  
There are so many people with institutional 
knowledge who are exiting the workforce.  
The group entering the workforce now has 
different ideas around work—where to work, 
what type of work I want to do, how I will 

Audra Bohannon in conversation with Alma Coyne, Phoebe Ramler,  
Katherine Feliciano, and Alison Levine.
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work. It’s an interesting conundrum for orga-
nizations to think differently about hiring, de-
veloping, and retaining. Some of our clients are 
offering  “reciprocal value mentoring,” which is 
mentoring that goes in both directions. They 
each have interesting perspectives that can be 
helpful to the other. 

IN: How will the CDO role change in the next 
five years? 
AB: More will be expected of everyone, especial-
ly those in leadership roles. We can’t ignore that 
we are living by  “robotic time”—fast and evolv-
ing—but we are still in the end dealing with 
sentient beings. Therefore, CDOs will need to 
work more closely with their executive teams as 
true business partners and integrate D&I goals 
with business objectives. CDOs will continue to 
be central in helping organizations recognize the 
importance of leveraging all talent to meet busi-
ness goals. CDOs will need to continue to push 
against and lead the change of organizational 
traditions, policies, and informal practices that 
do not embrace growth for all. 

IN: How does a company best cultivate a  
diverse talent pipeline?
AB: Organizations must recognize that there 
is a war for talent. They must see diversity 
as an asset and not a liability. The relevant 
organizations must be intentional and posi-

tion the diverse pipeline for growth. They must provide their diverse 
resources with visible, important, and complex assignments, and 
surround them with people who want them to be successful, and will 
give them feedback on what is working and what is not. Organiza-
tions must tell them the truth so they can get better, and see them 
for their potential and engage them the same way the few  “go-to” 
employees are engaged. All people want opportunities to develop and 
advance. 

IN: For a number of years, practitioners of diversity and inclusion 
have been making the business case for D&I. Do you think this mes-
sage is sinking in? If your clients do not fully buy in that a culture 
of diversity and inclusion is a competitive advantage, how do you 
convince them? 
AB: Organizations always want data to prove that diversity and inclusion 
make a difference in performance. The message is sinking in because 
the data are showing that diversity and inclusion are good for business. 
Research shows that diverse teams that are well managed will out-
perform a homogenous system, but they must be well managed. Even 
with the data clearly spelling out the benefits of diversity and inclusion 

to the bottom line, studying the numbers is 
not enough. Companies need to be deliber-
ate rather than indiscriminate, proactive rather 
than reactive, and committed rather than com-
pliant, to harvest the energy necessary to create 
real change. 

I have been in the diversity and inclusion 
space for a long time. I have connected with 
thousands of participants who have the fol-
lowing in common: they are good, talented, 
and committed individuals wanting to con-
tribute at the highest level. However, because 
of their differences, many face strong, invisible 
headwinds that leave them feeling marginal-
ized, undervalued, and limited in possibilities. 
So much potential is not being realized! That 
is the bottom line: smart, progressive organi-

zations that want to prepare themselves for a rich future need look no 
further than their people—all their people. The answer is right in front 
of them if they care to look. 

I challenge organizations to honestly assess the current state of their 
organization as it pertains to diversity and inclusion, implement a 
strategic process to address the areas of concern, and hold everyone 
accountable (in the spirit of shared responsibility) to do their part, just 
as organizations do in all other aspects of their organizational life that 
they deem important, critical, and necessary to survive and thrive.  
It can be done. It just takes courage, commitment, confidence, and 
guts to tackle one of the most challenging issues of our time—diversity 
and inclusion. IN

[Organizations] 
must provide 
their diverse 
resources 
with visible, 
important, and 
complex 
assignments.

Audra Bohannon leading a meeting with Korn Ferry 
colleagues.
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F
ew chief diversity officers come to the position 
with a law degree. For Michele Meyer-Shipp, 
her long and distinguished track record as 
an employment attorney provided the ideal 
background for her transition to diversity and 
inclusion. 

Meyer-Shipp joined Akin Gump this past October as 
the firm’s first chief diversity and inclusion officer. In her 
new position, she has principal responsibility for all diver-
sity programs and initiatives across the firm. 

Meyer-Shipp came to Akin Gump from Prudential 
Financial Inc., where she was vice president and counsel in 
the company’s Employment and Labor Law Group before 
moving to the office of diversity and inclusion. Previously, 
she served as general counsel of the Waterfront Commission 
of New York Harbor and as employment counsel at Merrill 
Lynch and head of its diversity and inclusion efforts in the 
Global Wealth Management business. 

Meyer-Shipp received her law degree from Seton Hall 
University School of Law. She has served on the boards of 
GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network), the 
National Organization on Disability, the Women Presi-
dents’ Organization, and the American Conference on 
Diversity. She is an active member of several professional 
associations.

In 2015, Meyer-Shipp was named a Diverse Attorney 
of the Year by the New Jersey Law Journal. That same year, 
she received the Oliver Randolph Award from the Garden 
State Bar Association and the WILL (Women’s Initiative 
and Leaders in Law) Platinum Award for the Corporate 
Sector from the New Jersey Women Lawyers Association. 
She has made the Black Enterprise list of Top Executives in 
Corporate Diversity three times, and was named one of the 
Most Powerful and Influential Women of the Tri-State Area 
by the Tri-State Diversity Council. In 2017, she received the 
Winds of Change Award in the individual category from 
the Forum on Workplace Inclusion, was recognized by Se-
ton Hall Law School for her work in advancing diversity in 
the New Jersey legal community, and was named to the Top 
100 Under 50 Emerging & Executive Leaders by Diversity 
MBA. Meyer-Shipp enjoys spending her free time with her 
husband and their three sons.

INCLUSION: Given the change of emphasis in our current 
federal administration, in coming years will it be more 
incumbent on organizations to be at the vanguard leading 
the push for inclusion? 
Michele C. Meyer-Shipp: Given recent changes to the 
federal administration and its areas of focus, it is more 
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important than ever that US corporations be 
bold and clear in their commitment to diversity 
and inclusion. We need their voices to stand 
strong and firm on the importance of D&I in 
our communities and our workforce. For some 
organizations, this will be an easy challenge, as 
they are already actively driving this effort. For 
other organizations where D&I has not been a 
priority, they will be behind, as they need to first 
build a solid foundation—and that takes time.  

IN: What will be your initial goals at Akin 
Gump? 
MMS: I plan to spend my first 90 days in the 
role doing a “listening tour” across the firm, 
meeting with various stakeholders to gain a 
solid understanding of firm culture, existing 
D&I practices, and recent successes and areas 
of opportunity.

IN: How does an organization best cultivate a 
diverse talent pipeline? 
MMS: Cultivating a diverse talent pipeline is a 
multifaceted, ongoing endeavor. At all times, 
specific and deliberate strategies must be 
employed to drive both external diverse talent 
sourcing and internal diverse talent develop-
ment, retention, and promotion. In short, once 
you recruit traditionally underrepresented 
groups into your workforce, you must work 
diligently to engage them, retain them, and 
help them progress in the pipeline.  

Externally, employers must seek out talent 
from a variety of diverse sources, and often this 
involves the need to build relationships with 
new external partners where access to a wide 
array of diverse talent can be leveraged. Along-
side this effort, deliberate care must be taken 
to ensure that, internally, talent is developed, 
mentored, sponsored, and included in selec-
tion processes for promotions and succession 
planning.      

IN: How will the CDO role change in the next 
five years? Will more be expected of CDOs? 
MMS: The CDO role is changing and will 
continue to evolve over the next five years. In 
organizations where D&I is an area of focus, 
leaders have recognized that D&I is not the 

sole responsibility of the CDO, but rather the 
responsibility of everyone at the organization 
from the top down. Leaders have also recog-
nized that D&I should be part of all aspects of 
the talent life cycle —recruiting, development, 
etcetera—and its business strategy planning—
multicultural marketing and supplier diversity. 
That said, the CDO is no longer the  “one-stop 
shop,” or sole owner, of all things D&I. Rather, 
the CDO is becoming more of a collaborator, 
dot connector, and coordinator of D&I efforts 
being driven by many across the organization. 
Simply put, the CDO is working as more of 
an enterprise-wide strategist to advise and 
counsel leaders on their local D&I efforts.  

IN: As more and more millennials join the 
job force, and as baby boomers are slowly aging, has this phenomenon 
provided challenges? What are your suggestions for addressing them?  
MMS: The meeting of millennials and baby boomers in the workplace has 
indeed presented challenges for organizations. As a result of the varying 
perspectives these generational groups bring to the table, each presents 
different work styles—slow to consensus build versus quick to move to 
immediate results—and modes of communication—face-to-face versus 
video conference or text messag e. In addition, each has a different appetite 
with respect to changing company practices: maintain status quo because 
it works versus moving to try something new to become more effective 
and drive innovation. Finally, each group comes to the table with different 
expectations from the workplace. For example, millennials expect organi-
zations to be more socially responsible, committed to community service, 
and open to flexible work than any generation before them. 

Whereas many see this challenge as insurmountable, I see it as a great 
opportunity. Taking the diverse perspectives of both generational groups 
indeed can yield more innovative outcomes and solutions. For example, I 
have led a multigenerational BRG [business resource group] that hosted 
an innovation challenge. As part of this challenge, multigenerational 
teams were formed with the task of coming up with new client solutions. 
The outcome was far better than expected. From these teams came more 
than 85 new ideas to serve our clients, and many were incorporated into 
use by the businesses. In surveying the teams after the challenge, it be-
came clear that the diverse perspectives that these generations brought 
to the table led to the new ideas.

IN: What are some of the recent thought-leader topics in the world of 
inclusion that organizations are learning about and implementing?
MMS: Among recent thought-leader topics in the world of inclusion 
are unconscious bias awareness, conscious inclusion practices, global 
cultural competence, and navigating racial/religious/LGBT issues during 
troubling social times in the US.

“The CDO is 
becoming more 

of a collaborator, 
dot connector, 

and coordinator 
of D&I efforts 

being driven by 
many across the 

organization.”

Spotlight
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IN: Tell us about your greatest success story.
MMS: I am pleased to say that I have had many successes 
in my work as a D&I leader. I could point to many statistics 
and other quantifiable results to demonstrate that. How-
ever, if I had to identify my greatest success on this journey, 
it would not necessarily be quantifiable by way of a statistic. 
What I am most proud of is the impact that I had on engag-
ing leaders.   

When I took on my previous role, at Prudential, I was 
charged with rolling out a refreshed D&I strategy and get-
ting leaders across the company to buy into it. Not only was 
I able to get them to buy in, understand, and fully com-
mit, but over the past five years I have watched them fully 
and literally engage as D&I advocates driving D&I efforts 
locally in their own business areas. Long gone are the days 
when I have to actually drive a D&I effort myself. Rather, 
the leaders are willingly driving their own efforts with 
passion, interest, and commitment. They have also leaned 
into understanding their own unconscious biases and have 
taken me up on the offer to learn how to become more 
consciously inclusive. To me, this success is greater than any 

number I can point to. To touch the lives of these individuals 
has made the ride well worth it. 

IN: There is a much greater emphasis in recent years on 
inclusion. Has that superseded diversity as the focus and,  
if so, why?  
MMS: In organizations where D&I is a priority, inclusion has 
become an increased area of focus as they begin to realize 
that it is not just important to recruit a diverse workforce, 
but also critically important to engage and retain that di-
verse workforce. There is an appreciation of the fact that to 
recruit talent and then lose that talent due to either lack of 
engagement or employee feelings of exclusion is an expen-
sive proposition. There is also an appreciation that diverse 
teams garner better outcomes and solutions. To that end, it 
has been my experience that the work of inclusion requires 
just as much care and attention, and perhaps more in some 
cases, as the work of ensuring diverse representation in the 
workplace.   

IN: What brought you to do this work? Is there a personal 
motivation, a story from your childhood or past that in-
spired you in this direction?  
MMS: From a personal perspective, I have always been 
curious and excited to meet and discover new people and 
cultures. As a host to international exchange students in my 
home for a 10-year period, I was privileged to meet people 
from several countries with different religious beliefs, ethnic 
backgrounds, social norms, etcetera. It was eye-opening 
and incredibly enriching. Then, as an employment attorney, 
I realized that many of the cases I litigated came about as 
a result of people failing to appreciate diverse perspectives, 
failing to be comfortable communicating or engaging with 
a person of difference, or failing to recognize their uncon-
scious bias. I saw an opportunity to get ahead of this via the 
work of D&I, where I could proactively address these issues 
as opposed to reactively trying to patch things up on the 
back end. It has indeed been an honor and privilege to do 
this great work of D&I leadership.

IN: What are the biggest issues and challenges for corporate 
diversity and inclusion leaders right now?
MMS: The biggest challenge for D&I leaders has been,  
and continues to be, navigating through tough social times 
in the US, where racial tensions and religious tensions, 
among other things, are at an all-time high. Managing 
through these issues requires a high level of self-aware-
ness, thoughtfulness, and discretion like no other D&I 
challenge. IN
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W
hen Darlene 
Slaughter became 
United Way World-
wide’s chief diversity 
officer in 2015, she 
was coming full circle. 

In 1986, while working at AT&T, Slaughter 
served as a “loaned” officer to United Way, part of 
a program that loaned executives to United Way 
for six months to help with a campaign.

Today, Slaughter, who lives in Laurel, Maryland, 
leads United Way Worldwide’s efforts in advanc-
ing its diversity and inclusion strategy in the United 
States and around the globe by recommending, de-
veloping, implementing, and managing both internal 
and external diversity-related strategies, partnerships, 
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programs, and initiatives. United Way World-
wide, founded in Denver in 1887, mobilizes 
nearly three million volunteers in 1,800 com-
munities in more than 40 countries to help 
people in the areas of education, financial 
stability, and health.

Prior to joining United Way Worldwide, 
Slaughter served as the principal consultant 
and chair of Linkage’s Institute for Leading 
Diversity and Inclusion, where she trained 
corporate leaders on developing and leading 
diversity and inclusion initiatives in the work-
place. Before Linkage, she led D&I initiatives 
at Fannie Mae as a vice president.

Slaughter has won many awards and honors 
for her work. She was named to Savoy maga-
zine’s 2012 list of Top 100 Influential Women 
in Corporate America; Profiles in Diversity 
Journal’s 2011 list of Women Worth Watching; 
Black Enterprise’s 2011 list of Top Executives in 
Diversity; and Heart & Soul’s Women of Sub-
stance in Finance. 

She holds an MS in human resource man-
agement and organizational development 
from American University and a BS in elemen-
tary education from Howard University. She is 
on the board of Pass the Torch for Women and 
the Springboard Foundation.

Inclusion: What will be some of the biggest 
upcoming issues and challenges for a corporate 
diversity and inclusion leader like yourself? 
Darlene Slaughter: The biggest challenge will 
be helping individuals and organizations deal 
with old issues. Depending on the sector, this 
means still making the business case, getting 
leadership to see the strategic value of diversi-
ty and inclusion in the workplace, and helping 
all employees build the courage and muscle to 
have conversations about a variety of things 
such as race and racism, privilege, sexism, age-
ism, discrimination, and technological changes 
that impact how work is done.

IN: There is a much greater emphasis in recent 
years on inclusion. Has that superseded diver-
sity as the focus and, if so, why?
DS: I think the shift is focusing on inclusion. 
However, diversity cannot and will not go 

away. While diversity is still very much about 
the characteristics and the numbers we each 
bring to the table, inclusion embodies diversity. 
Inclusion is how we make people feel and/
or belong in the workplace. I do think that, 
at times, the conversation around inclusion 
is a much easier conversation, but we are not 
all the same with the same experiences, and 
therefore understanding diversity and promot-
ing diversity become invaluable for an organi-
zation. The two concepts help to build cohesion 
and collaboration.

IN:  What brought you to do this work?  
Is there a personal motivation, a story from  
your childhood or past that inspired you in 
this direction?
DS: I came into this work many years ago from 
an education and human resource back-
ground. While I did not think of myself as a 

CDO, it became apparent that it’s the role I had been playing all along. 
My passion and major in school were to become an elementary school 
teacher. The passion for teaching has stayed with me, and I have been 
able to use that skill in this role. It is actually the perfect role for the 
background because you are constantly learning and teaching not 
only at an individual level but also at the organizational level. I like 
the quote, “It doesn’t matter what you say you believe—it only mat-
ters what you do,” from Robert Fulghum’s All I Really Need to Know I 
Learned in Kindergarten. This is the essence of diversity and inclusion. 
It’s about treating others—and being treated—in a manner that pre-
serves dignity and respect. 

IN: How has your approach to D&I changed in the last 10 years?  
How have you seen the field, thinking, and best practices change 
around D&I? 
DS: The role takes courage and creativity. Being successful can some-
times be a double-edged sword. You have to be bold, take calculated 
risks, preserve individual dignity, and have hard conversations with very 
senior people that can easily make you the scapegoat. It’s a role where 
you, as the professional, experience the same biases that you are guard-
ing your employees from, or you have the same privileges and are not 
able to process the biases that do exist for others. 

Over the years what has helped me to be successful and stay focused 
is to stay grounded and understand that the role is one of leverage, 
coaching, and creating tools for others to solve human interaction prob-
lems. What’s fascinating about the role is the new stuff is always the old 
stuff. It still comes down to how do people work together effectively to 
be productive and increase the return on investment for companies and 
feel respected and valued as employees?  

“You have to be 
bold, take 
calculated risks, 
preserve indi-
vidual dignity, 
and have hard 
conversations 
with very senior 
people that can 
easily make you 
the scapegoat.”
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IN:  Presumably, when you hire, you want to be sure the 
potential candidates are a good fit for the company and its 
mission. How do you hire? What factors do you take into 
consideration and what questions do you ask?
DS: As a CDO, you stay in a constant mode of making 
connections and potential sourcing [of new employees]. 
As that role has an external function, I’m always aware of 
open positions and looking for talent through a variety of 
diverse channels. A recent example was someone who was 
interested in a position at the company, but had decided 
not to apply until I tweeted the opening. This [job seeker] 
called and said that because they trusted my approval of 
the position, they would look at the opportunity. There are 
several examples where people know the CDO, and that 
attracts talent to the organization. 

The CDO has to play an intake role and ask questions 
not only of the hiring manager but of the applicant as well: 
What’s needed? What are the requirements? What are the 
growth and development opportunities? What support 
systems are in place to make that hire successful? There’s 
a synergy between the hiring manager, human resources, 
and the CDO to be effective in creating a diverse work-
force. 

 
IN:  How do you measure success in terms of diversity and 
inclusion? Retention? Organizational alignment? Participa-
tion in inclusion activities? 
DS: Measuring success is always top of mind. The difficulty 
is that measurements take time, and many organizations 
want quick results. Bridging relationships, getting people to 
become conscious about their actions and impact, chang-
ing behaviors, etcetera takes time. Yes, you can certainly 
measure recruitment/hires when it’s strictly about diversity 
numbers. The bigger challenge is measuring inclusion, 
where people will stay because they have landed in the 
right places to excel and develop. You can measure the 
number of activities held within the organization, but the 
question is, are we thinking about diversity as part of the 
strategic business plan or just activities? I can certainly feel 
good about being a part of that, but at the end of the day 
am I seeing real change in attitude and actions?

IN: The accelerated globalization in recent years has greatly 
influenced D&I strategies. Will the focus of our new ad-
ministration on  “America First” affect D&I?
DS: Most definitely. It does not stop corporations from be-
ing focused on global initiatives because that is the space 
they are in. How  “America First” is affecting organizations 
is through the people we hire and keeping our people safe. 

Even if a company is US based,  
its talent is global. “America First” 
principles can go against the 
employee base that we are at-
tracting. The D&I strategy has to 
become more comprehensive—so 
that people are not leaving parts 
of themselves at the door, and the 
problems, fears, and concerns are 
coming into the workplace, and 
are being addressed.

IN: As more and more millenni-
als join the job force, and as baby 
boomers are slowly aging, has this 
phenomenon provided challenges 
for you? What are your tactics for 
addressing them?  

DS: I think the biggest challenge is understanding the 
characteristics of the groups while making sure we are not 
lumping all behaviors and beliefs of employees into big 
categories. I read a book not long ago that spoke about 
human equity—which posits that we look at the person as 
a whole, and not just at physical features, cultural back-
ground, or work experience—and I believe that is where 
we are evolving. Everything we do has to be about inclu-
sion and human equity. Individual needs that make up 
the whole. Millennials and boomers have lots of similari-
ties. It’s just that their way of achieving them is different. 
The transference of knowledge is critical. Millennials want 
mentors, and boomers have a lot to share! It’s about bridg-
ing the relationships.

IN: How will your role change in the next five years? Will 
more be expected of CDOs?
DS: I think the role will continue to evolve, and while the 
title may stay the same and the reporting structures may 
stay the same, CDOs will be brought in [to companies]  
because of their wide breadth of knowledge on the fronts 
of politics, social justice causes, economic and demographic 
changes, human behavior, organizational development, 
and transformative change. The role of the CDO is one of 
constant learning and the ability to make sense of data—
even using artificial intelligence—to predict trends that 
allow organizations to recruit and retain the best talent.  
It’s not only a very visible role for the organization—it’s 
one that keeps you very grounded to what is happening 
every day to the people from the C-suite to the staff. Not 
many roles have both internal and external implications. IN

“ ‘America First’ 
principles can 
go against the 
employee base 
that we are 
attracting. 
The D&I 
strategy has to 
become more 
comprehensive.”
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D
r. Shirley 
Davis is 
an experi-
enced and 
accom-
plished 

corporate executive, global 
workforce management  
expert, and leadership con-
sultant. She has presented 
on a variety of human 
resource, workforce devel-
opment, and diversity and 
inclusion topics in more 
than a dozen countries. The 
company she founded, SDS 
Global Enterprises, Inc., 
specializes in HR strategy, 
talent management, orga-
nizational transformation, 
D&I training, and leader-
ship and career coaching 
for executives. 

In her more than 30 years 
of business experience, 
Davis has worked at five 
Fortune 100 companies in 
various senior and execu-
tive leadership roles. Most 
recently, from 2006 to 2014, 
she was the global head 
of diversity and inclusion 
and workplace strategies 
for the Society for Human 
Resource Management. 

She has been featured on 
and quoted in NBC’s Today 
Show, NPR, USA Today, the 
Wall Street Journal, Essence, 
Black Enterprise, and the 
Washington Post, among 
other media outlets. In 2015 
she earned the highest 
designation in the speak-
ing industry as a Certified 
Speaking Professional, 
bestowed by the National 
Speakers Association. 

Davis is the author of 
Reinvent Yourself: Strate-
gies for Achieving Success in 
Every Area of Your Life. Last 
fall, she released a second 
book, The Seat: How to Get 
Invited to the Table When 
You’re Over-Performing and 
Undervalued. She holds a 
bachelor’s degree in prelaw, 
a master’s degree in HR 
management, and a PhD in 
business and organization 
management.

Inclusion: What are some 
of the biggest issues now 
for corporate diversity 
and inclusion leaders like 
yourself? 
Shirley Davis: One of the 
biggest challenges we’re 

“This work 
called me, 
and I 
discovered 
that it was 
aligned with 
my purpose.”
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facing right now that impacts our field is the 
political climate. It has put diversity and inclu-
sion front and center and not in a good way. 
Americans and even the global community are 
recovering from what was deemed as one of 
the most disruptive, divisive, and emotionally 
charged elections in modern history. It elevated 
some very sensitive and unhealed wounds in 
our history. It also uncovered some really nasty 
and unhealthy biases that are still pervasive 
and prevalent in our society. And it revealed 
just how much further we have to go in order 

to achieve parity, equity, dignity, respect, and inclusion. 
Another big challenge we face is the need to reinvent and transform 

corporate culture. Corporate cultures have not kept pace as this era of 
disruption has redefined the way that we think, work, and communi-
cate, and the way that we embrace difference. Many corporations are 
responding and reacting instead of leading, and therefore they are being 
disrupted instead of anticipating the shifts and being the disruptors and 
change leaders. 

IN:  There is much greater emphasis in recent years on inclusion. Has 
that superseded diversity as the focus and, if so, why? 
SD: We’re seeing more companies recognizing that you can have diver-
sity and not have inclusion. Diversity is the mix of cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds, experiences, preferences, physical characteristics, thinking 
styles, gender and identity, and other personal attributes. But inclusion 
is all about the workplace culture and how it enables these differences 
to work well together. In previous years, companies were more focused 
on diversity as an act of representation—compliance,  “checking the box,” 
and raising awareness through training. But today those same compa-
nies are also recognizing that that alone is not sufficient. They are recog-
nizing that inclusion drives everything from innovation to talent acquisi-
tion, employee engagement to greater problem solving, better customer 
service to retention, and, as a result, greater performance overall. 

IN:  What brought you to do this work? Is there a personal motivation or 
story from your childhood or past that inspired you in this direction?
SD: I didn’t grow up aspiring to be a global HR or diversity and inclu-
sion workforce thought leader. This work called me, and I discovered 
that it was aligned with my purpose, interests, strengths, and mission 
in life. What motivated me to do this work was that it afforded me the 
opportunity to help organizations and leaders better understand that tal-
ent comes in all shapes, sizes, colors, backgrounds, beliefs, experiences, 
family structures, ethnicities, and genders.

This work is also personal for me. In The Seat: How to Get Invited to the 
Table When You’re Over-Performing and Undervalued, I share in detail my 
feelings of being  “the only one”  in so many instances, and my personal 
experiences of being marginalized, insulted, and discriminated against 

simply because I was a woman, a single mom, 
and a person of color. 

Too many of my colleagues are still experi-
encing the same thing, so in my book I outline 
several strategies for what I had to do to take 
back my personal power and to overcome 
the effects of these biases to earn a seat at the 
table. In this work, I also have the opportu-
nity to influence behavior and mind-sets, and 
to assist in the development of new policies, 
strategies, and outcomes to ensure that people 
like me have a level playing field. 

IN:  Tell us about your greatest success story.
SD: I have a number of successes and achieve-
ments that I’m very proud of. One would be 
going back to school to get my master’s and 
PhD. My initial intent and motive in getting 
those advanced degrees came more from 
being marginalized and overlooked [in the 
workplace] and being told that if you just do 
this and if you just get that or go through this 
class or take this certification, then we’ll give 
you the promotion or job. I was already doing 
the work anyway, getting great results, and I 
was training others who didn’t look like me, 
either my male counterparts or white female 
counterparts, but they were getting the pro-
motions and I was not. So I got my PhD and 
multiple certifications. And while I still experi-
enced biases and minimization, I took pride in 
the fact that I accomplished it while I was still 
working full-time, being a single mom, and 
traveling quite a bit in a demanding job. 

The other thing I’m really proud of is that 
I made the decision a few years ago to build 
my exit strategy and to look at how I could 
take control of my own destiny. So I made a 
decision that it was time for me take a risk, 
take a leap of faith, and create my own global 
consulting, speaking, and training enterprise to 
leverage all of the wisdom, education, experi-
ences, and successes that I had accumulated. I 
am thrilled to report that the business is doing 
extremely well.

IN: What are some of the recent thought-leader 
topics in the world of inclusion that organiza-
tions are learning about and implementing? 

“Many 
corporations 

are responding 
and reacting 

instead of
leading.”
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SD:  There are at least 10 that I am currently 
working with organizations to address. I’ll 
touch on a few. First, companies are realizing 
that they have to provide more career mobility 
and flexibility for their workers. It means a shift 
in their strategies, policies, systems, attitudes, 
and behaviors. Because we now live in a digital 
world and are hyperconnected, work gets done 
in very different ways, in different places and 
spaces, on various schedules, and in different 
time zones. Second, inclusion drives innova-
tion and, when properly implemented, can im-
pact a company’s ROI, ROE [return on equity], 
ROS [return on sales], and even ROL [return 
on leaders]. Lastly, unconscious bias, inclusive 
leadership, and courageous conversations have 
become even more significant, particularly 
given our political environment.  

IN: As more and more millennials join the job 
force and baby boomers are slowly aging, has 
this phenomenon provided challenges for your 
clients? What are some suggestions for ad-
dressing these challenges?
SD: Many companies are not ready for the 
generational shift, and it is causing missed 
opportunities in talent acquisition, retention, 
productivity, and innovation. I help companies 
find ways to bridge communication gaps and 
maximize each generation’s strengths and con-
tributions versus dwelling on stereotypes and 
biases. I also assist them in creating cultures 
that all talent can thrive in.

IN:  How will the CDO role change in the next 
five years? Will more be expected of CDOs?
SD: What I’m seeing more and more is that 
chief diversity officers are having to be more 
globally focused—meaning they need to con-
sider the global workforce and marketplace, 
as well as cultural contexts. I’ve also seen the 
role of CDO move into different roles and 
reporting relationships. There was a time when 
many of my colleagues were reporting directly 
to the CEOs. Now I’ve seen a shift as diver-
sity and inclusion is coming under HR. One 
reason for this is that, in general, chief diversity 
officers have not always done a good job of 
talking about the numbers, the analytics, the 

impact, the longer-term importance of D&I as 
a sustainable business strategy. That has hurt 
the role of CDO in a lot of ways because it has 
not been seen as a strategic business, global, 
innovative business leader. Instead it has been 
seen as a glorified part of HR. 

As CDOs, we must have the boldness, cour-
age, and skill set necessary to have crucial 
conversations and use them as opportunities to 
build bridges, create understanding, and allow 
for collaboration.

IN: How does a company best cultivate a di-
verse talent pipeline?
SD: As I have headed up recruiting for a num-
ber of years in previous companies, one of the 
things I’ve found that’s been a best practice 
in cultivating talent pipelines is developing 
relationships, [promoting] community build-
ing, and creating a great culture for employ-
ees that keeps them satisfied and engaged. 
When I headed up diversity recruiting while 

at Capital One, I was managing 23 relationships within our community, 
and among colleges and universities, and with minority organizations. 
The more that we showed up and the more visible that we were as a 
company, the more attractive we were to diverse talent. The more that 
we focused internally on our employer brand and building a culture of 
fairness, respect, and inclusion, the better we cultivated a diverse talent 
pipeline.  

IN: For a number of years, practitioners of D&I have been making the 
business case for D&I. Do you think this message is sinking in? If one of 
your clients doesn’t buy into that culture of diversity and inclusion as a 
competitive advantage, how do you convince the client?
SD:  Yes, we have been talking about the business case for well over a 
couple of decades. I believe that in many industries and companies, 
we have seen it sink in. This is evidenced by the commitment from the 
CEO; investment of dollars in staff and resources including a dedicated 
lead of D&I; commitment to culture transformation; changes in poli-
cies, business strategies, systems, leadership, and staff development; 
and engagement and retention efforts. It is also evidenced in branding 
and marketing efforts, customer service philosophies, greater focus on 
leveraging inclusion to drive innovation, and how the community is 
engaged. 
   What I do for companies that don’t fully buy into D&I is focus them 
on the missed opportunities. I shift them to seeing how diversity and 
inclusion truly help impact and drive sustainability and innovation, and I 
position D&I around how the companies can better serve their custom-
ers and keep them around for years to come.  IN

“Unconscious 
bias, inclusive 

leadership, and 
courageous 

conversations 
have become 

even more 
significant, 
particularly 

given our 
political 

environment.”
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A
ngela Roseboro  
is a diversity  
and inclusion execu-
tive with more than 
20 years of human 
resource experi-

ence leading diversity and inclusion, 
talent management, and leadership 
development initiatives for several 
Fortune 500 companies including 
T. Rowe Price, Jones Lang LaSalle, 
and Whirlpool Corporation. As a 
member of senior leadership teams, 
she has developed and implemented 
global diversity strategies that have 
resulted in increased ethnic and gen-
der representation at both leadership 
and pipeline levels, boosted employ-
ee engagement, upped leadership 
accountability, and increased spend-
ing with diverse suppliers. She has 
received recognition from DiversityInc.
com, Diversity Best Practices, Black 
Enterprise, and Diversity MBA. She 
was named to the Network Journal list 
of 25 Influential Black Women in 
Business in 2013. 

Roseboro is an active member of 
the Teach For America advisory board 
and the Diversity MBA advisory board 

Spotlight
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of directors and is a member of the Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee of the Securities Industry and Financial Markets 
Association. She earned a bachelor’s degree in HR  man-
agement from Roosevelt University in Illinois. In 2000, she 
served as an adjunct professor at Marquette University in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

INCLUSION:  What are the biggest issues and challenges for 
corporate diversity and inclusion leaders right now?
Angela Roseboro: Today, there is so much going on politi-
cally that is impacting our space—and there’s no doubt 
the current administration’s agenda on immigration, the 
LGBTQ community, and regulatory compliance will have 
significant implications for our work. If we are not develop-
ing approaches to enable organizations to talk about and 
openly address these issues, they will set us back. Addition-
ally, while we have made some strides when it comes to 
improving overall representation of women and people of 
color, progress in the number of women (6.4 percent) and 
people of color (4 percent) in CEO roles is modest at best.

IN: What brought you to do this work? 
AR: I started my career as a human resources professional and 
took on this role as more of an assignment than a full-time 
role in the early 2000s. As I got into the role, I discovered that 
diversity had a more direct connection that extended out-
side human resources. I was involved in marketing strategy, 
cultural integration, business development, and procurement. 
I got to influence strategies and processes that involved both 
our associates and our markets, which I still find exciting.

I stay in this work for my two daughters, as well as for all 
those talented and motivated individuals I come across ev-
ery day. I want them to be limited only by the opportunities 
they choose not to accept, and not by the limitations being 
placed on them because of their difference.

IN: Tell us about your greatest success story.
AR: I don’t see this journey as one big success, but a series 
of smaller successes. For instance, about three years ago, I 
had a conversation with a leader who asked me to provide 
data on whether or not adding a woman to his team would 
ultimately be beneficial. Statistics show, of course, that having 
a diverse team positively impacts productivity and financial 
results. I could have easily given him those numbers, but at 
the time, I didn’t think giving him data would have influ-
enced him to hire a woman. So, instead of giving him the 
statistics, I simply asked him, “Is there a statistic that tells you 
that adding a white male would make your team better?”  I 
wanted to shift our conversation to a talent discussion and 

make the point that talent looks 
very different today. 

Fast-forward to a few months ago, 
when I was invited to speak at his 
department meeting. Let’s just say 
it looked very different than it did 
three years ago. You can talk about 
metrics all day, but shifting perspec-
tives, in my opinion, is what drives 
change. These types of small suc-
cesses are all big wins in my book.

IN: What are some of the recent 
thought-leader topics in the world 
of inclusion that organizations are 
learning about and implementing?
AR: They are now speaking out on 

social and political issues. Earlier in my career, I would never 
openly discuss politics, race, or even being a mom at work. 
But what is happening outside our office walls—whether we 
choose to speak about it or not—has an impact on a com-
pany’s culture. We need to determine when it is appropriate 
to speak, what message we want to send, and which audi-
ence we need to address. More associates are looking for 
their organization’s leaders to speak out on issues that have 
an impact both socially and politically—immigration, the 
shooting deaths of young men of color, or gender parity, to 
name a few.

Consultants and companies are now challenging the effec-
tiveness of past practices. When working on D&I strategies 
in the past, I have relied on a couple of proven best prac-
tices such as D&I councils, training, and employee resource 
groups. Lately, I have been taking a candid look at those 
practices and reassessing them. From my perspective, I think 
we can all agree that while we have made progress, we are 
still far from our  “north star.”  We need to be more innovative 
in our approach to advance our work, and I think that starts 
with truly understanding what outcomes we are trying to 
achieve and then reassessing our D&I initiatives and pro-
cesses to make sure they are getting the right results.

IN:  As you were employed in the financial industry for 
many years, what are some specific challenges facing that 
industry around inclusion?
AR: In the financial industry, we have challenges with issues 
of both diversity and inclusion. The truth is we don’t have 
a lot of diversity to start with. To address this, we have to 
start reaching out at the high school level and introduc-
ing our industry so students can see these types of careers 

“More associates 
are looking for 
their organiza-
tion’s leaders 
to speak out on 
issues that have 
an impact  both 
socially and 
politically.”
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as attractive and viable. Building 
these diverse pipelines needs to 
be more of a long-term play.

At the same time, because of the 
lack of diversity, I view those we 
do attract as pioneers. We need to 
surround this talent with mentors, 
coaches, and business resource 
groups, and put a greater responsi-
bility on our organization to ensure 
that these people are successful.

IN: Given the change of emphasis 
in the current federal administra-
tion, in coming years will it be 
more incumbent on corporations 
to be at the vanguard leading 
the push for inclusion? And are 
companies well situated for that 
challenge?
AR: The quick answer is yes. To date, 
most companies recognize the com-
petitive advantages of diversity and 

“I am encouraged 
by the CEO Action 
for Diversity and 
Inclusion pledge.  
... You have more 
than 250 CEOs 
who are pledging 
to make a  
difference in 
their companies.”

inclusion, so I am hopeful that despite any legislative changes, 
they stay focused and continue to view D&I as a strategic 
enabler of their success. As practitioners, we are well equipped 
to drive the necessary change needed to address these chal-
lenges, which is why I believe the relationship between the 
CEO and the D&I leader is so critical. The CEO must set the 
tone. I am also encouraged by the CEO Action for Diversity 
and Inclusion pledge, as I see it as a great first step. You have 
more than 250 CEOs who are pledging to make a difference 
in their companies. As I think about the lack of diversity in the 
C-suite, imagine if those 250 CEOs decided not only to include 
one top female and/or person of color on their succession plan, 
but also to get her or him ready for the role? If this happened, 
we would see significant change over the next 15 to 20 years. 

IN: As more millennials join the job force, and as baby boom-
ers are slowly aging, has this phenomenon provided chal-
lenges for your clients? 
AR: We often hear millennials described as unfocused, impa-
tient, and unwilling to pay their dues, but I see them as being 
very clear about what is important to them. In fact, many mil-
lennials want to feel good about their organization and what 
it stands for. They want to work for a company that treats all 
employees as equals—no matter what their race, color, gen-
der, or religion. As organizations welcome more millennials 
into their workforce and more baby boomers retire, we must 
create opportunities to connect these two generations so we 
can take full advantage of all the skills, experiences, and ideas 
that will drive continued innovation in the coming years. 
Asking, listening, and being open to different points of view 
will be key in creating an environment where all employees 
can thrive. 

IN: For several years, practitioners of diversity and inclusion 
have been making the business case for D&I. Do you think 
this message is sinking in? If one of your clients does not 
fully buy in that a culture of diversity and inclusion is a com-
petitive advantage, how do you convince the client?
AR: In the past, phrases about D&I such as  “it’s the right 
thing to do” or  “it meets some social responsibility objec-
tive” may have been well intentioned, but they kept us from 
seeing D&I as the successful business strategy it really is. We 
need to shift the mentality from creating a  “business case for 
diversity and inclusion”  to  “diversity and inclusion being the 
case for the business.”  Because when the value of D&I is un-
derstood in the same way as a company’s marketing strategy 
or technology strategy—information and processes designed 
to make us better and more successful as a company—the 
conversation changes. IN
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Howard Ross 
Founding Partner, Cook Ross Inc.

H
oward Ross is considered one of the 
world’s seminal thought leaders on 
identifying and addressing unconscious 
bias. He is the author of the Washington 
Post best seller, Everyday Bias: Identifying 
and Navigating Unconscious Judgments 

in Our Daily Lives (2014), and of ReInventing Diversity: 
Transforming Organizational Community to Strengthen People, 
Purpose, and Performance (2011). His new book, Our Search 
for Belonging: How the Need for Connection is Tearing Our 
Culture Apart, will be released in 2018.

“Often the role 
of change agent 
means holding 
back on your own 
direct advocacy 
to support 
constructive 
dialogue, but 
that never 
means allowing 
abusive or intimi-
dating behavior 
to occur.”

Ross has presented and imple-
mented D&I programs in 47 states 
in the United States and more 
than 40 countries. His audience 
has included hundreds of Fortune 
500 companies and major institu-
tions. He has led programs at Har-
vard University Medical School, 
Stanford University Medical 
School, Johns Hopkins University, 
Wharton School of Business, Duke 
University, Washington University 
Medical School, and more than 20 
other colleges and universities. 

In 2007–2008, Ross served as 
the Johnnetta B. Cole Professor of 
Diversity at Bennett College for 
Women, the first time a Cauca-
sian man held such a position at 
an historically black college and 
university. He has been published 
in the Harvard Business Review, 
the Washington Post, the New York 
Times, Fast Company, Diversity 
Woman, Forbes, and Fortune. 

Ross has served on numerous 
boards of nonprofit organizations, 
including the diversity advisory 
of the Human Rights Campaign, 
the board of directors of the Dignity 
and Respect Campaign, and the 
board of directors of the Women’s 
Mentoring Network.

Ross received a BA in history 
and education from the Univer-
sity of Maryland and completed 
postgraduate work in leadership 
and management at Wheelock Col-
lege in Boston. 

Inclusion: What are the biggest 
issues and challenges for corpo-
rate diversity and inclusion leaders 
right now?
Howard Ross: Corporate diversity 
leaders are faced with a culture 
outside the companies that is 
increasingly polarized and agi-
tated. That will show up in the 
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“undercurrent” that exists in the organization because of 
people’s reticence to expose themselves for fear of either 
official or social condemnation from their fellow employees, 
or in overt statements that trigger that polarity. As diversity 
leaders, it is critical that we recognize the importance of 
being change agents as well as advocates. Often the role of 
change agent means holding back on your own direct advo-
cacy to support constructive dialogue, but that never means 
allowing abusive or intimidating behavior to occur.

The other challenge is looking beyond what  “feels right” 
to us, relative to activities and programs we design and 
implement, and being rigorous in the assessment of what is 
actually working from a systems perspective. That includes 
paying attention to the unintended consequences or impact 
of activities. Education, for example, may feel right, but 
unless it is combined with other systemic changes, it may 
actually create more cynicism.

IN: There is a greater emphasis in recent years on inclusion. 
Has that superseded diversity as the focus and, if so, why?
HR: In my mind, and I think this is true of most quality 
practitioners, inclusion has always been a part of diversity. As 
Dr. Johnnetta Cole says, it has never been enough to just ask 
people to the party—we have to also get them dancing. The 
emphasis usually depends on the culture of the organization. 
If representation is still an issue, then an emphasis on diver-
sity may still be primary, but even then inclusion has to also 
be focused on. For me it’s never an either/or. It’s both.

IN: What brought you to do this work? 
HR: I was raised right. All four of my grandparents were 
eastern European Jews who came to this country in the 
early 20th century to escape the oppressive environments 
in which they grew up. Dozens of our family members who 

stayed behind were slaughtered by the Nazis, including 43 
who died on August 2–3, 1942, when the Nazis wiped out all 
but 100 of the 5,000 Jews who lived in their community, Tro-
chenbrod, in western Ukraine. My maternal grandfather, who 
grew up in that village, was one of the leaders of the group 
who purchased and refitted the Exodus ship in Baltimore 
harbor. My paternal grandmother was an organizer for the 
ILGWU. So I grew up with two messages: terrible things can 
happen, and it is your personal responsibility to do some-
thing about it. Both of my siblings and I have spent our lives 
working on social justice issues. I guess you might say it’s our 
“family business.”

IN: What recent thought-leader topics in the world of inclu-
sion are organizations learning about and implementing? 
HR: The topic that has become of great interest to me is belong-
ing. I have been doing extensive research over the past several 
years and am fascinated by the neuro-cognitive research that is 
showing that our need to belong is our primary human need. 
At the same time, we are in a culture that feels like it is de-
scending into tribalism at a level that I cannot remember seeing 
in my lifetime. Organizations have an opportunity to bridge 
that gap by creating environments that encourage common 
visions, because they are among the few places in which we 
are forced to engage with people who are different from us. We 
have to teach people the skills to dialogue and seek common 
ground. That sense of belonging has the possibility of help-
ing to ease some of our societal separation. I discuss this in my 
upcoming book, Our Search for Belonging. 

IN: Accelerated globalization has influenced D&I strategies. Will 
our new administration’s focus on  “America First”  affect D&I?
HR: Like any strong stimulus, I think it will impact us in two 
directions. On the one hand, it will embolden people who 
are antiglobalists and require us to develop new knowledge 
and skills to understand the nuances of global engagement, 
and especially ways to avoid backlash against people in our 
companies who come from or work in other countries. On 
the other hand, many CEOs of companies that clearly oper-
ate globally are stepping into the void being created by the 
vacuum of leadership, or negative leadership of the govern-
ment. The recent agreement signed by CEOs to support 
diversity efforts is an encouraging bellwether of that. 

IN: Have your clients asked for your help in being more 
inclusive of transgender people? 
HR: Absolutely. We have been working with our clients on 
this issue for many years and have even conducted public 
seminars about the topic. As with most diversity topics, it is 

Howard Ross receiving the Medal of Honor from the National 
Center for Race Amity.



    INCLUSION    WINTER 2018      47

Spotlight

important to begin by helping people reflect on their own 
biases about transgender people. Often because of a lack of 
direct, personal exposure, many people are uncomfortable 
with the topic, and with transgender people themselves 
without any rational understanding of why. It just feels 
strange to them. If we don’t start by getting them to own 
and explore that discomfort, then anything we try to do 
regarding strategies and policies is likely to be limited or 
fail. We should simultaneously make it clear what values the 
organization has regarding the full inclusion of all employ-
ees, and then have a zero tolerance policy to make sure that 
accommodations are provided that are safe, and encourage 
a sense of inclusion and belonging.

IN: As more and more millennials join the job force, has this 
phenomenon provided challenges for your clients? 
HR: Generational diversity can be a challenging topic 
because on the one hand, we know that there are patterns 
of behavior that tend to evolve from generation to gen-
eration, yet we sometimes create arbitrary lines for those 
differences, as if somebody is in a different culture because 
they were born one month earlier than someone else. It 
is a continuum. That being said, there is no question that, 
archetypically, the millennial generation has a different 
orientation than the generations that have come before, in 
the same sense that we baby boomers did from our parents’ 
generation. The key is in maintaining open dialogue and 
avoiding getting into being “right” about our point of view 
from either side. The same new behaviors that bother us 
might very well be the ones that create a breakthrough in 

Howard Ross discussing everyday bias with Deepak Chopra.

approaching things differently, and 
vice versa. I personally find this 
generation to be incredibly power-
ful, engaged, and stimulating, even 
if the differences in orientation 
sometimes can become an issue.

IN: How will the CDO role change 
in the next five years? 
HR: I suspect that we will see many 

companies move toward more integration of D&I into other 
business functions, and less as a stand-alone department, 
because some of the best companies who are doing the work 
have found that to be most effective. Many people who were 
given CDO titles did not get the commensurate responsibility 
and level that came with that title. This has created confusion 
and some cynicism in many organizations because although 
the title was a C-suite title, the role was not. We are likely to 
see some  “right-sizing” of these roles to make them align with 
the responsibility level of the position.

I also think that D&I leaders have to be willing to chal-
lenge our old assumptions and strategies. Many of the 
things we have tried over the years, despite good inten-
tions, have just not worked very well. We have to be honest 
about that and discard or modify them, and try new ideas. 

IN: For years, practitioners of diversity and inclusion have 
been making the business case for D&I. Do you think this 
message is sinking in? 
HR: We have more information today than ever before 
that shows that how well we manage D&I has a direct 
impact on workforce, workplace, and marketplace issues, 
and the public stand of many corporate leaders shows 
us that many understand that. Like many people, I get 
weary of having to  “sell” that to people, but we have to 
stay current with the actual data that supports the busi-
ness case. We also have to remember that “the business of 
business is business,” and be able to build the case in the 
language and concerns of the people in the businesses 
we are working in. That means being evidence based, 
doing our research and homework, and being sure that 
the information we share can stand up to scrutiny. All too 
often, as D&I practitioners, because we believe that it is 
“the right thing to do”—and it is! —we emphasize that 
aspect of the argument to the detriment of a rigorous 
business case and therefore don’t address the  “listening” 
of those who may not be as inherently committed. Most 
effective organizational leaders and practitioners whom I 
know can do both. IN

“D&I leaders have 
to be willing to 

challenge our old 
assumptions and 

strategies. “
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By Dr.  Sheila Robinson

O
ver the past several months, 
there has been a great deal of 
news and analysis (and chatter) 
about the lack of diversity in 
the technology industry and 

the poor job the industry as a whole 
does in cultivat-
ing inclusive-
ness.

Critics point 
to statistics that 
show a scarcity 
of women and 
minorities at 
tech compa-
nies, and to 
stories from the 
front lines that 
confirm Silicon 
Valley can be 
a challenging 
place to work. 
They contend 
that a more 
diverse and in-
clusive culture 
is not only the 
right thing to 
do, but will lead 
to more innova-
tion, which in 

turn helps the bottom line.
Proponents of the tech industry as it 

currently operates argue that its return 
on investment (ROI) is driven purely by 

Creating an Ethical ROI

innovation—Silicon Valley’s calling card. 
I counter that argument with a pow-

erful rebuttal in the form of a 2016 re-
port from Intel, in the heart of Silicon 
Valley. Decoding Diversity: The Financial 
and Economic Returns in Tech shows 
that a diverse workforce enhances 
revenue, profits, and market value. 

The study tracks diversity data from 
nearly 170 companies in the United 
States. Here are a few highlights.

•  Improving ethnic and gender diver-
sity in the US technology workforce 
represents a massive economic op-
portunity, one that could create $470 
to $570 billion in new value for the 
tech industry. 

•   Improving diversity in the tech 
workforce supports national pro-
ductivity, with potential growth on 
the order of 1.2 to 1.6 percent if the 
industry can close the gap in the 
representation of women and racial/
ethnic minorities.

•   If two companies are identical in 
every way except for racial/ethnic 
diversity and female representa-
tion in leadership, the more diverse 
company will, in all likelihood, have 
higher revenues, be more profitable, 
and have a higher market value. 
This means that the very compa-
nies that argue that their ROI is 
driven by innovation yet do not 
have an inclusive workforce are 
leaving money on the table.

   Financial ROI is not the only value 
of inclusion. Inclusion is a value that 
runs deeper and defines who we are 
as Americans. Call it an ethical ROI.

As inclusion leaders, we are unique-
ly positioned to take the lead in creat-
ing a workplace culture that promotes 
dignity and respect and the other criti-
cal values our country is built on. By 
putting into action the deeply embed-
ded American belief that all indi-
viduals are equally worthy, we set the 
example—and the agenda—not only 
for our workplace but, in my view, also 
for our families, communities, polity, 
and position as a moral beacon for the 
rest of the world. IN

Dr. Sheila Robinson is the founder and 
CEO of Robinson & Associates Com-
munications, LLC, and the publisher 
of Diversity Woman and Inclusion 
magazines. She is the author of Lead by 
Example. #inclusionmatters

THE LAST WORD

By putting into 
action the belief 
that all individu-
als are worthy, 
we set the 
example for our 
families, com-
munities, polity, 
and the world.
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“We have a deep 
commitment to 
create an inclusive 
environment where all 
employees can do their 
best work.”
 –  Gwen Houston, General 

Manager, Global Diversity & 
Inclusion, Microsoft

Do you have a story to tell? 
Are you excited about the 
incredible progress your 
company is making towards 
inclusivity? 

To feature your company’s 
inclusion efforts in the next 
issue of INCLUSION, please 
contact: Sheila Robinson 
(202) 809-7775 
sheila@diversitywoman.comINCLUSION
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And great collaborations make each of us more innovative, more 

agile, and ultimately, more successful. At Cisco, we embrace 

inclusion and collaboration as fundamental to who we are. 

Together we innovate. Together we're better. 

Diverse perspectives inspire 
great collaborations.
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