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As organizations become more collaborative, a lack of inclusion will directly hurt business

performance. Inclusive leaders incorporate specific practices in their daily behavior to

enhance team operations. Here are five actions HR leaders can take today to make their

organization more inclusive.

Introduction: As today’s workplaces increasingly rely on collaboration to drive business

performance, effective managers must create inclusive work environments to unlock the power of

their teams’ diversity. An inclusive work environment is one in which all individuals are treated

fairly and respectfully, have equal access to opportunities and resources, and can contribute fully

to the organization’s success. We know that inclusive leaders increase employee motivation and

productivity by over 80%. 1 Although leaders recognize the importance of practicing inclusion,

Gartner research shows that only 31% of employees agree their leaders promote an inclusive team

environment. 2 How can leaders close this gap? Here is a list of five actions HR leaders can take

today to make their workplaces more inclusive.

1. Support employee resource groups (ERGs). Gartner research shows that 80% of organizations

have at least one ERG and, on average, ERGs receive 20% of the D&I budget — making them the

single greatest line item in it. Given this investment, leaders should consider leveraging ERGs to

communicate the organization’s commitment to inclusion. If your organization already has an ERG,

ask if you can attend their next meeting. First, attending an ERG meeting signals that leaders like

you care about inclusion, and, moreover, attending can provide leaders with a new perspective on

the challenges their team members face. If you don’t have an active ERG at your organization, read

how to  establish and develop ERGs and how to  select ERG executive sponsors here.

2. Use inclusive language and images. Using inclusive language and imagery ensures team

members feel recognized as individuals, building a more respectful connection between leaders

and employees. Some inclusive language practices you could incorporate today are saying “you

all” instead of “you guys” when addressing a group of employees and using “people first” terms

like “people with disabilities” rather than “the handicapped or disabled.” In addition to inclusive

language, inclusive imagery can help diverse employees build stronger connections with the

organization. By highlighting the diverse range of team members who have achieved success

within your organization, leaders can help all employees envision a career path at the organization.

Organizations should consider partnering with their marketing and communications teams to

ensure all images on the company’s website and intranet appeal to all talent segments.
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3. Build psychologically safe teams.  Psychological safety plays an important role in supporting

diverse and inclusive teams. One of the main ways employees experience psychological safety is

when they feel included and heard by leadership. 3 Gartner research shows that feelings of

psychological safety increase by 21% when frequent and open dialogue exists between employees

and leaders. 4 Leaders can facilitate open dialogue by practicing simple gestures such as leaving

your office door open while not in meetings, limiting phone use and actively listening during

conversations and meetings to communicate that leaders value diverse employees’ contributions

and recognize their concerns.

4. Assemble diverse teams. Diverse teams provide organizations with new perspectives on issues,

foster innovation, and result in better problem-solving capabilities. When assembling teams, think

about the different backgrounds and perspectives each employee will bring. Leaders should

consider relying on a  “cultural broker” (someone with multicultural experience) to strengthen their

team through the facilitation of interactions across employees from different cultural

backgrounds. By building teams that are equally representative and inclusive, organizations benefit

from diversity in thought and experiences.

5. Incorporate inclusion nudges in meetings. Nudges are soft, non-intrusive mental pushes that

result in objective decisions and affect predictable behaviors to make them more inclusive. Here

are some nudges HR leaders can incorporate into meetings to better include and unlock the power

of diverse teams:

Conclusion: Our research shows that inclusive leaders build teams that have higher retention rates

and increased productivity compared to those led by less-inclusive leaders. By taking tactical steps

to build more inclusive leaders, organizations will drive inclusion and improve overall business

performance.

Recommended by the Authors

Broaden remote team members’ access and presence in meetings. Make sure to introduce them,

allow them time to speak, and point out any hand-raise feature or message board for everyone

to be aware.

■

Ask someone who tends to dominate meetings to be the meeting’s scribe and aim to rotate this

role in future meetings. This allows for others to speak and encourages active listening for all

participants.

■

Provide equal seating at the table. If seating is too tight or some people cannot see the screen or

board, rearrange everyone to ensure equal access.

■

Emphasize individual employee contributions to an inclusive workplace. One way you can do

this in your next meeting is by publicly recognizing an employee who practices inclusive

behaviors.

■
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While it can be challenging for organizational leaders to recognize their biases, it can be even more

challenging for them to behave in an inclusive way. Learn how Visa’s L&D leaders addressed this

challenge by teaching specific, small inclusion behaviors that are easy to put into action.

Organizations that create a “psychologically safe” environment drive engagement and

performance as employees feel they can bring their authentic selves to work and are more open to

sharing different perspectives, thoughts and ideas. Learn how heads of Diversity and Inclusion

(D&I) can better partner with business leaders to identify and mitigate environmental factors that

inhibit psychological safety.

Learn from two D&I executives who implemented inclusion nudges at their organizations.
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