


Praise for How to Be an Inclusive Leader

“Though most leaders possess the desire to have more inclusive organizations, 
many quietly struggle with the challenge of not knowing how. Jennifer Brown’s 
How to Be an Inclusive Leader gives courageous and compassionate execu-
tives a simple yet powerful blueprint for how to create true belonging and a 
culture where everyone can thrive. I highly recommend this book.”
—Rha Goddess, founder and CEO, Move the Crowd, and author of The Calling

“Jennifer and I have a shared purpose in inspiring people to become the inclu-
sive leaders our world needs. This book brings that purpose to life in a neces-
sary read—an intuitive, accessible road map that will inspire you to step up, 
put your voice into action, and discover how to play a part in building inclusive 
organizations for all.”
—Torin Perez, TED Resident and author of Who Am I to Lead?

“With this important contribution, Jennifer Brown invites readers to see them-
selves in the inclusion conversation and in the solution. How to Be an Inclusive 
Leader provides a road map to step into conversations, however imperfectly, 
and to learn to take action—and ultimately become someone others would 
consider an ally or advocate.” 
—Michael Skolnik, cofounder of The Soze Agency

“From subconscious biases that affect hiring decisions to systemic blind spots 
that perpetuate unequal advancement opportunities, the modern workforce is 
rife with inequalities. How to Be an Inclusive Leader is all about deepening 
your awareness so you can be a part of the solution. Jennifer is giving the call 
to action we all need!”
—Adam Pisoni, founder and CEO, Abl Schools

“This is the essential book so many people have been asking for. A clear how-
to guide that meets leaders where they are and helps them move forward as 
inclusive leaders. Jennifer Brown guides us with grace and candor through her 
easy-to-understand framework of becoming an inclusive leader. Whether you 
have long been part of this conversation or are just joining it, this book has 
much to offer.”
—Dolly Chugh, Associate Professor, NYU Stern School of Business, and author of 

The Person You Mean to Be

“Sometimes it seems like inequality is a massive, unfixable problem. This book 
shows that isn’t true. Every single person can take simple steps to make his or 
her organization a more welcoming, inclusive environment where everyone can 
thrive. This book is an exceptional resource for the modern leader!”
—Aaron Hurst, cofounder and CEO, Imperative, author of The Purpose Economy 

and Fast Company’s Purposeful CEO series, and founder of Taproot Foundation
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“Jennifer’s book is a must-read for anyone passionate about excelling in the art 
of inclusion.”
—Tina Alexis Allen, actress and author of Hiding Out 

“To feel joy at work and do good work, we need to be ourselves and be appreci-
ated for the talent we bring. Yet it’s not easy to create an inclusive workplace 
without the skill and information we need to do that. Jennifer Brown’s book 
provides that resource to enable us, as employers, to transform our workplace 
into one in which all employees feel that they belong.”
—Louise Chernin, President and CEO, GSBA, Washington State’s LGBTQ Chamber 

of Commerce

“Creating a culture of belonging requires each of us to harness our ability, and 
our responsibility, to ensure others are welcomed, valued, respected, and 
heard. With this book, Jennifer is empowering each of us with the tools to ef-
fect meaningful change in our workplaces.”
—Kimberley Messer, Global Diversity Business Development Leader, North 

America, IBM

“With How to Be an Inclusive Leader, Jennifer Brown clearly shares what any 
individual can do to leverage one’s privilege on behalf of those who may not 
yet have an influential voice, as well as help shape the solutions. It’s ultimately 
about becoming a leader—a meaningful ally and equality advocate for all.”
—Monica L. Boll, Managing Director and Operations Account Executive, 

Accenture

“Wow! Jennifer Brown really gets it. Her book How to Be an Inclusive Leader 
is a smart, moving, and—best of all—convincing manual for how to become 
the inclusive leaders we so desperately need. Her sage advice is perfect for all 
leaders, regardless of where they’re starting on the path to becoming aware 
of privilege and bias and no matter the industry. This is one heck of a human 
book that really just might change the world.”
—Erica Keswin, founder of the Spaghetti Project and author of Bring Your Human 

to Work

“Jennifer takes a tricky and nuanced subject and makes it accessible and en-
couraging. I love how she gives the tools needed to create change from both 
an individual and organizational level, using compelling examples across in-
dustries.”
—Claire Wasserman, founder and CEO, Ladies Get Paid 
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ix

Preface

W hen I was thinking about the title for this book, including the 
word how seemed crucial. As a diversity and inclusion consul-

tant and speaker, the question I get asked most often from audiences 
who are craving guidance, direction, and ideas is, “How can I improve 
and how do I start?” 

Focusing on how inspired me to write this book. Ample literature 
out there focuses on why—why diversity is important, why it mat-
ters, and why leaders everywhere should cultivate cultures where 
people feel welcomed, supported, and driven to do their best. But, 
for those I know who are poised and ready to do the work that’s 
needed, I couldn’t find a clearly written, step- by- step guide that 
honestly laid out the pieces of the personal and emotional journey 
we undertake when we decide to awaken to our potential to be more 
inclusive. 

After more than ten years of working directly with leaders in a 
range of industries, I’ve observed firsthand that understanding how 
to embark on this journey is the single most important factor when 
it comes to making real progress on inclusion. Although some of us 
embody a mindset in which we’re constantly immersed in thoughts 
of fairness, privilege, equality, and advocacy, others are only vaguely 
aware of these topics on a daily basis—or are not aware of them at 
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x  PREFACE

all. No matter where we start, as leaders, we all have a responsibility 
to learn how to improve our knowledge, skills, and competencies to 
better support our colleagues, companies, and the people around us.

No matter where we start, as 
leaders, we have a responsibility.

Based on many years of watching all kinds of people react to the 
issues surrounding diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging, my 
team and I developed what I call the Inclusive Leader Continuum, a 
four- step journey that codifies a set of easy- to- remember develop-
mental stages. This book describes each of the four stages in the 
continuum and shows how leaders can begin to think differently, 
gain new perspectives, and take meaningful action to make a bigger 
impact in each stage. No matter your title or how advanced you 
already consider yourself to be as an inclusive leader, this book will 
lay out simple steps to help you evolve, understand your role, take 
action, boost your self- awareness, and become a better version of 
yourself in the process.

As someone with a foot in several worlds of identity- based disad-
vantages as well as privileges, for decades I have personally been on 
my own journey of endeavoring to feel seen, heard, and valued. 

My earlier years as a professional were about wrestling with what 
it meant to be underrepresented, or simply invisible, in the workplace 
as a member of the LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer or questioning) community. I came out when I was twenty- 
two and struggled to find examples of professionals who were like 
me in the roles I aspired to fill one day. Very few women, and even 
fewer openly gay professionals, seemed to be at the top. Feeling like 
the other in the workplace often dominated my thoughts. I had a 
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PREFACE  xi

pervasive fear that, if people knew the real me, they would like me 
less or even view me with disdain. So, for a long time, I hid the parts 
of me that I feared would be rejected. I avoided sharing personal 
stories; I didn’t even talk about what I did on weekends. Eventually, 
the weight of covering up who I really was felt too heavy to bear. I 
decided that ripping off the proverbial Band- Aid would be best for 
me. One day, I marched into my boss’s office with a picture of my 
partner, Michelle, thrust it in front of him and blurted out, “I want 
you to know about this person who is so important to me.” I paused, 
holding my breath. My boss looked surprised for a moment. Then he 
smiled and asked me to tell him all about Michelle. I was so relieved 
to come out of that dark, dark closet. 

What’s interesting is that, in many ways, people view me as the 
kind of person unlikely to struggle with inequality. I am Caucasian, 
able- bodied, and was raised in a world of privilege. I grew up in a safe 
home where I didn’t want for anything and where I was told I could be 
anything I wanted. And yet I still felt like an outsider at work, which 
seemed like a major disadvantage when it came to me progressing 
up the career ladder. It made me think about how many other people 
feel the same way, for a whole range of reasons, some hidden under-
neath the surface, but some most certainly not. If I could hide the 
parts of myself that didn’t appear to be valued or even accepted, then 
what about those who don’t have the same option—to hide things—
and who must regularly face indirect, subtle, or overt discrimination 
because of who they are? 

We all have such different experiences in life—certain advantages 
and disadvantages. But what if, instead of hiding our truths, we could 
bring our full selves to work—without it feeling like a liability—and 
empower others to do the same? This question has been a driving 
force for me since I first entered the workforce, and it was a major 
factor in my decision to start my own business. I wanted to use my 
experiences and passion for advocacy to help organizations create 
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cultures of belonging where everyone can thrive and contribute to 
their fullest potential. Today, my team and I advise Fortune 500s and 
many others on how to build more inclusive workplaces in which all 
kinds of talent can feel welcomed, valued, respected, and heard. This 
is especially poignant because I used to be that voiceless employee 
who was hiding, not bringing my full self to work, and not able to 
align myself with my organization’s mission because I never knew for 
certain whether or not I was a valued part of the workforce.

The hard truth is that, with a labor market that’s becoming more 
and more competitive, and with a workforce that has grown increas-
ingly diverse, leaders who aren’t making an effort to become more 
inclusive are at growing risk of falling behind. Not being able to draw 
the best out of your people or attract and retain top talent can be 
disastrous for business. I’ve seen this play out in organizations all 
over the world. The root causes are almost always a lack of under-
standing from leadership when it comes to what the issues are, and 
what role they should play in resolving those issues, and a lack of 
managerial courage to take action and step into advocacy for all of 
their workforce, current and future. 

Not being able to draw the best 
out of your people or attract 
and retain top talent can be 

disastrous for business.

No matter whether you already consider yourself an advocate for 
diversifying the teams, communities, and workplaces in your life, or 
are just starting to consider how some of the people around you might 
have a tougher climb up the ladder, this book will meet you where 
you are and show you how you can begin to become more inclusive. 
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The good news is, there isn’t a wrong starting point if your intent is 
to grow. I welcome you and commit that, in this book, you won’t be 
shamed; rather, you’ll be awakened, equipped, and inspired by the 
knowledge that you are needed, that your voice can make a difference, 
and that taking a single step is a great and honorable place to start. 

As we learn how to generate an experience of belonging for others, 
the surprising benefit is that we often discover and begin to under-
stand those parts of ourselves that we (or our organizations or, indeed, 
society at large) have negated, marginalized, or denied. We can revisit 
our own stories of exclusion and examine where our voice gets lost, 
isn’t heard, or where we aren’t showing courage in authenticity. Exclu-
sion is a universally understood feeling and, when we finally embrace 
all our human experiences, we realize we each have plenty to work 
with; instead of our lives having throwaway or irrelevant details, we 
discover we have wisdom to share. This book will empower you to acti-
vate from this deeply personal place so that you can go on to become 
a true instrument of change. 
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1

Introduction  
From Unaware to Advocate

I ’m in a conference room with twenty- five white male executives. 
Every face I look at is either scowling at me or watching the clock. 

I’m certain none of them wants to be here. As I start to speak, I notice 
my palms are sweating.

I’m here to talk about inclusion and why it matters. It’s not the first 
time I’ve spoken to the Fortune 500 about this subject, but this par-
ticular company has been in the headlines lately, in a very unflattering 
light. Homophobic and sexist comments were made on the trading 
floor and a harassment suit followed. The CEO is not okay with what 
transpired, so he hired my team to gather employee reactions and find 
out how this happened. Today I am here to deliver some not- so- great 
feedback. Unfortunately, the CEO is not attending the meeting. This, 
in itself, may be sending a message that the issues they are up against 
aren’t truly a priority.

In rooms like this, while I’m not in any physical danger, I still don’t 
feel safe. I’m on high alert before I say a word. I scan the room and 
confirm that, from what I can observe, I’m the only woman present. 
It’s a familiar feeling, but I’m reminded again, in this moment, of the 
lower status of my gender in the business world. I wonder if they’ve 

1
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2  HOw TO BE AN INCluSIvE lEAdER 

already written me off and how I can overcome this automatic dis-
missal. Although I can’t be certain, I suspect that I’m also the only 
person in the room who identifies as a member of the LGBTQ+ 
community. I’m positive my sexual orientation hasn’t crossed their 
minds because, in many ways, I defy the stereotype that others hold 
about how someone thus identified “should” look. 

As I begin to facilitate the conversation, I’m also calculating: How 
brave am I feeling? To what extent have I personally experienced what 
I’m reporting, and should I share that? Does doing so strengthen, 
weaken, or distract from my argument? Will I have less credibility, 
in their minds, if I align myself and my personal experiences with 
those experiencing exclusion, and even harassment? I sense my suc-
cess with this group will be determined by my ability to detach and 
appear objective. I present the data in a dispassionate, clinical way so 
that no one can accuse me of positive bias toward certain identities. 
This is necessary because I suspect I am already only holding their 
attention by a thread. 

Strong opinions are part of every executive discussion, and today 
is no exception. Several loud voices dominate the conversation, ques-
tion the data, and minimize the feedback I share. They back each 
other up, building on each other’s points, and the momentum of 
resistance increases. Deflections fill the room (and these are just the 
ones that are verbalized): 

“I don’t want to know about people’s personal challenges.”

“People need to stop being so sensitive.”

“I don’t care if you’re black, white, or purple—I hire the best 
person for the job.”

And the inevitable “Are you suggesting we should have quotas?”

After hearing what they have to say, I decide that I made the best 
decision by carefully leaving much of myself out of the conversation. I 
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continue with the session, sharing the messages the CEO hired me to 
share, but it’s hard to feel like my words might be sinking in when so 
many in the room aren’t open to change. They have invested heavily 
in my being there and yet spend all of their time with me, the expert, 
shooting holes in the research and data (from my firm and other, 
much larger research institutions), and in their own employees’ first- 
hand, self- reported experiences. I leave feeling diminished, discour-
aged, and unsure how many of those leaders would support me if we 
were working together directly. If I worked for that company, I would 
have serious doubts about my ability—and desire—to stay. 

This experience is being repeated across workforces everywhere, 
every day, and I believe it’s a key factor in the difficulties that organi-
zations are facing in retaining talent. Who wants to go through this 
exhausting ritual, day after day? Many companies talk about making 
diversity, equity, and inclusion a priority but are continuing to fail 
in building cultures where employees of all demographics have a real 
chance to thrive. 

I wrote this book to change that.  

The Power of Being Inclusive 

What Does It Mean?

Inclusiveness starts with a spark to do better. That spark lives inside 
leaders, almost like a pilot light. It’s always there, ready and waiting 
to create a bigger flame. Leaders can create a culture of belonging 
where everyone can thrive in countless ways, and this book covers 
myriad examples. But all of those actions start with a spark—a desire 
or drive to evoke change. When you have that spark, you start to see 
all the opportunities to better support others unfold. You want to 
do more. To fulfill your potential as a leader, colleague, community 
member, parent, or friend. To learn, to grow, and to contribute.
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The hardest part about becoming an inclusive leader can be that 
initial work to switch the pilot light on, to become aware that you are 
already equipped with the ability to make a difference and to learn 
how much your efforts are needed. It can be a total shift in mind-
set, not unlike a spiritual awakening. Having that internal flame can 
create a greater sense of purpose, enriching life in wonderfully unex-
pected ways—for yourself and others. 

You are already equipped with the 
ability to make a difference.

But to truly ignite that power, you must look inside yourself to 
uncover your blind spots, prejudices, and biases and overcome them. 
It’s a humbling journey of discovery that’s not always easy. Leader-
ship is not leadership unless it’s uncomfortable. If you aren’t push-
ing yourself to do more, and pushing others around you to improve, 
chances are, you aren’t doing enough. 

Of course, this necessary discomfort is an indelible hallmark of 
leadership, of any kind. Often, not only are those who are consid-
ered inclusive leaders also considered great leaders in the traditional 
sense, but they lead with an additional vigilance, care, and intention: 
to perceive and then address what might be getting in the way for 
others around them. They are dedicated to the thriving of others, 
particularly those who have struggled proportionally more to be 
heard and valued. They honor and value input, nurture purpose in 
others, and encourage authenticity for those who fear the reper-
cussions of being authentic. They are passionate about challenging 
whatever obstacles to potential and performance they can, and they 
constantly seek to learn more about what they don’t know when it 
comes to cultural competency so that they can better resonate across 

InclusiveLeader.indd   4 5/29/19   12:38 AM



From unaware to Advocate  5

difference and maintain trust. And they don’t pursue any of this as a 
chore, but with enthusiasm and joy. 

They take a strong stand against bias, even its most subtle forms. 
They understand where and when they can step in and use their voice 
to address bias when it occurs, they think about the systemic rea-
sons for it occurring, and they endeavor to tackle those reasons at 
the root.

Inclusive leaders bring more of themselves to the workplace 
than other leaders, believing that through their own vulnerability 
and authenticity, they can create a space in which others can do the 
same. They don’t just push others to be blindly authentic but plan 
with them to stretch forward, to take calculated risks, while never 
encouraging someone to push themselves out there before they’re 
ready or put themselves into career peril. They always offer to be 
present, alongside others, to lend a voice.

They seek as much feedback as they give.
They are aware of, and know how to utilize, their privilege to raise 

issues, to challenge norms and behaviors, and to root out and priori-
tize core issues that perpetuate exclusionary dynamics.

They push themselves as much as they push others.
And they do all of this consistently. 

Why Does It Matter? 

Many talented employees in organizations all over the world tell 
us through focus groups that they don’t feel comfortable bringing 
their whole selves to work. They are just getting by every day, and 
they are leaving their true talents and deepest passions elsewhere. 
In any organization where this is true, you can bet the bottom line 
is affected. 

When people are actively hiding their deepest truths, gifts, unique 
insights, struggles, and experiences, they aren’t able to fully leverage 
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those same things for their success. Not only does this struggle to fit 
in lead to diminished performance, but it also saps extra energy that 
would be better spent working toward helping the company remain 
nimble and competitive. 

The importance of cultivating an inclusive environment where 
everyone can thrive is only increasing as the world’s workforce 
demographics continue to change. By 2020, Millennials will be more 
than 50 percent of the workforce. This generation and the genera-
tion after them, Generation Z, have little patience for those organi-
zations that don’t value diversity. They expect inclusive workplaces. 
To focus on just two characteristics, they are much more ethnically 
and racially diverse than previous generations. For example, Ameri-
can Baby Boomers are 75 percent white whereas Millennials are 55.8 
percent white. And quite a few states have significantly more racially 
diverse populations of Millennials, such as California, where less 
than one third of Millennials are white.1 With these rapidly shifting 
demographics, all leaders should take notice of the change on the 
horizon. When companies and leaders fail to cultivate inclusive envi-
ronments, employees will vote with their feet, leaving to seek better 
options where they will be embraced. 

With all this in mind, it’s perhaps not surprising that two thirds 
of executives consider diversity and inclusion a rising priority.2 But 
that may not solely be due to the negative repercussions that can 
occur when you don’t prioritize inclusion; there are also many inspir-
ing statistics that support inclusion in the workplace. For example, 
when companies chose to promote their female employees to top 
management teams between 1992 and 2006, they generated an aver-
age of one percent more economic value, which typically translated 
to over $40 million.3 Similarly, Fortune 500 companies with at least 
three directors who are women have seen their return on invested 
capital increase by at least 66 percent and their sales increase by 42 
percent.4 And that’s just diversity in gender for high- level leaders. 
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When companies improve their inclusion of other groups, the results 
are similarly impressive. 

For instance, organizations that embrace best practices for 
employing and supporting more individuals with diverse abilities 
in their workforce have achieved 28 percent higher revenue, dou-
bled their net income, and earned 30 percent higher profit margins 
than their peers. (As a leader, you might be interested to know that 
people of diverse abilities are an untapped talent pool of 10.7 mil-
lion people.)5 Further, companies with the most ethnically diverse 
executive teams are 33 percent more likely to outperform their 
peers on profitability.6 

No matter which industry you’re in, being profitable matters. 
Leaders at every level are expected to model the behaviors and take 
the actions that support financial success. And, increasingly, core 
leadership competencies are shifting to prioritize the ability to 
engage and retain diverse talent, with a focus on making them feel 
included and supported. The importance of these soft skills has been 
underestimated in the past, but the world is changing rapidly and 
leaders need to adapt as these become hard skills that will increas-
ingly be expected, measured, and compensated accordingly. 

Your Role
All of the aforementioned data shows we have much at stake in 
making our workplaces more inclusive and that we need to make a 
serious course correction. We have the opportunity to build a differ-
ent future, a better future. We can choose to jump into the river and 
start swimming, but many of us are lingering on the shore. And yet 
all of us are needed—to chip in, to contribute, to get involved—not 
just on paper, registering our good intentions, but doing the actual 
work of change, especially within ourselves, and following a learning 
path with discipline and commitment. This book provides a structure 
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for that important path as well as ideas for action steps to take at 
each stage. 

Anyone can (and should) be an inclusive leader. Whether you’re a 
powerful CEO or a brand- new employee who doesn’t have any direct 
reports yet, you can incorporate behaviors and actions into your 
routine that will help drastically change the day- to- day reality for 
many of your coworkers. The same is true about your current level of 
advancement on the topic of inclusion. Whether you consider your-
self an advocate or are just dipping a toe in the water and beginning 
to learn what you don’t know, you’re in the right place. I wrote this 
book to equip leaders everywhere who have ever felt uncertain about 
their next steps when it comes to inclusion with a proven step- by- 
step process they can put to work right away. 

I’ve always admired Martin Luther King, Jr., and his confidence 
that the world would become a better—more just—place for us all. I 
have long considered his words, “the arc of the moral universe is long, 
but it bends towards justice,” as my guiding star, particularly when 
the tenets of inclusion are being challenged everywhere we look. His 
words give me hope when I wonder—as others did, then—“How long 
will it take?” His words assure me that my advocacy is not in vain. 
But most of all, I don’t believe his words condone passivity or inac-
tion, for any of us—or that we are all swept up in a larger momentum 
over which we have no control. We can’t sit back and wait for the arc 
of history to bend by itself, believing that we are somehow incon-
sequential, or that we can’t have an impact, or that our voices don’t 
matter. And we can’t hope for more opportunities, for all kinds of 
talent, to magically appear on their own. We have to do our part, and 
we still have a long way to go.

If we want a more just world, one in which more vulnerable people 
are spoken for and supported to succeed and in which the playing 
field begins to equalize, we need to grasp the urgency of our own role 
and responsibility to bend that arc. 
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A New Theory of Change:  
The Inclusive Leader Continuum
After working with countless teams on diversity and inclusion, I 
started noticing commonalities in leaders’ perspectives and learn-
ing patterns. The people who were just beginning to understand the 
importance of inclusion had similar struggles and opportunities. 
Similarly, the people at the other end of the spectrum—those who 
had dedicated their careers to becoming advocates for those who 
are less represented (including themselves, in some cases) also had 
their own set of struggles and opportunities. Because I had gotten 
to know so many people on their journey to becoming more inclu-
sive leaders, it seemed natural to develop a multistage model for 
learners to use to identify their current state—in terms of knowl-
edge and mindset—and most importantly, to anticipate next 
steps and develop goals for progress toward something. As human 
beings, we need to have at least a sense of what we’re shooting 
for. We may all agree that inclusion seems important, and that we 
want to be inclusive leaders; each stage in this book makes visible 
the journey to get there, with its own learning points, opportu-
nities for growth, and actions that will help you start building or 
activating the muscles that will ultimately help you advance to the 
next level. 

The stages of the Inclusive Leader Continuum, which illustrate 
how anyone can begin to shift their thinking, gain new perspectives, 
use their voice, and take meaningful action to create cultures of 
belonging, are as follows: 

UNAWARE  When you are in this stage, you don’t notice or 
understand that certain demographic groups, or those with 
specific backgrounds and experiences, have a much harder time 
thriving at work. You think diversity is compliance related and 
simply tolerate it. In this stage, people are disengaged from the 
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conversation around diversity and inclusion and/or uninterested 
in it. This resistance may be silent or public. 

AWARE  You realize the playing field is not level in the workplace 
or in other group or organizational contexts and that you have 
been blind in some ways when it comes to inclusion. This stage is 
about beginning to understand other people’s perspectives and 
stories and working through your own stories and biases.

ACTIVE  You are proactively working toward equity and equal 
opportunities, supporting those with underrepresented or mar-
ginalized identities, backgrounds, and experiences. This stage is 
about pushing outside of your comfort zone, building new mus-
cles, and finding your voice as your inclusive actions become more 
visible and you shift your priorities. 

ADVOCATE  You are becoming a voice that is capable of trans-
forming biased systems and sparking meaningful, widespread, 
and scalable lasting change. This stage is hallmarked by brave 
public actions that challenge deeply rooted beliefs and practices 
and taking some calculated personal or professional risk to shift 
behaviors. 

We all currently reside somewhere among these stages when it 
comes to our general mindset and daily actions, and there are no 
judgments about where you find yourself today. Some inclusive lead-
ers bloom late in life into the desire to change and grow—maybe 
thanks to a single point in time or an aha moment, or a series of 
realizations over time—while others grow up already more attuned 
to the world around them and the part they have to play. Whether 
your journey ignites with one moment or takes many years, it begins 
with a series of important steps.

In addition to residing in one of these stages for our mindset, we 
revisit each of these stages over and over again when we learn about 
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demographics and experiences that are new to us. For  example, 
even though it’s my job to know about diversity and I’m a woman 
and a member of the LGBTQ+ community, I don’t begin to assume 
advocate- level knowledge of all unique groups of people in the world. 
So when I broaden my knowledge on, say, military veterans’ unique 
challenges and opportunities when they reenter the civilian work-
force, I start back at the beginning of the continuum and make my 
way forward.

You will have the same experience with the continuum. It’s not a 
linear journey that we travel only once. We travel forward and back-
wards many times as we learn, make mistakes, and grow. All of this 
is to be expected. It can help to think of your growth toward becom-
ing an inclusive leader as being like a new habit you want to build, 
and then grow comfortable with being a bit (or very) uncomfortable 
along the way. 

Visit inclusiveleaderthebook.com 
to take the How to Be an Inclusive 
Leader assessment and discover 

where you currently reside on the 
continuum, as well as which steps 
you need to take next in order to 

move forward.

During this journey, it’s essential that we don’t become critical 
of ourselves or others or place judgment based on where people are 
in the continuum. Instead, let’s focus on making progress. Everyone 
who reads this book will be starting from a different place, and we 
all have a great deal to learn at every stage. That’s why I recommend 
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reading through each stage in this book, which I’ve organized into 
individual chapters, no matter where you think your starting point 
might be today. 

Think of your inclusive leader journey as an investment in your-
self and your career stock, no matter what your level in your orga-
nization. It is my strong prediction, which is backed up by multiple 
research and thought leadership organizations, that the mindset and 
skills needed to be an inclusive leader will be top of mind in nearly 
every organization as we move deeper into the twenty- first century. 
Not only is the topic frequently in our headlines with so many insti-
tutions grappling with a lack of diversity and so many big names 
being toppled after they misused their power and privilege, but 
many organizations are in a panic about recruiting and retaining the 
best talent from all kinds of backgrounds, because they know their 
cultures are not supportive of all newcomers and they struggle even 
with retaining their current employees. As a leader who understands 
and supports inclusion, you will have the right kind of skills to get 
the most out of your team, at the very least maintaining your job 
security through times of great disruption, but I anticipate and am 
confident that you will discover much more. 

Glossary: Part of being an inclusive leader is understanding key 
words and concepts, and being able to incorporate this language 
into your vernacular. I included a glossary in the back of the book 
to define keywords and concepts. From Chapter One forward, I put 
these terms in bold when I first mention them in the book (with 
the exception of the different stages of the continuum, which are 
discussed in detail in this first chapter), and I often provide a short 
explanation or story to help illustrate their meaning. If you come 
across a term again later in the book and you want a refresher on 
the meaning, you can flip to the Glossary and look it up.  
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If You Can Get Them, Can You Keep Them?  
Forward- thinking leaders know that diversity in their workforce 
translates into an enhanced ability to build better, more innovative 
products and services, as well as attract the best and brightest teams. 
But they also know that hiring certain percentages of diverse talent 
won’t solve all their problems. Bringing more nontraditional candi-
dates in is not the same as being able to keep them, particularly over 
time; bias still permeates organizations and affects certain employ-
ees more profoundly. All talent needs to be supported properly along 
their career journey or they won’t thrive, and this is most true for 
talent who don’t see many, or any, who look like them at the lead-
ership levels. This is a key reason why widespread corporate diver-
sity and inclusion efforts have not resulted in much representational 
change at the top of organizations. For instance, as I write this only 
three Fortune 500 CEOs are people of color (the lowest figure since 
2002), only one is openly gay (Apple’s Tim Cook), and only 4.8 per-
cent are women.

Arguably more attention needs to be directed toward retaining 
said talent by developing a culture of belonging, where everyone is 
included, within an organization. If inclusiveness isn’t a priority, 
then discerning employees, only hired to fill a quota or deflect accu-
sations of discrimination, won’t thrive or stay for long. An inclusive 
workplace only happens when leaders agree to take a closer look at 
themselves, unravel their biases, and do the hard work that’s neces-
sary to bring about a fair shot for all.

Before We Embark 
Over many years of supporting diversity networks in companies 
of all sizes, I have learned that each person is differently affected, 
through the lens of their particular identity, by what’s happening 
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outside the proverbial four walls of a company. As leaders, it is essen-
tial that we understand this context, because it strongly influences 
what we see in the workplace. I’ve spoken to people firsthand who 
don’t have the luxury of being able to check that reality at the door 
when they come to work. These are people who are either overtly 
or subtly discriminated against—perhaps because of their gender, 
age, ethnicity, religion, disability, sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity, or socioeconomic status—and who are having a radically dif-
ferent experience at work than those with relatively more privilege 
or advantage, and they often hide these experiences beneath the 
surface. 

Awake to uncertain tides, some are more on guard than ever, 
hoping to avoid conflicts with their coworkers. They are distracted, 
worried, and feel compelled to blend in wherever possible, rather 
than risk bringing their true selves to work and face being stereo-
typed, losing trusted relationships, missing out on upcoming promo-
tions, or worse. 

Even if inclusion is not top of mind for you, it is worth every-
thing to other people. Compassion and empathy for others’ stories 
and experiences starts with us. We can’t outsource the work to 
others or delegate it to the diversity team or diversity leaders in 
our organizations. We all have a responsibility to act. I challenge 
you to humble yourself to all that you don’t know and see learning 
as the opportunity that it is: your access to breakthrough thinking 
and results. The key thing is to remember to keep moving forward, 
however incrementally. 
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The Inclusive Leader Continuum
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CHAPTER ONE

Starting Your Journey

You are empowered. If you want to get healthy, you don’t wait for some-

one to hand you vegetables—you get informed, you research nutrition, 

and you challenge yourself to start exercising! Don’t wait for someone to 

hand you a broader worldview. Go get it.  

—LESLIE SLATON BROWN, Chief Diversity Officer, Hewlett- Packard

As you begin turning pages in this book, you will find that I 
won’t always be able to provide simple answers for dealing with 

complex situations. Each organization is unique, and each diversity 
dilemma has its own dimensions. What I do commit to is giving you 
a new framework with which to understand yourself as a key player 
in your company, our society, and in the wider world in this criti-
cal moment as we move toward greater and greater diversity. I am 
going to give you the tools to wield so you can be an active leader 
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rather than a passive bystander and be someone who attempts to 
make positive change, rather than someone who’s at the mercy of the 
changes happening all around them. 

In my bid to simplify a complex topic, reflect what I have observed 
to be true, and inspire you, the reader, into action, I came up with what 
is the central architecture of this book—the Inclusive Leader Continuum. 
The more I share it with audiences around the world, the more confirma-
tion I receive of its universal applicability. Everyone can find themselves 
in it somewhere, often at multiple points, depending on their knowledge 
about and level of advocacy on behalf of different communities of people. 

When it comes to something as multilayered as diversity, none of us  
is an expert. We can always be doing something more, specifically for 
communities that need the support of our voice and social or profes-
sional capital. You will learn more about such opportunities in this book.

When it comes to something as 
multilayered as diversity, none of 
us is an expert. We can always be 

doing something more.

The Stages of the Inclusive Leader Continuum
The Inclusive Leader Continuum has four stages, each with a few dis-
tinctive characteristics (see Figure 1.1). 

Unaware

Everyone has to start somewhere, and the first stage of the journey 
along the continuum is hallmarked by not knowing much about the 
issues around inclusion or how inequalities are perpetuated. It’s easy 
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Figure 1.1. The Four Stages of the Continuum

InclusiveLeader.indd   18 5/29/19   12:38 AM



Starting Your Journey  19

to live in this stage if you’re part of a majority demographic and you 
grew up without being exposed to many different types of people. 
Inclusion might not seem like a pressing issue because you haven’t 
really experienced the feeling of exclusion.  

Many people remain at this stage because they believe they’re 
well-intentioned and that things will just work out. They might 
believe in their own innate goodness and that their progressive 
values are obvious to other people, so they don’t think they need 
to say or do anything differently. What they don’t realize is that 
inequalities are so baked in to systems and processes that it takes 
real effort to disrupt the status quo. They also don’t realize that the 
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benefits of an inclusive workplace often need to be fought for and 
are worth fighting for; those benefits include better team cohe-
sion, higher productivity and retention and, ultimately, higher 
profitability. 

To work toward equality, many individuals must work together, 
including those who haven’t felt excluded in society or the workplace. 
This stage is about beginning to understand the reality of inequali-
ties in the workplace and the role every inclusive leader should play 
in making a difference.  

Aware

At this stage, you begin to understand how much you don’t know 
and realize you have so much left to learn. This stage is for deep 
self- reflection and internal dialogue about how your perceived 
experience does not square with others’ world reality. This stage 
will likely require you to acknowledge your own inner discom-
forts and the experiences that led you to experience them. In the 
process, you may realize that you’ve been making work decisions 
based almost solely on your own experiences without consider-
ing other perspectives. In addition to such overwhelming realiza-
tions, this stage may also come with some shame or guilt about 
missed opportunities. You may come to understand your col-
leagues’ advantages and disadvantages and what has made their 
lives and career progressions relatively easier or harder. These 
insights contain clues for action. 

At this stage, you reflect on whom you’ve sought out for support 
and where you haven’t felt supported, and you explore, perhaps for 
the first time, what kind of support you can give and who is most 
in need of it. This stage awakens you to your own limitations and 
advantages and asks that you activate in order to make changes for 
yourself and your workplace.  
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Active

What good is knowledge if it’s not applied? The choice to become 
active is the do- or- die moment for anyone aspiring to be an inclu-
sive leader. This is the moment when you sign up to do more, to 
put yourself into places of discomfort, and to assume a new level 
of responsibility as a friend, colleague, and especially as a leader. 
In this stage, you also need to shed unproductive behaviors, mind-
sets, and resistance points that have either prevented you from 
taking action in the past or that continue to distract you and slow 
you down. 

At this stage, you’re communicating ideas that are new to you 
and are trying to find your voice, which can feel awkward. This stage 
might come with more risk because you are more visibly taking 
action. As you start to express your own perceptions and try to be 
more inclusive, things won’t always go smoothly. Some people won’t 
agree with your views, and others won’t like the way you communi-
cate those views—even if your heart is in the right place. As with 
anything, humility and resilience are key. If you feel the sting of crit-
icism, don’t decide it’s easier to watch from the sidelines. Remember, 
nothing worth fighting for is easy. 

Advocate 

Once you’ve exercised your fledgling skills during the Active stage, 
you are ready for more. Now you can focus on not just who needs 
support, but also how systems need to evolve to interrupt harmful 
practices that perpetuate an unequal playing field. In other words, 
you’re committed in word and deed to making your workplace more 
inclusive. 

You may find yourself increasingly ready to be more public with 
your efforts to be bolder, to challenge others more directly, and to 
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question systems that so many people have taken for granted. This 
seemingly fearless stance becomes your new normal. You learn the 
language of inclusion and get comfortable with knowing you will 
make mistakes. Others begin to follow along and gain inspiration 
from you. 

You can think of this stage as a natural inclination: when you see 
something, you say something and you do something. You speak up 
when you hear inappropriate language or humor. You wonder why 
the new intern pool isn’t more diverse and suggest strategies to 
change it. You are used to being uncomfortable, routinely, and you 
can confidently use the tools at your disposal to influence others or 
gain their support. 

I organized this book into chapters that align with this journey. 
Think of it as a step- by- step guide to become an inclusive leader. 
However, one of the most important things to remember is that 
no one travels along the continuum only once. You will travel back and 
forth between stages multiple times, depending on which commu-
nity or identity you’re currently educating yourself about. For exam-
ple, you may feel confident advocating for the LGBTQ+ community 
as a whole but still find yourself unaware of the challenges that trans-
gender or non- binary people face. As the saying goes, you don’t know 
what you don’t know. That’s why I believe all leaders can benefit from 
returning again and again to the Unaware stage and working their 
way back through the continuum.  

You are apt to find that the stories and examples in the earlier 
chapters will broaden your thinking and help you gain new perspec-
tives on a range of issues. As you uncover your knowledge gaps and 
biases and change the way you think about supporting different 
groups of people, you will move on to the next stage. You may also 
learn how to better relate to colleagues who are at the beginning of 
their journeys to becoming inclusive leaders and begin to under-
stand how you might help them advance. Rather than considering 
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advocacy a destination, it’s better to see the continuum as a journey, 
one on which you try to make progress every day.

Diversity Dimensions
If you’ve been thinking that inclusion doesn’t affect you directly, 
think again. Most of us have both visible and invisible aspects of 
diversity, or so- called diversity dimensions. These parts of our iden-
tity make us who we are. Many people do not feel totally comfortable 
sharing all these parts of themselves at work, so they downplay who 
they are in order to belong. This is called covering. In a white paper 
entitled “Uncovering Talent,” New York University School of Law 
Professor Kenji Yoshino and former Deloitte University Leadership 
Center for Inclusion Managing Principal Christie Smith identify four 
main categories across which many people feel the need to downplay 
their identities:1

APPEARANCE  Individuals alter their self- presentation, includ-
ing grooming, attire, and mannerisms, to blend into the main-
stream (for example, a Black woman might straighten her hair to 
deemphasize her race,2 or a Jewish man might go to synagogue 
in the morning, then take his kippah off when he gets to work).

AFFILIATION  Individuals avoid behaviors widely associated 
with their identity in order to negate stereotypes about that iden-
tity (for example, a mother may not talk about her children in 
case anyone infers she is less committed to her work, or someone 
older than others in their position might be careful not to men-
tion their age or anything that might date them).

ADVOCACY  Individuals avoid specific topics related to their 
identity so they don’t have to defend that particular group (for 
example, a veteran might not challenge a joke about the military, 
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or someone of Chinese descent might not correct people if they 
make comments that use Asian stereotypes).

ASSOCIATION  Individuals avoid being around certain others 
(for example, an LGBTQ+ person may not bring their same- sex 
partner as a +1 to work functions, or someone who is not a social 
drinker may not attend the after- work drinks they were invited to 
by their manager).

According to the white paper, most employees actively downplay one 
or more identities at work, and those who are less represented in the 
workforce, particularly at leadership levels, report covering more often. 
When people don’t feel comfortable bringing their authentic selves to 
work, there are serious issues for both individuals and organizations. 
People who are constantly covering can feel isolated and unsupported 
by their colleagues. Such situations aren’t ones in which people do their 
best work or in which they choose to stay if they have other job options.

Most employees actively downplay 
one or more identities at work.

I reveal in my keynote speeches how I’ve become quite good at 
covering, myself—expending extra energy to manage my more stig-
matized identities. I first developed this skill when I came out as a 
member of the LGBTQ+ community in my 20s and downplayed this 
deep personal truth in a series of professional roles, from stage per-
former to HR professional to entrepreneur. I saw no role models who 
shared my story (at least, who openly shared it, or who were visible to 
me). I eventually reached a point of professional status where I found 
the courage to be my authentic self—most of the time. Owning my 
own business played a major role in this, since I didn’t feel at risk of 
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being fired or ostracized from my own staff. But I still feel vulnerable 
when I consult with clients and meet prospects and sense they might 
hold stereotypes or biases about aspects of my identity. 

I am certainly not alone in this experience. Many people are wor-
ried about being judged or discriminated against at work if they draw 
attention to a certain part of their identity, so they never reach the 
point where they feel comfortable being their whole self at work. 

The Tip of the Iceberg
When my consulting company works with clients, we often use the 
metaphor of an iceberg to explore what it means to cover. Consider 
Figure 1.2, which shows an iceberg floating in water, with certain 
diversity dimensions visible above the water and others beneath the 
waterline. 
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Certain life experiences, like the following, can also play a huge 
role in our personal identity but remain invisible to our colleagues. 

SOME OF THE WAYS PEOPLE COVER3

 ● I don’t talk about my child who has Down Syndrome.

 ● I don’t talk about my children and my spouse.

 ● I couldn’t tell the executive team that I was missing important 
meetings to take my daughter to appointments during their 
transition to a man.

 ● I don’t go out to lunch with other people because I don’t want 
them knowing I am a diabetic.

 ● I go to my AA meetings during lunch and avoid events with 
drinks at all costs, which makes it seem like I am antisocial.

 ● My executive team doesn’t know I have a child in prison.

 ● I don’t share that my parents are still very poor and live in 
rural Appalachia.

 ● I don’t tell people that I changed my Russian name to an Amer-
ican name and took classes to remove my accent.

 ● I take sick days to go to dialysis.

 ● I have to take personal days for Jewish high holidays.

 ● I turned down the request to lead the Disability Employee 
Resource Group as a sponsor because I was afraid people 
would find out I am bipolar.

 ● No one knows I have an intense fear of public speaking and I 
have to take medication every time I speak in front of clients.

 ● No one knows that I care for my father, who has HIV.

 ● I “pass” for white so don’t keep pictures of my biracial parents 
at work.
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 ● No one knows that my parents came to this country by cross-
ing the border and that they don’t speak English.

 ● No one knows that I am transgender.

In my company’s consulting work, we meet with teams to help 
them understand how the iceberg metaphor plays out in people’s 
work experiences. During our diversity workshops, we discuss the 
following questions:

 ● Which aspects of you float in plain sight for all to see? 

 ● Which do you keep concealed beneath your waterline? 

 ● Where do you set your waterline to feel safe? 

Every one of us is so complex that it makes no sense to assume 
you know who someone is based on what’s visible, but people make 
assumptions about each other nonetheless. Instead, it is immensely 
helpful to simply be aware that we all have an iceberg where poten-
tially just the tip is showing.

When people meet me or work with me for the first time, they 
probably assume correctly that they know my race, gender, and gen-
eration, but they are likely to misidentify the less observable aspects 
of who I am, such as my religion, educational background, or sexual 
orientation. I have passing privilege, which means I can allow myself 
to be mistaken for a straight woman and choose not to bring up the 
fact that I have a same- sex life partner. Depending on how comfort-
able I am in my environment, and what behaviors or attributes are 
valued in my workplace, I may or may not bring up more of what 
has shaped my work experiences. If I do, that effectively lowers the 
waterline of my personal diversity iceberg. 

Many others carry certain identities and are extremely famil-
iar with this balancing act. National Public Radio began a program 
within the last few years using a term from linguistics as its title: Code 
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Switch. Linguists typically use code switching to mean the instant 
and frequent switching between two distinct languages, like Spanish 
and English among many Puerto Rican New Yorkers. But journalist 
Gene Demby, lead blogger for NPR’s Code Switch team, says many 
of us subtly, reflexively change the way we express ourselves all the 
time. “We’re hop- scotching between different cultural and linguistic 
spaces and different parts of our own identities—sometimes within 
a single interaction.”4

Yoshino and Smith’s research on covering in the workplace and 
Demby’s explanation of code switching have illuminated the extent 
to which many individuals feel they don’t belong in the workplace. 
They have internalized messages of exclusion and feel forced to cover 
and code switch in order to be included. 

In exploring your role in this dynamic, you may discover that 
you are also covering, and that this is affecting your potential. Of 
course, you don’t need to share all the details of your private life 
at work, but if you anticipate being negatively stereotyped about a 
certain aspect of your identity, it takes extra effort to adjust how 
you show up, and this valuable energy could be leaking away from 
your productivity. 

When I’m conducting diversity workshops, I challenge executive 
leaders in particular to share more of who they are—to get vulnera-
ble. It is especially critical for leaders to do this because thousands of 
eyes are on them and many decisions about authenticity and bring-
ing one’s full self to work can have an impact on whether or not an 
individual employee, looking upward, sees their story and their back-
ground reflected. In one of my workshops, a leader responded to the 
challenge to stop covering by “coming out” as Jewish to his Christian 
management team. In another workshop, an executive shared that 
he didn’t have a college degree. Yet another shared that he’d grown 
up in an abusive and alcoholic family. In an age in which particularly 
younger talent isn’t going to be persuaded to follow senior leaders 
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based on title alone, it behooves every leader to revisit where they set 
the waterline on their personal iceberg and to show up more fully and 
honestly as human beings. 

As you work to transform yourself into an inclusive leader, remem-
ber that we all know something about diversity through our own expe-
riences, and people around us are covering on a daily basis. When a 
significant number of people in an organization are not reaching their 
full potential because they don’t feel like they belong or can bring their 
whole selves to work, everyone is affected.

The Road Ahead
We’re at a point in history in which people are increasingly ready to 
live their truth, both in their personal lives and at work. The myopic 
leadership and talent management norms that worked in the past 
will not keep working in the future. The dialogue about the impor-
tance of inclusion in our workplaces is accelerating, and people are 
finding their voices and learning how to use them. Any leader out of 
step with these developments, who has little curiosity about or com-
mitment to standing up for this conversation, risks their reputation, 
their credibility, and most importantly, their opportunity to reso-
nate with coworkers in a way that unleashes creativity and results. 
Companies that have not been prioritizing inclusion won’t be able to 
stay competitive moving forward.  

I have talked with thousands of leaders who want to be more 
inclusive in how they value everyone’s voices at the table so they can 
hear diverse perspectives offered up by those voices. Like it or not, 
the work begins with you rolling up your sleeves and taking a long, 
hard look at yourself—your biases, what you say or don’t say, how 
you might resist taking action by deflecting responsibility—before 
determining how you can do better and how your entire organization 
might do better. It also requires that you honestly assess how you 
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show up at work—especially if you have ever felt a compulsion to 
downplay who you really are in order to belong. 

Fortunately, in my work with so many well- meaning leaders, I 
have noticed a consistent pattern in their journeys from uncertainty 
to confidence. You can follow a well- trodden path from trepidation 
to transformational leadership to become the true champion of prog-
ress you have always wanted to be. By deciding to read this book, 
you have demonstrated that you are committed to growth, to push-
ing yourself, to being uncomfortable with your own limitations and 
inadequacies, and to opening yourself to the experiences of others—
even if there is no fast track to success. And this is the best possible 
place from which to start your journey as an inclusive leader. 

So, let us begin.
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CHAPTER TwO

Unaware

Rather than think in terms of good and bad, it is more helpful to think in 

terms of conscious and unconscious, aware and unaware.

—JOAN BORYSENKO

In early 2018, an eleven- minute video of acclaimed motivational 
speaker Tony Robbins went viral. In it, a female participant at one 

of his conferences challenged his seeming dismissal of the #MeToo 
movement after he said women who share stories of sexual harass-
ment or sexual assault are trying to gain significance by attacking 
and destroying someone else. In the video, which was shared thou-
sands of times online, you can see the participant standing up in the 
audience as Robbins approaches her. Towering over her (he is six 
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feet, seven inches tall), he lays a hand on her shoulder, appearing to 
push her backward as he explains and defends his point. 

The online reaction to the content and the optics of this was swift. 
Soon after, his organization reached out to Tarana Burke, creator of 
the original Me Too movement in 2006 (it would be subsequently 
popularized by the #MeToo hashtag in 2017), to ask her to help “do 
damage control.”1 Instead, she criticized the incident, prompting Rob-
bins to later issue an apology: “I apologize for suggesting anything 
other than my profound admiration for the #MeToo movement.”2 

Although his late apology was a step in the right direction, its lack 
of specificity and sincerity read as inauthentic; as a result, many were 
hesitant to accept it. Although some applaud Robbins’ teachings, 
which are rooted in personal empowerment and not victimhood, his 
comments laid bare his lack of knowledge of, and compassion for, 
what had grown to be a massive, important, and cathartic conversa-
tion for survivors of sexual abuse and trauma. 

Knowledge and compassion are critical when we start to consider 
how we might move through the different stages of the Inclusive 
Leader Continuum—and that is never truer than at the Unaware 
stage.

Finding Your Way into the Conversation
If you are not someone who has been directly affected by adversity 
due to your identity, inclusion may not be one of your top priori-
ties. There’s a good chance you haven’t noticed all the ways you can 
become more involved in supporting inclusion at work. Or maybe 
you’re wondering what you can possibly contribute, or if it’s your 
place to get involved at all. This chapter will help open your mind to 
what you’ve been overlooking or misinterpreting. 

A key part of this stage is understanding intent versus impact. 
As you try to become more aware, you might find yourself focusing 
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on your good intentions. They might make you feel better about who 
you are and reinforce the image you have of yourself as a good person. 
But unless those good thoughts make it out of your head and into 
supportive actions, you aren’t actually helping anyone. This might 
sound obvious on paper, but many leaders are unaware that they need 
to bridge the gap between intent and impact to create real progress. 
For example, expressing good intent sometimes sounds like this: 
“Oh, I have daughters, so I understand the struggles women face.” 
No doubt this is true, but wishing that gender discrimination would 
end is not the same as reporting harassment you’ve witnessed in the 
workplace or speaking up when locker room talk enters the board 
room—two actions that can actually help change the status quo.  

It’s important to note that, on some level, having personal con-
nections to those who do not have the same access to opportuni-
ties as we do does actually build our empathy. A single conversation 
about divisive issues or a person’s painful experience of exclusion 
can make us aware of the struggles we haven’t experienced first-
hand, and it can change our minds about stereotypes. These inter-
actions can be key in helping us move beyond intentions. However, 
we ultimately want to reach a point where we don’t need firsthand 
accounts from excluded individuals to notice and empathize with 
their struggles. 

Humility 
Catalyst, a leading think tank focused on diversity and inclusion, 
conducted a global study in 2014 where they sought to determine 
perceptions of inclusive leadership across six countries. The study 
revealed that one of the most significant indicators of an inclusive 
leader is humility, which they defined as “admitting mistakes, learn-
ing from criticism and different points of view, acknowledging and 
seeking contributions of others to overcome one’s limitations.”3 In 
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this context, the measure of your leadership is not having a perfect 
performance, but acknowledging an imperfect performance. This is 
important to realize because, when you commit to personal develop-
ment, you have to admit that your past behaviors and actions were 
not always perfect. 

Wade Davis, former NFL football player and motivational speaker, 
says that the compulsive need to be right is a big obstacle to build-
ing inclusion, particularly for the men he works with. That’s why he 
begins every training with this question: “Can you agree for today 
to be uninterested in being right?” In agreeing to his request, par-
ticipants feel the relief of not having to know everything. Instead, 
they get to be present and stay open to what they don’t know. Wade’s 
second question—“For today, can you be uninterested in thinking of 
yourself as a good person?”—is another key way to help people focus 
on humility and growth.4 

Having all the right answers isn’t important (and is not possi-
ble, anyway). Wanting to learn and grow through vulnerability is the 
name of the game. Inclusive leaders are aware of a bias toward rapid, 
decisive action and displays of power in the workplace, but they 
intentionally choose the inclusive response for each situation, even 
when it means slowing down the proverbial train to ask questions, to 
investigate, and to take care of a situation that needs to be remedied.

In 2010, the New York Times named mansplaining as one of the 
“Words of the Year.”5 The word originates from men underestimating 
how much the person they are talking to—often a woman—under-
stands because they believe themselves (men) to be more knowledge-
able. Basically, the man needlessly explains something the listener 
likely knows just as much about, if not more. Consultant and author 
Kim Goodwin was asked (unprompted) by two male colleagues how 
they could tell if they were mansplaining. She created a flowchart 
(see Figure 2.16) to help them understand whether their explanation 
would likely come across as helpful or condescending. 

Am I mansplaining?

Did she ask you to explain it? Not mansplaining.

Probably mansplaining.

Definitely mansplaining.

Just stop talking now.

Do you have more 
relevant experience? 

Would most men 
with her education 

and experience 
already know this?

Did you ask if 
she needed it 

explained?

Yes

No

No

Yes

I did not ask. Yes; she said no.

Yes; she said she did.

Yes, by a 
fair amount.

She has more.

She has more and is
a well-known expert.

About the 
same, or I’m
not sure.

Figure 2.1. Mansplaining Explained
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I don’t want to single out men here, however. Splaining can happen 
whenever a conversation occurs between two people in which one 
person holds, relatively speaking, more power or privilege and assumes 
they have the intellectual upper hand. Hence whitesplaining, straight-
splaining, able(-bodied)splaining, wealthysplaining, thinsplaining, and  
so on. Those who splain may have the intent of helping the situation, 
but the actual impact of their actions can feel condescending or insult-
ing. This communication problem stems from the splainer lacking 
many things—like good listening skills and patience—but it comes 
back to humility. 

Ellen Leanse, author of The Happiness Hack, uses a phrase from 
her favorite teacher, Pamela Weiss, a Buddhist scholar: “When you 
feel a sense of judgment, ask yourself, ‘What do I not yet under-
stand?’”7 Focus your attention on understanding, rather than sub-
mitting to the primal urge in your brain to protect yourself at any 
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would likely come across as helpful or condescending. 

Am I mansplaining?

Did she ask you to explain it? Not mansplaining.

Probably mansplaining.

Definitely mansplaining.

Just stop talking now.

Do you have more 
relevant experience? 

Would most men 
with her education 

and experience 
already know this?

Did you ask if 
she needed it 

explained?

Yes

No

No

Yes

I did not ask. Yes; she said no.

Yes; she said she did.

Yes, by a 
fair amount.

She has more.

She has more and is
a well-known expert.

About the 
same, or I’m
not sure.

Figure 2.1. Mansplaining Explained
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cost. If you can redirect your intention toward learning rather than 
getting defensive, the experience will have a more positive impact.

When you give up the need to be right and instead become curi-
ous about what you don’t know—suspending judgment as you edu-
cate yourself about the reality of someone else’s situation—you open 
yourself up to learn more about how you can ensure others feel wel-
comed, valued, respected, and heard. In the process, you adopt an 
attitude of humility. You make more informed decisions and avoid 
making costly mistakes or causing unnecessary harm to the people 
around you. 

When you give up the need  
to be right and instead become 
curious, you open yourself up  
to learn how you can ensure 
others feel welcomed, valued, 

respected, and heard.

Identifying Common Deflections

Let’s dig deeper into our internal language that keeps us in the 
Unaware stage of the continuum. First, it’s important to realize 
that any kind of change takes work. It’s almost always easier to keep 
doing whatever we’ve been doing than try to do something differ-
ently. But change is baked into the process of becoming an inclusive 
leader. It starts with accountability. I connected with Chuck Shel-
ton, CEO of Greatheart Consulting, to compile the following deflec-
tions, which are statements or beliefs that make an attempt to avoid 
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accountability.8 The following statements express viewpoints that 
might work in the moment, but ultimately keep you stuck in the 
status quo and prevent you from becoming a more inclusive leader. 

 ●  “I’m buried. I don’t have time to prioritize this work.” 

 ● “I don’t think we have any major issues here.” 

 ● “I don’t feel comfortable discussing this.” 

 ● “I prefer to see past [race/gender/etc.]; we’re all just people.” 

 ● “This is the way we’ve always done things.” 

 ● “It’s not my fault I can’t pronounce their name” (and/or forget 
someone’s desired pronoun). 

 ● “I didn’t mean to offend anyone.” 

 ● “I’m fair minded.” 

 ●  “She’s a woman, so that’s probably why she was hired.” 

 ● “We have a Head of Diversity and Inclusion so we are already 
dedicated to making changes.” 

 ● “We had mandatory unconscious bias training for all our 
employees, so we have already addressed this issue.”  

It may be very uncomfortable to uncover your reasoning for 
expressing these go- to reactions, but the sooner you can shift your 
thinking away from them, the better. Start by asking the following 
questions, honestly and openly:

 ● Am I relying or dependent on old behaviors? Why? In what 
ways do they continue to serve me? In what ways do they not? 

 ● What’s getting in the way of my ability to be inclusive? 

 ● Am I proactively focused on trying to be more open (less skep-
tical) and more willing to accept (rather than deflect)? 

 ● Am I harboring biases that affect my actions?
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Understanding Bias
When you haven’t supported inclusion in the workplace as well as you 
could have, the root cause is often bias, which can be unconscious. 
Bias reduces our ability to make decisions based on fairness, merit, 
and objectivity. These biases are rooted in our primal brain, a primitive 
biological holdover from a time when our ancestors needed to fight or 
take flight from saber- toothed tigers. But modern human brains have 
a neocortex that gives us the ability to intellectually transcend primal 
urges, allowing us to self- correct for biases and to make choices based 
on preference or will. 

Don’t get me wrong—overcoming biases can still be tough. As we 
live and move in this complex world, we shortcut a massive amount 
of data in order to make quick decisions. Viewed in its most positive 
aspect, bias is a way for our brains to simplify many streams of com-
plex stimuli in a way to maximize our efficiency. The problem is that 
our brains often make the wrong assumptions.

The bias I see people struggle with most often is confirmation 
bias—the tendency to seek or notice information that confirms a 
belief and to avoid or ignore information that contradicts it. We are 
essentially hardwired to think we’re right about things, rather than 
consider whether we’re wrong. Since this happens at the subconscious 
level, it’s hard to catch yourself in the act and realize when you’re 
experiencing a confirmation bias. 

As a consultant, I have witnessed such situations many times. For 
example, some male leaders believe that women don’t work as hard as 
men or put in the same hours as men because they have more family- 
related needs that interfere with their performance. When a leader 
who holds this belief notices a gender wage gap with his employees, 
he might think the gap is justified because he believes women aren’t 
as dedicated to their jobs. Instead of considering other causes of the 
gender wage gap, he uses the data to reconfirm his bias that women 
don’t work as hard and therefore deserve less. 
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When you have these kinds of biases, you can unknowingly mis-
read all kinds of situations, which is especially problematic when you 
have team members who are counting on you. For example, this same 
leader sees in his report that Jim makes more than Sally, but he also 
notices that Sally talks more about the time she spends with family. 
Jim may spend the same amount of time with family, but since he 
doesn’t talk about it, the leader assumes he is more focused on work 
than Sally. The pay gap then becomes a positive proof point contrib-
uting to the leader’s continued belief that women don’t work as hard, 
and that’s why they don’t make as much. We all have confirmation 
biases, and you can see how they can be harmful in the workplace. 
Good leaders become aware of their biases, work to see fresh per-
spectives, and consult objective data. 

Bias doesn’t just affect the way we see others—it affects the way  
we view ourselves and our aptitude in supporting diversity and 
inclusion. For example, self- enhancement bias is the unconscious 
tendency to boost your self- esteem and overestimate your abilities, 
especially in situations of threat or failure.9 A classic 1977 study 
showed that over 90 percent of professors rated themselves as better 
than average at teaching; two- thirds believed they were within the 
top 25 percent.10 (Clearly this math did not add up.) Although these 
kinds of beliefs can be great for self- esteem, they can also be harm-
ful because they prevent us from acknowledging the truth about our 
capabilities. With inclusion, when we think we’re doing a better job 
than we actually are, we are less likely to take further action, thus 
preventing real progress. 

McKinsey and Company’s Alexis Krivkovich shared with me 
that only 51 percent of managers say they know what to do to help 
improve gender diversity. “When only half of your workforce at the 
pivotal role of leadership deep in the organization knows what to 
do, the thought that you’re going to see widespread change at a sig-
nificant, accelerated pace is very unlikely.”11 And when you factor in 
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the self- enhancement bias, the number of leaders who are actually 
prepared to drive change is probably much lower than half. 

Krivkovich also shared that there are other knowledge and aware-
ness gaps related to bias that thwart action. Very often, people 
have what we call unconscious bias, meaning they have little to no 
awareness of their biases. As such, they don’t notice when the work 
environment supports those biases. When McKinsey administered 
a survey that asked “Do your managers challenge biased language 
when they see it occur?” three quarters of respondents said no. Those 
leaders may not be actively ignoring biases in the workplace; it’s pos-
sible that they just don’t see them.  

For example, I know a man who works at a software company 
that has some curious demographics. There are many Asian Amer-
icans, Indian Americans, and immigrants from European coun-
tries in the company, so in many ways, the company has a lot of 
 diversity—except, out of 300 employees, not one is Black. What-
ever is preventing the company from hiring this demographic indi-
cates that unconscious bias is at work in its hiring process. Perhaps 
its leaders would have been delighted to hire non- white job candi-
dates from the very beginning but never considered how the hiring 
process somehow left Black professionals out of the conversation—
for example, perhaps it unconsciously overlooked candidates from 
historically black colleges and universities. Years later, the optics 
are hard to ignore, and the reality is exponentially more difficult  
to undo. 

Krivkovich explained that we are, to a large degree, inheriting an 
unbalanced environment as a result of pattern build- up. That’s why 
it’s so important to keep our eyes open and notice when things don’t 
look right. Making change often starts with an open dialogue—one 
that is not accusatory or emotionally charged but is focused on the 
constructive—one that asks “How do we build from here forward?”
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The supposition isn’t that you are malicious because you have 
biases; although some leaders cling to their biases (and those who 
do may need to read and reread this chapter several times…), many 
are uncomfortable and even ashamed when they’re made aware of 
them. It is not a proud moment when you realize that not only are 
you biased, but that your workplace was built by only some people to 
work for only some people—and that many in the same workplace 
feel that it’s an awkward fit, at best. Some feel that they are expected 
to contort themselves to be successful at work, constantly making 
painful choices between trying to fit in and being authentic. This is a 
difficult and unhealthy road to the future. 

If you can give up the need to be right, prevent yourself from 
becoming offended, and ask, from a place of genuine curiosity, “Might 
this be something else?” you can take the opportunity to challenge 
the past and use your voice to shape a better future. 

Uncovering Bias: Questions to Ask 

An important process for this stage in the continuum is to dig into 
your biases to acknowledge them and better understand them. Spend 
some time reflecting on the following questions:

 ● Where am I exposed to difference? Where can I go to be in the 
company of people who are different from me? 

 ● Am I intentional about placing myself in new communities 
and conversations? If so, which ones? 

 ● In the past, have I assumed that I’m doing enough on the topic 
of inclusion? 

 ● In which areas do I need to build my knowledge? 

 ● Where is bias intruding on my ability to be an effective col-
league, leader, or friend? 
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Overcoming Bias

Becoming aware of your biases is the first step toward solving them. 
The next step is exploring them to gain a deeper understanding of your 
feelings. Our brains naturally put things into categories based on our 
experiences, so if you have a particularly positive or negative experi-
ence with a certain demographic, that could create feelings of bias. This 
is especially true if you haven’t had many (or any) other interactions 
with someone of a certain identity. When this happens, one of the best 
things you can do is to get to know the people who can help you break 
those stereotypes. When you get to know people on a personal level, 
it helps you see them as individuals rather than as just demographics.

Broaden Your Horizons

 ● Branch out and connect with more coworkers who look differ-
ent from you. Make an effort to make small talk and be more 
social with people outside of your regular circle. 

 ● Attend a meeting or event that exposes you to members of 
different communities. 

 ● Ask questions that get other people to open up. This can be as 
simple as listening, and then responding with a question that 
invites the other person to expand. When you seem genuinely 
interested in other people’s lives, they are more likely to let 
their walls down and show you their true selves. This moves 
coworker relationships beyond discussions of the weather and 
the tedious morning commute. 

 ● Consume different media. Go for podcasts, TV shows, books, 
and movies where the people involved have different identi-
ties than you do. 

Humbling yourself in this way can be intimidating, but it gets 
easier as you build your network, remain a constant presence, and 
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become someone who can be trusted. Participation is a great first 
step and much appreciated. It does not go unnoticed. 

Listening plays a big role in overcoming bias and becoming a more 
inclusive leader. Bernard T. Ferrari, McKinsey alumnus and dean of 
the Carey Business School at Johns Hopkins University, sums up the 
key steps to becoming a better listener: show respect, keep quiet, and 
challenge assumptions.12 I have adapted these steps to reflect what it 
means to be an aware and inclusive leader:

SHOW RESPECT  The most effective leader equally respects the 
opinion of every employee and recognizes that good ideas come 
from people with different experiences. They solicit those con-
tributions and moderate discussions to ensure contributors are 
comfortable to share in the first place.

KEEP QUIET  Inclusive leaders should know when to stay quiet 
and let others take the reins. Consider the 80/20 rule in which 
your conversation partner speaks 80 percent of the time and you 
speak the other 20 percent. Even then, be aware of when you can 
use your 20 percent to speak up in support of someone who may 
not be heard, and not just on your own behalf.

CHALLENGE ASSUMPTIONS  The best listeners are always 
on the lookout for assumptions being made in a conversation, 
including their own. They will ask questions to gain clarity and 
not be afraid to let go of their own assumptions.

Even well- intentioned, seasoned leaders can benefit from this 
list as a reminder. To get direct reports, managers, and colleagues 
talking, author, speaker, and professional baseball player Mike Rob-
bins offers a favorite question in his book, Bring Your Whole Self to 
Work: “Is there anything you need or any way I can support you right 
now?”13 This question invites people to open up and shows that 
you’re on their side. 
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Inside Circle Inventory

Inclusive leaders traveling the continuum must make a regular habit of 
examining their inner circle of contacts. When they do this for the first 
time, and even subsequent times, they often find that this circle reflects 
a positive bias for those who are most like them. We all have our go- to 
people. They may be coworkers, friends, those we mentor, as well as 
those who mentor us. It might be easiest to think of this list as those we 
talk to the most frequently, whether the setting is work or not.  

The simple exercise of inventorying the diverse dimensions different 
from ours forces us to look for patterns in our relationships, our tendency 
to seek comfort in sameness, and our discomfort with the unknown. 

Try writing down the names of your trusted inside circle in the 
first column of a grid such as the one provided in Table 1. Next, fill in 
the top row with various diversity dimensions, such as the examples 
I’ve provided in the bulleted list that follows the table. You can even 
total up the X marks to get a birds- eye view of where there is a lack of 
representation, of difference, in your daily life. 

DIVERSITY DIMENSIONS

INITIALS OR FIRST NAME 
(NO FAMILY MEMBERS)* ETHNICITY AGE GENDER ETC. TOTAL Xs 

Person 1 X X 2

Person 2 X 1

Person 3 X 1

Etc.

Total Xs 1 1 2

*Place an X only if descriptors are different than your own identity.

Table 1. Inner Circle Inventory
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Just having this knowledge helps you understand whether you 
are mostly surrounded by people who are much like you. When that 
happens, it’s easy to exist in a bubble that’s devoid of diverse perspec-
tives and experiences. As an inclusive leader, stepping outside of this 
bubble will help advance your journey on the continuum.

Here are a number of examples of diversity dimensions you might 
include:

 ● Ethnicity

 ● Age

 ● Gender

 ● Gender identity and expression

 ● Sexual orientation

 ● Education

 ● Abilities

 ● Marital status

 ● Parenting status

 ● Political beliefs

 ● Socioeconomic background

An Important Distinction
An important distinction to make at this stage is that inclusive lead-
ers are less concerned with equality than with the concept of equity. 
Equality is something easy to support, because it’s a far- off, idealized 
goal. Equity, on the other hand, implies that we understand that the 
playing field is uneven, since we don’t all start from the same place 
and we don’t have the same opportunities. 

Michelle Obama talks a lot about equity in her book Becoming. 
When she hosted events at the White House, she made it a priority to 
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invite children from minority and impoverished communities. Those 
children do not typically have the same level of access to quality edu-
cation and enrichment activities as those from other communities, 
and she wanted to level the playing field by giving them valuable 
experiences they might not otherwise have had. 

In the workplace, we can think about equity in much the same 
way to address the systemic blind spots that perpetuate unequal 
outcomes.14 Maybe you didn’t intend to build or support an unfair 
reality, but you can change it, now that you are learning how. This is 
every leader’s most sacred responsibility, particularly if their road to 
leadership has been smoother because of their identity. 

Maybe you didn’t intend to build 
or support an unfair reality, but 
you can change it now that you 

are learning how. 

Another way to understand the difference between equality and 
equity is to realize that addressing equity issues strikes at the source 
of the problem rather than dealing with the symptoms, one by one. 
Our attachment to the myth of meritocracy—which is the notion 
that companies are structured to reward only the most talented and 
determined individuals15—is increasingly being viewed as out of touch 
because it doesn’t acknowledge our very real differences, and how much 
harder the journey up the ladder, or even onto the ladder, is for some. 

An insightful article by author Amy Sun makes this clear: 

Treating everyone exactly the same actually is not fair. What equal treatment 

does do is erase our differences and promote privilege. Equity is giving every-

one what they need to be successful. Equality is treating everyone the same.16  

InclusiveLeader.indd   46 5/29/19   12:38 AM



unaware  47

Surrounding Yourself with a Trusted Few
If you’ve recognized some of yourself in this chapter, you’re likely 
feeling motivated to take a closer look at your potential to be a more 
inclusive leader. Similarly, if you want to support your colleagues in 
their journey out of Unawareness, this chapter has likely provided 
many points of entry to transformational conversations. 

It’s important to note that this stage of your journey might be 
somewhat private. If you realize you haven’t given certain people a 
fair chance, you might not want to broadcast that to your colleagues. 
(Not only would this be damaging to your reputation, it could also 
make other people feel bad.) But as you become aware of your biases, 
you’ll start to understand how you can do things differently to better 
support others. It is a learning process, and it helps to have sup-
port from people you trust. When you’re ready, seek out conversa-
tions with a trusted few who can help you find your balance, your 
vocabulary, and begin to identify new skills. You can and should look 
forward to building and deepening these supportive one- on- one 
relationships as you travel the continuum. Indeed, they are the all- 
important fuel that you need to not only stay on top of what others 
are experiencing but also to take action as appropriate. 

At this stage, newly enlightened leaders sometimes want to dis-
cuss their revelations about people they previously stereotyped with 
individuals who belong to those groups. Although honesty and open-
ness can be great, I don’t recommend this approach. First, it sounds 
like a plotline from the TV show The Office, which is hallmarked by 
awkward and inappropriate behavior at work. In the show, general 
manager Michael Scott constantly tokenizes his employees (the gay 
one, the Black one, the Indian one) to the point where his job secu-
rity is always on the line. His workplace blunders make us laugh at 
him in his ignorance, but many real- life leaders come dangerously 
close to following in those footsteps. 
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If you do approach people outside your trusted circle, remem-
ber not to burden “the obvious choice” with teaching you about 
diversity and inclusion. Before you ask others to make time to 
mentor or support you, make sure you’ve already invested time 
and energy on your own. This is especially critical, because many 
of those who could teach you about their identity are experiencing 
the intense headwinds of being “the only” at work. This type of 
emotional labor can feel exhausting to them, especially when they 
are already using a lot of energy to suppress how they feel or who 
they are at work. 

Next Steps
What we know is that inclusive leaders know when to lead from the 
front and, especially, when it is better to lead from behind or along-
side. They focus on how best to be of service to others, or in a given 
situation. They check their egos at the door.17 

Some of us are seen and heard more readily than others. The 
work of an inclusive leader is to recognize that your own experience 
of humility may look very different from that of others as a result 
of your relative status or influence. This is the product of how some 
have been traditionally more valued, while others have had to work 
much harder to be valued in the same way. 

Although this chapter might have been an uncomfortable read, 
it likely brought at least one insightful moment to the surface for 
you about your own behaviors, or perhaps it equipped you to better 
understand the beliefs or assumptions of others that prevent them 
from stepping into the Inclusive Leader Continuum. As we prepare 
to transition to Aware, consider the research and data you might not 
have been aware of before you read this chapter, the ways that our 
language might need to be reevaluated, and what you are most curi-
ous to learn about next in your journey as an inclusive leader. 
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AS YOU WRAP UP THIS CHAPTER, TAKE A MOMENT TO 

REFLECT ON THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:

 ● What have I realized I know little about, or have only a cursory 
understanding of, when it comes to diversity- related experi-
ences of others? 

 ● Am I aware of bias when I see it, or do I (perhaps unwittingly) 
participate in it? 

 ● Do I experience any resistance to learning more or having my 
beliefs challenged? 

 ● Where could I begin to extend my intentions into greater 
awareness?
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CHAPTER THREE

Aware

Empathy begins with understanding life from another person’s perspec-

tive. Nobody has an objective experience of reality. It’s all through our 

individual prisms.

—STERLING K. BROWN

D aniel was part of a vibrant African- American community in 
Atlanta, which meant that moving to a less- diverse and less 

multicultural state was a big culture shock for him. As Daniel tells it, 
on his first day at his new job, his new supervisor noticed him looking 
around for other people who looked like him and not seeing anyone 
who did. At the end of that first day the supervisor assured Daniel 
that, even though he wasn’t African- American and didn’t know 
everything Daniel would need as an African- American, he would do 
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everything he could to give Daniel everything he’d need. Instead of 
pretending Daniel would have the same cultural experience in the 
company as other employees who shared an identity, the supervi-
sor had the courage to address the elephant in the room upfront. 
Although he may have risked making Daniel feel singled out, the 
supervisor approached the situation with tact, compassion, and an 
eagerness to help. He went on to do everything in his power to help 
Daniel grow into the leader he is today—he showed him the ropes at 
the company, he was always in Daniel’s corner, and he became one of 
Daniel’s earliest mentors.

That experience had a pass- it- forward effect. Now Daniel looks 
for ways in which he can mentor people who don’t look like him in 
addition to supporting other African- American employees. He wants 
to help people dream bigger and make a world of difference for them, 
just like his mentor did for him.

This success story is built around awareness. Daniel’s mentor was 
paying attention, listening (perhaps especially for what was unspo-
ken), and offering support without assuming what that support 
might look like.

Shifting Your Perspective
The next step in the Inclusive Leader Continuum is learning to listen 
with an open and curious mind to different communities of people—
especially those who you are perhaps less familiar with—and to be 
truly present to receiving information that’s new or challenging to 
you so that you can grow in awareness.

Awareness is a powerful stage in the inclusive leader’s journey. 
You could argue that this stage is one that no one ever leaves because 
you continue cycling back to it, sometimes painfully, as you learn 
about different people and communities. For the inclusive leader, this 
stage should be like a home base. You will always be absorbing new 
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knowledge around different identities—or diversity dimensions—
and as the culture continually changes, it is worth it to constantly 
revisit shifts in language. As you deepen your own self- knowledge, 
you are again destined to return. 

Humility is still key to this stage of your journey. Anytime you 
believe you know everything about one community, the Aware mind-
set reminds you that that is not possible. Even if you are a member 
of that particular community, it’s possible that you still have more 
truth you need to uncover in terms of how others have been affected, 
or how you yourself have been affected by exclusion and inequality. 
It is challenging to decide to live from a new mindset, and awkward 
to be reminded of how fallible you are, but it is a challenge that you 
must accept. 

Perhaps you relish learning; like a sponge, you’re hungry for more 
understanding as you imagine the experiences of others, and you’re 
fueled by curiosity about the human experience in all of its varia-
tions. As you learn, some unpleasant facts emerge that demand to 
be more broadly understood; for instance, 61 percent of employees 
feel they need to cover key parts of who they are because they fear 
negative stereotypes, and nearly 50 percent of LGBTQ+ employees 
remain closeted in the workplace.1 

As you shift your perspective, you may notice that you have been 
unengaged, inactive, and harmful to others. In your inattention, or 
in your resistance, you may have missed that you have many tools 
you can use to make yourself a better leader and improve the feeling 
of belonging in others. 

As you grow in awareness, you may learn more about how your 
experiences have shaped your identity, which will help you discover 
your unique voice to champion change. You may have experienced 
your differences as negatives until now, and you may continue to 
choose not to disclose certain personal stories, but the good news 
is that this stage can be about reawakening; you can use those 
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differences as fuel as you become re- inspired about what you can do. 
Perhaps you can even leave frustrating experiences behind in order 
to take a fresh, more optimistic look at what is within your sphere 
of control. 

The knowledge you accumulate at this stage can challenge some 
deeply held ideas you have about fairness, hard work, and how advan-
tages and disadvantages have informed your life. Everyone has been 
shaped through circumstances outside their control, from primary 
dimensions—like age, ethnicity, and ability—to secondary dimen-
sions—such as family, religion, and socioeconomic background. You 
can’t change any of these, of course; they were either inborn or inher-
ited and have been carried forward by you as circumstances of your 
lived experience. You have built awareness about your own diversity 
dimensions by noticing others’ reactions to you, whether they are 
positive/negative, fair/unfair, and so on. This stage of the continuum 
is about becoming aware of other people’s experiences in this regard 
and understanding the gaps that can be bridged to cultivate an envi-
ronment where others feel more welcomed, valued, respected, and 
heard.

Throughout this book, my hope is that you’ll find yourself becom-
ing sensitized to the concept that you may have struggled in some 
ways and not in others, and that, as a result, you have some raw 
materials, which you probably aren’t using yet, that you can leverage 
to build trusted relationships with others. Before the Aware stage, 
you likely haven’t thought of yourself as having these assets, but it is 
an exciting discovery that can unify you with others, through all your 
dimensions, shared and otherwise.

“ When people are faced with open and non- judgmental listening, they are 

able to say who they really are in the world. They’re able to express them-

selves fully, and what that brings is freedom.” 

—PAUL BROWDE2
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Understanding Privilege
As you become aware, it’s important to educate yourself about your 
claim—or lack thereof—to special advantages not freely available to 
everyone else. Privilege is something that is afforded to certain people 
by society and in the workplace, often offering them invisible bene-
fits that people of another status cannot access. It can be defined as 
the extent to which one has access to something that another does 
not. Privileges can relate to race, class, gender, sexual orientation, 
language, geographical location, ability, and religion, to name a few.3

Privilege can also include someone’s socioeconomic status.4 For 
example, if you can buy what you need and want without worry, are 
not seen as a threat in higher socioeconomic communities, and are 
more likely to be believed innocent by the criminal justice system, 
you have access to class privilege.

Some pushback surrounds the concept of privilege, as if admit-
ting our privileges somehow invalidates how hard we have worked to 
achieve certain advantages not available to others. We may assume 
that the label privilege implies we don’t deserve to have what we have 
or infers that we have never experienced hardship. But privilege on 
its own isn’t bad. Talking about it is not an invalidation but rather an 
acknowledgment that those individuals who are not straight, able- 
bodied or white, for example, are likely to have worked even harder 
to achieve what they have in a world where the aforementioned iden-
tities are valued relatively more. 

When the role of privilege isn’t understood by leaders who’ve 
unwittingly benefited from it, I find they are less understanding 
of the particular difficulties some face in their organizations. I’ve 
included here two team exercises that can be used to illustrate how 
different identities relate to privilege—for better or worse. 

The first exercise is called the privilege walk.5 It offers a way to 
uncover some of the advantages and disadvantages people experienced 
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growing up, and perhaps continue to experience now, so they can lead 
from a more self- aware place. Participants stand in a horizontal line, 
and the facilitator reads a series of statements. These statements 
address privilege stemming from race, gender and gender identity, 
class, sexual orientation, ability, and more. Throughout the exercise, 
individuals move forward or backward as they respond to the following 
statements. (Although this is ultimately meant to be a team exercise, 
as you’re reading this, I recommend reflecting privately on the topics.)  

 ● If you were born in the United States, take one step forward.

 ● If your ancestors came to the United States by force, take one 
step back.

 ● If you went to college, take one step forward.

 ● If you took out loans for your education, take one step back.

 ● If you have ever been the only person of your race/gender/
socioeconomic status/sexual orientation in a classroom or 
workplace setting, please take one step back.

 ● If you have ever been diagnosed as having a physical or mental 
illness/disability, take one step back.

 ● If you would never think twice about calling the police when 
trouble occurs, take one step forward.

 ● If you can show affection for your romantic partner in public 
without fear of ridicule or violence, take one step forward.

 ● If you get time off for your religious holidays, take one step 
forward.

 ● If you feel comfortable walking home alone at night, take one 
step forward.

 ● If you have ever felt like there was not adequate or accurate repre-
sentation of your racial group, sexual orientation group, gender 
group, and/or disability group in the media, take one step back.
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During this exercise, many participants are afraid to look around 
the room, while others feel shame about being in the front or at the 
back. This simple, yet powerful, exercise allows participants to check 
the assumptions they make about those around them. Suddenly, par-
ticipants can clearly see the unique combination of advantages and 
disadvantages they each face.

Although this exercise is great for raising awareness of our differ-
ent experiences, it does have a few critical drawbacks to watch out 
for.6 For starters, the privilege walk depends on people with under-
privileged identities disclosing their experiences in order to make a 
point for those with more privilege. Though this can be a powerful 
experience, it puts participants with less privilege in the tricky situ-
ation of bearing the weight of the exercise and can create feelings of 
shame for all participants along the privilege spectrum. Therefore, 
facilitating this exercise requires careful navigation to acknowledge 
and then transition those feelings of shame into a call to action. As 
an alternative, participants can answer each of the questions pri-
vately and tally up their score before sharing with the group. That 
way, everyone in the room can do the exercise without having to 
reveal anything that may feel compromising. 

Another exercise known as “Privilege for Sale” is growing in pop-
ularity and provides an additional alternative.7 In this activity, par-
ticipants are split into groups and asked to pick which privileges they 
would choose to buy from a provided list, each with varying prices. 
Each group, however, is given a different amount of “money” to use, 
highlighting the fact that not everyone in life has the same access to 
these privileges. This activity is more collaborative and less individual- 
focused, which can help unify the participants instead of isolating 
them in shameful emotions.

Both exercises have their unique advantages and specific pur-
poses, and you may find one to be more effective than the other 
depending on the situation. The purpose is not to make people who 
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are more or less privileged feel bad or to call out differences between 
colleagues. The purpose is to build awareness that some people have 
a heavier load to carry on their path to success. That understanding is 
crucial if you are to move forward along the continuum. 

Stories of Origin: Time to Dig In
As you learn how little you know—about yourself, and others—you 
may find the need to do some serious self- reflection. You likely have 
a story in which you have personally experienced adversity, exclu-
sion, felt your difference, or perhaps been up close and personal 
with a loved one who has had to wrestle with being more or less 
accepted. You have a story of origin, because you’ve lived through 
a new realization, an aha moment, a lesson learned, or a profound 
life experience, and often those moments are ones of discomfort, 
uncertainty, and loss. 

I mentioned earlier that I was drawn toward diversity and inclu-
sion work when I was in my twenties. But what I didn’t mention 
was that this passion came about only after my childhood dream fell 
through. I was raised in a musical family and always wanted to pursue 
a performing career. I loved singing and I was good at it. Really good. 
I was ecstatic when I moved to New York City to become an opera 
singer and follow my dreams. 

It wasn’t long before my personal identity was wrapped into oper-
atic singing. It was who I was and what I loved. I felt lucky to be so 
sure of my talents and my place in this world. But just when my life’s 
path seemed so clear, things started to go wrong. In the course of 
my training, I injured my voice and needed vocal surgery. Like many 
surgeries, the recovery was long and painful, and I required a lot of 
rest to heal. There were weeks when I wasn’t able to speak at all—not 
even a whisper. And when I finally felt like I was doing better, my 
voice would get injured again and I’d need another surgery. 
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Throughout this time, I was going through a mental and emo-
tional crisis as well as a physical one. What a lot of people don’t real-
ize is that there’s a huge stigma in the industry about vocal surgery. 
Who would want to hire me if I wasn’t reliable? Just like a profes-
sional athlete downplays injuries, I tried to make people believe I 
was healthy and that everything was normal. I was like a swan who 
appeared to be gracefully gliding above the water, but who was pad-
dling hard under the surface just to keep up. More than anything, I 
felt so much shame. The world of performance that had long been 
part of my core identity suddenly made me feel like an outsider. I had 
to work through some heartbreaking implications for my career and 
start to explore who I was outside that world. In the end, my instru-
ment was forever compromised, so I had to tap into a larger sense of 
purpose and find a new direction in my life. 

Although this was one of the most painful things I’ve ever been 
through, it led me to my current career trajectory, which has been 
immensely rewarding. When I interpret the meaning of what hap-
pened to me, I like to say, “I was meant to use my voice, just not as a 
singer.” I’ve shared my story with audiences all over the world, and 
I was initially shocked by how many people can relate to it. So many 
people have come up to me after events to tell me about how some-
thing similar happened to them, but in a totally different way. These 
experiences of fighting through adversity make us who we are, and 
we come out stronger. This strength alone is inspirational to others, 
encouraging them to keep going. 

The experiences that form your stories of origin will reveal them-
selves over time, but if you don’t invite them to the fore and consider 
how you might use them, you aren’t living up to your potential as an 
inclusive leader. The passage of time, with its healing powers and its 
ability to enable you to see your experiences from a safe distance as 
the teachers that they are, is a gift. This wisdom doesn’t just appear; it 
needs to be worked at, pulled out, and examined. It can gain meaning 
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and significance through being articulated, first to yourself, and then 
in a safe space with others. 

As you invite new perspectives like this, it can be a fragile 
time, one in which you need to be careful of judging yourself and 
others. You might fall into the trap of feeling badly about yourself, 
thinking, “What could I possibly share about myself that might be 
helpful to others?” But when you give yourself permission to dive 
deeper into some of the universal human experiences that we all 
share (but don’t typically talk about), you’ll begin to understand 
the parts of your life that can help you better relate to other people. 
It’s critical that you don’t kill storytelling before it begins or apply 
value judgments. 

To help you go beyond the statements in the privilege walk exer-
cise, take a look at the following questions. These may help you in the 
excavation process and can be navigated as part of a team exercise, 
with the help of a friend or mentor, or even solo, as writing prompts: 

 ● What was your life like growing up? Did you experience any 
hardship not shared by some or all of your peers?

 ● When have you felt the sting of exclusion in your life? What 
did that feel like? How did you navigate that? 

 ● Can you share a story that reveals a bias you’ve overcome or 
helped someone else to overcome?

 ● Describe an encounter you’ve had with someone different 
from you (e.g., from a different race, class, gender, sexual ori-
entation, language, geographical location, ability, or religion) 
that influenced you in a positive way. 

 ● Alternatively, describe an encounter you’ve had with someone 
different from you that influenced you in a negative way, and 
consider why. Was it uncomfortable because of assumptions 
or biases that affected the experience in the wrong way? How 
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could the experience have been valuable or positive if you had 
thought or acted differently?

 ● Describe an encounter you’ve had with someone different 
from you that made a difference to them in a positive way. 

At this stage, simply having a grasp of all the threads that make 
up your story is enough. In the next chapter, I’ll start to discuss how 
you might find ways to share your story with others to further inclu-
sion and to ensure others feel less alone. Perhaps you’ll be able to 
inspire others to work on and share their own stories one day. 

Some leaders have a lot of personal experiences to consider when 
they think about inclusion. This would certainly describe Kathy Mar-
tinez, leader of the People with Disabilities Segment at Wells Fargo. 
She shares that she progressed out of the closet over several years 
in a series of roles, from the Bush Administration, to the World 
Institute on Disability, to being a role model as a blind Latina les-
bian professional leading an entire bank’s strategy for the disabilities 
community. 

Anyone who knows Martinez knows she leads with a big heart 
and lots of humor. She jokingly refers to herself as a “triple minority” 
and laughs in recalling her mother’s response to her coming out, 
“‘Oh, my God, why are you choosing this? You’re blind, you’re Latina, 
you’re a woman. Why would you pick this too?’ She thought I was 
trying to compete in the Oppression Olympics or something!”8

When I spoke with Wade Davis, he shared how vulnerable he 
felt as a young, gay football player in the hyper- masculine world of 
sports and thus remained closeted. He was living his dream and his 
nightmare at the same time. “You learned these notions [of shame] 
as a little boy, and you take them on into these other spaces.”9 Today, 
Davis is not only an out LGBTQ+ advisor to the NFL—a position 
where he can directly impact the coaches, owners, and players by 
sharing what would have made the NFL a more welcoming space 
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for someone like him—but he also now identifies most strongly as 
a feminist. He is especially dedicated to getting men to start redefin-
ing ideas of masculinity. 

When you can dig into your past experiences and better under-
stand how they shaped your life, you’ll be in a better position to help 
others through similar challenges. As you uncover how your identi-
ties have been shaped by privilege—or a lack thereof—you not only 
discover your origin stories, but also in what areas and instances 
your life has been easier or, indeed, harder than for others. You begin 
to understand just how unequal the playing field really is. Your eyes 
begin to open to the obstacles you have come up against, as well 
as those others have had to overcome. Armed with your newfound 
knowledge, you may feel embarrassed or even angry on behalf of 
yourself or someone else. You may want to speak up on behalf of a 
certain group or individual, but feel afraid to do so, for fear of saying 
the wrong thing. You may even feel overwhelmed or paralyzed by the 
sheer weight of the truths you uncover—like, for example, the expe-
riences of Nicole Sanchez, a well- respected diversity consultant. In a 
long Twitter thread, she described the gulf between our experiences 
and how they shape our ability to show up fully at work. (As an aside, 
note that her comments include the word Latinx, pronounced “La- 
TEEN- ex.” Latinx denotes Latin American origin or descent, and is a 
gender- neutral alternative to the standard Latino or Latina.)

In the past few years, I’ve been in the position to lead inside companies 

while major events, all with racism at their core, have unfolded in the news. 

From the unrelenting videos of police violence against our Black neighbors, 

to the presence of actual Nazis in our midst, to the Muslim travel ban, to 

the images of Latinx children in detention camps, leading “business as 

usual” is not an option. 

The reality inside most companies is that the people in the lead are not 

the ones most deeply affected. I cannot explain the feeling of walking into 

an office in the midst of these events and being asked with a smile “How 
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was your weekend?” The answer is, “My weekend was a racist hellscape, 

thanks.” And the extra painful part is being around people who have the 

luxury of not paying attention, not fearing for their family’s safety, won-

dering why all the long faces.10

This is an example of how the narrowness of what’s permitted at 
work harms so many, and how entrenched it is not to “see” others, 
even if you don’t share experiences directly. The choice that Sanchez 
is forced to make, between authenticity and bringing her whole self 
to work, or choosing to rise above if she can and return to “business 
as usual,” feels deeply unfair. 

Employees wrestle with all 
sorts of things that are never 
discussed but that steer their 
lives, their engagement, and 

their productivity. 

Employees are wrestling with all sorts of things that are never dis-
cussed but that are steering their lives, their engagement, and their 
productivity. News of a transgender- troops ban in the military, or a 
shooting like the one that happened at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, will spread like wildfire among anyone who identifies as 
LGBTQ+ or is an ally of the LGBTQ+ community; for example, par-
ents of children who are questioning their gender identity or who are 
worried about whether their children will be safe in the world or have 
the same level of opportunity as others will also pay keen attention 
to such stories. Given what social neuroscientists call distance biases, 
however, you may not feel the impact if you aren’t personally affected 
in some way and, therefore, you may devalue the significance of such 
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events.11 It’s also difficult when we hear so many discriminatory stories 
in the news. It can be hard not to emotionally disconnect from it all, 
but doing so is not helpful for driving change. If your compassion or 
anger isn’t activated when you hear of such things in the headlines, try 
thinking about how you would feel if your story of origin were strongly 
tied to the community experiencing hardship. This will help you gain 
the awareness of how personal these events can feel to people.

Even if you still feel like you’re on the outside of these issues 
or believe certain problems don’t pertain to you, you are still being 
impacted. Remember that our individual and collective productiv-
ity at work is bound up with each other’s. Organizations are made 
up of working relationships in which we depend on each other to 
accomplish our work, to innovate, and to generate the next big idea. 
Every day, colleagues may be managing devastating news and mes-
sages that deeply affect their personal stories. If you’ve never experi-
enced what this feels like and then been asked to shine at work, then 
you are extremely fortunate. Simply being aware that other people 
are going through such difficulties is a huge step toward becoming a 
more inclusive leader.

Intersectional Allyship
The concept of intersectionality was originated by Kimberlé Cren-
shaw.12 She talked about it as being the nexus of multiple stigmatized 
identities. If you are a woman of color, for example, you have dual 
stigmatized identities. If you’re a queer woman of color, you have 
triple intersecting stigmatized identities. If you’re a queer woman 
of color with a plus- size body type, you have quadruple stigmatized 
identities. Each one of those identities carries its own implications 
in terms of a person’s practical ability to be openly authentic and to 
be treated equitably. 
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You may discover that you have experienced both disadvantages 
and advantages because of your different intersecting identities. You 
can leverage the more privileged aspects of your identity to better 
support other marginalized groups who don’t have access to the 
same opportunities as you. The Aware stage is all about unearthing 
the unseen advantages you already possess and considering how you 
can and should use them in service of inclusion. 

Let me explain this concept by delving deeper into the LGBTQ+ 
community, which is actually a diverse collection of groups that 
share a history but contain a wide variety of every kind of diversity 
(and some specific challenges when it comes to inclusiveness). To 
illustrate, let’s consider the example of a gay white man. Although 
this man is gay, he has many opportunities of access, comfort, and 
safety when compared to others in the same community who are, 
say, gender nonconforming or people of color. For this reason, he 
can use his male privilege to influence another man’s behavior 
in a positive direction, or he can use the access he has to a male- 
dominated workplace to gain career exposure and visibility for a 
female colleague of color. 

Creative and social entrepreneur Philip Patston is a gay white 
man with a disability who was inspired to enter the field of diversity 
and inclusion. Depending on the context, he recognized that he was 
both oppressed and oppressor:

I realized that, predominantly, political labels are used to discount voices. 

In groups of white, non- disabled straight men, I was just the “gay dis-

abled guy,” but in groups of disabled, lesbian feminists of color, I was the 

oppressive “white guy.” So I was inspired to create a new discourse around 

diversity, based on a new definition of diversity being the synergy of our 

uniqueness and commonality. This creates a more inquisitive response to 

diversity, rather than a fear or disdain of difference or an assumption that 

we’re all the same.13
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Tiffany Dufu, author of Drop the Ball, recently spoke to the respon-
sibility she feels to use her privilege for others, as a woman of color: 

My own responsibility involves being hyperaware of all the identities that 

have afforded me an advantage in our society. For example, I have benefited 

from being middle class, straight, able- bodied, and a size two.14

“Thin privilege,” or the social advantages granted to people based 
on body size,15 functions similarly to other systems of privilege in 
that it grants certain individuals access to certain areas because of 
unearned or inherent characteristics.

Dufu points to an article by Reshma Saujani, the founder and 
CEO of Girls Who Code, as a reminder to be aware of different kinds 
of privilege. In the article, Saujani writes about a series of miscar-
riages she’s had over the years. As she says, “It took me years to start 
talking publicly about my fertility struggles because, being bound 
up as so many women are in the perfection trap for so long, I was 
concerned about what those failed pregnancies said about me.”16 
The pressure she felt was one Dufu hadn’t experienced as a fertile 
woman, and Saujani’s bravery in speaking out allowed Dufu to recog-
nize another form of privilege.

Using myself as an example, I have two stigmatized identities, as 
an LGBTQ+ person and as a woman, but I also have my relatively priv-
ileged identity as a white person, with a socioeconomic background 
and a family stability that has meant more comfort and ease. These 
identities intersect in relevant ways. My ethnicity reflects the major-
ity of senior leadership at most companies, for example, so my goal 
is to be an advocate for colleagues of color who may not be granted 
a similar level of access, or who struggle to be heard fully when they 
are. On the flip side, as a woman and as an LGBTQ+ person, I may, 
on some level, also benefit from male and straight allies helping me 
get into rooms that I can’t get into on my own, to help bolster me, 
protect me, and use their influence and access on my behalf. 
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Every single one of us can be an effective ally to some commu-
nity, regardless of the various intersections of our identities. And, in 
fact, the experience of intersectional impact is a great teacher, as we 
endeavor to grow and empathize. If you have any kind of privilege or 
access, you can use it on behalf of someone who doesn’t. 

Interrupting Bias
As adults, and as aspiring inclusive leaders, we have the great oppor-
tunity to challenge not just our wiring, but how we were raised, what 
we observed in our lifetimes that shaped our beliefs, and what respon-
sibility we have now to those around us. But we need to be aware that 
we were raised with the biases of our parents and our communities, 
and that they became woven into our psyches. As cognitive neuro-
science researchers like to say, if you have a brain, you’re biased. It’s 
universal neurobiology, and nothing personal. (For instance, you 
may notice that you only ever sit next to people who look like you 
in your workplace cafeteria, or you only ever recommend somebody 
for an opportunity if they have a similar educational background as 
you.) Once you understand that we all are biased, you have the cog-
nitive ability to self- correct, and being biased becomes a choice. This 
new awareness, and then the ability to choose different behavior or 
action, is the measure of our character as inclusive leaders. 

Some of these biases may have become more deeply rooted if you 
haven’t seen diverse examples of professionals in a variety of fields. 
Take, for example, the media. The lack of diversity in the media you 
consume may be contributing to your biases by implicitly telling 
you who belongs where and how they’re supposed to function in 
that profession. But the good news is that more and more people 
are noticing who’s missing from the popular culture landscape. We 
are collecting the data, and the disparities are beginning to generate 
some attention.
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And, if you thought the media was lagging behind on diversity, 
corporate America is even worse. In 2017, only sixteen of the For-
tune 500 companies shared detailed employee demographic infor-
mation (very telling, in and of itself). Within senior management 
and executives of those companies (5,089 people), 80 percent 
are men, and 72 percent are white men.17 The Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission reports that from 1985 to 2014, Black 
men in management rose from 3 percent to 3.3 percent.18 Mean-
while, Black women still only constitute 1.5 percent of senior man-
agement in the Fortune 500. Considering that white men make 
up only 42 percent of the labor force, these stats are clearly prob-
lematic.19 When you see very little diversity at the top levels of all 
kinds of companies, it’s hard not to get a picture in your head about 
who belongs there and who doesn’t. In this way, the problem is 
self- perpetuating. 

At this point in the continuum, the goal is not to eliminate bias, 
which is in fact neurobiologically impossible, but to generate aware-
ness. You can learn to correct for bias. You can create new pathways 
to question business as usual. 

A great way to continue working past our biases is to participate 
in unconscious bias training. These programs create aha moments 
for people who are unaware of an issue that is leading to inequities 
in the workplace. It is a popular approach because, when you look 
at your biases, it can be truly shocking, and shock and surprise can 
lead to a shift, a new insight, and new behaviors. It may also lead to 
feelings of guilt and shame, but these feelings shouldn’t hamper your 
journey or put it on hold indefinitely. 

It’s in your power to recognize when your biases and your behav-
iors are not serving you. And sometimes, it’s not you—but that 
doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. By not challenging bias when 
you see it in others, you’re enabling a biased system to continue to 
cause harm.
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Disrupting Bias in the Media

A common blind spot in journalism is the lack of women and 
people of color quoted in reporting. This can be attributed 
to a multitude of factors, such as a biased perception of 
which voices are credible, or an overreliance on established 
networks that fail to include diverse perspectives. Bloomberg 
reporter Ben Bartenstein noticed this tendency in his own 
reporting, saying, “[In 2017], just 13% of sources I quoted 
(62 in total) were women. I was appalled. Here I was thinking 
and talking about diversity on a daily basis, yet my own work 
didn’t hold up to snuff.”20

Following this realization, Bartenstein made a com-
mitment to include a wider variety of sources in 2018. He 
and his colleagues began curating a roster of prominent 
women on their beat from which they could pull quotes, 
and by the end of the year, half of the sources Bartenstein 
quoted were women. Just by making an effort to look for 
more diverse voices, Bartenstein’s team discovered an 
untapped pool of talent that gave them an edge over their 
competitors.

Still, Bartenstein warns against tokenizing diverse voices 
purely for the sake of appearing inclusive: “We didn’t quote 
them because they were women. We quoted them because 
they were the most qualified to answer our questions on a 
given topic, yet somehow got overlooked in the past.” Indeed, 
diverse sourcing goes beyond meeting a quota. Diverse sourc-
ing leads to more interesting and reputable reporting, and 
eventually, should become so ingrained in the process that it 
becomes second nature.
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No Quick Fix 
As you listen and become more aware of the real issues so many are 
facing in your workplace and beyond, you may begin wondering why 
diversity and inclusion continue to be a persistent issue in work-
places and why things haven’t improved. Perhaps you’re even ques-
tioning why you never knew the things you’re learning about through 
actively listening to other people’s stories—or, if you knew them, 
why taking some kind of action wasn’t a priority for you before. You 
may begin to reconsider a lot of things. 

Part of the problem for leaders is that, in the organizational world, 
they like to “solve” things, and quickly. You may be paid to problem- 
solve every day, so it’s not a surprise that you would try to apply this 
lens to what is a complex and multifaceted, multilayered reality that 
needs greater care and a more nuanced approach. Inequities in our 
society and in our workplaces have been built, enabled, and perpetu-
ated over many years. Power tends to protect power. Challenging the 
status quo is, at the least, inconvenient and, at the most, downright 
threatening to others. 

Power tends to protect power. 
Challenging the status quo is,  

at the least, inconvenient  
and, at the most, downright 

threatening to others. 

Anand Giridharadas, author of the bestselling book Winners  
Take All, shares that in business, we tend to look at problems like 
we look at fixing an engine (clear solutions, quickly executed, and 
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then on to the next), instead of problems, which are more like crime 
scenes:

Problems with an engine need to be tweaked. You turn this dial, or that 

dial, and you fix the engine. A crime scene is a different kind of problem. 

You don’t show up at a crime scene and say “You know what? Let’s just 

move forward; what’s done is done.” That’s a preposterous response to a 

crime scene. At a crime scene, the goal of understanding is entirely for the 

larger sake of preventing this outcome in the future. You have to first look 

backwards: 

Who did this?

How did this happen?

Who is the person that did this?

How do we help the person to whom this was done?21

Many organizations treat inclusion as an engine problem, taking 
swift but superficial action. Since organizations are obsessed with 
goals, they may set aggressive hiring or promotion targets, or they 
may commit publicly to a stretch goal like “Gender Parity by 2025” 
and shout it from the proverbial rooftops. What gets measured gets 
done, as the business saying goes. What can possibly go wrong? 

Although hiring goals may be met, for example, what matters 
more long- term is if those who were hired actually stay, and if the 
culture is one in which they believe they can thrive. Peter Drucker’s 
quote, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast,” points out the power 
of culture to support or undo good actions and intentions, and it is 
especially true when it comes to creating an environment that feels 
welcoming for all. If you notice that you don’t have a full pipeline of 
diverse talent to choose from, or that certain people are not stay-
ing, or team members are failing to perform, then you likely have 
an inclusion problem within your company’s culture. If you treat 
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inclusion like a crime scene instead of an engine problem, you’ll be 
able to get to the root of the issue.

GET FEEDBACK: To increase your self- awareness, it’s important 
to seek feedback from others on how you are perceived. The easiest 
thing might be to tell a few of your colleagues that you’re reading 
this book, and one of the exercises is to seek out feedback on your 
inclusiveness. Ask these team members if they think you priori-
tize inclusion in the workplace. Push to have them give you honest 
answers and examples. You may be delightfully surprised or devas-
tated by their answers. Either way, it’s important to know where 
you stand so you can better plan how to move forward. 

Next Steps
You’ve taken a huge step toward inclusive leadership by choosing to 
increase your awareness. We’ve talked about all the different kinds 
of knowledge you’ll need—data, research, and stories—to add to 
your arsenal, and we’ve also talked about some of the emotions that 
arise when we are challenged with our own lack of understanding or 
incompetency. 

There is a danger, particularly as leaders move into manager- 
level and senior roles, that they will become isolated from real- time 
knowledge and from honest conversations, feedback, and support. 
But inclusive leaders constantly listen to and gather feedback from 
those around them. In particular, they know to seek this information 
from those who are very different from themselves, ensuring that 
they are appropriately challenged, and not just in an echo chamber 
of their biggest champions.

At this stage, you should also be thinking seriously about the 
support you want to give others. In offering what you have that’s 
easy to share based on your access or position or the acceptability or 
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status that you have, you can earn the trust of those you seek to help 
and maybe even benefit from their support, further down the road. 
Good will is built this way, brick by brick, and by offering to give first, 
rather than first seeking to receive.

At this stage, it’s great to do a pulse check. As you’re learning 
more, what is making you feel like you want to take action? What 
has captured your mind and your heart? Maybe it’s a particular com-
munity you belong to. Maybe you’re newly committed to overcoming 
biases you only recently realized you had. Maybe you’ve realized you 
want to bring more of your true self to work, both for your own well- 
being and to role model to others what might be possible for them. 
All of these motivations will serve as fuel when you enter the next 
phase of the continuum: Active.

AS YOU WRAP UP THIS CHAPTER, TAKE A MOMENT TO 

REFLECT ON THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:

 ● To stay aware, I must dedicate myself to continuous learn-
ing—as all inclusive leaders do. How will I keep gathering new 
information and exposing myself to new perspectives? 

 ● What will I begin to explore in my own story through coura-
geous self- awareness? 

 ● How will I remain vigilant for biases in everyday interac-
tions? Do I feel comfortable calling them out, both in myself 
and others?
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CHAPTER FOuR

Active

An individual has not started living until he can rise above the narrow 

confines of his individualistic concerns to the broader concerns of all 

humanity.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

Bria Sullivan, a Google software engineer and tech advisor, 
describes the steps she took to make a difference in the tech 

industry. In June of 2018, she shared on Twitter the results of her 
plan, reporting, “Two months ago I made a promise to help ten 
Black adults get jobs in technical roles by the end of the year. As 
of today, three of them have accepted offers, totaling $450,000 in 
compensation!”1

PHASE FOUR

AdvocateUnaware
PHASE ONE

1

2

PHASE TWO

Aware

3

PHASE THREE

Active

4
Inclusive
Leader

Continuum

UNAWARE

 

AWARE ACTIVE ADVOCATE

 

Private // Low Risk  //  Individual Perspective Public // High Risk  // Organizational Perspective

You think diversity is 
compliance-related 
and simply tolerate 
it. It’s someone else’s 
job—not yours.

You are aware that 
you have a role
to play and are 
educating yourself 
about how best to 
move forward.

You have shifted 
your priorities and 
are finding your 
voice as you begin 
to take meaningful 
action in support of 
others. 

You are proactively 
and consistently 
using your privilege 
to the advantage of 
others. You consider 
their issues your 
issues and stand in 
solidarity with them.

ADVOCATE
You are proactively 
and consistently 
using your privilege 
to the advantage of 
others. You consider 
their issues your 
issues and stand in 
solidarity with them.

PHASE FOUR

Advocate4
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Sullivan says she offered these individuals resume reviews, tech-
nical mentorship, mock interviews, and a lot of mental support. 
By tweeting her tangible action plan, Sullivan caught the attention 
of hiring managers in the tech world who were interested in inter-
viewing her mentees who were still looking for a job. Since the tech 
industry is predominantly white, Sullivan ultimately helped bring 
more diversity to numerous companies in the industry. Her work 
made a real difference. She reflected on her ongoing effort to boost 
the careers of a few individuals, saying, “I ultimately hope that other 
people who see this will be inspired to do the same. We don’t always 
need huge solutions that take a while to implement. You can start by 
a few people at a time. Don’t give up on them.”

Activating can also take place on your own behalf. A news story 
went viral in 2016 about how female cabinet members in President 
Obama’s team strategically prepared to be heard.2 They noticed that 
they were being overlooked during discussions, so they joined forces 
and developed a strategy called amplification. When a woman made a 
good point during a meeting, the other women repeated it and gave 
credit to the originator. This method brought attention to the wom-
en’s contributions and prevented the men from taking credit for an idea 
that wasn’t theirs—something that happens with surprising frequency 
in the workplace when certain voices are more dominant than others. 

It may be tempting to give in to feelings of powerlessness when 
you acknowledge the sheer magnitude of effort required to move the 
needle, but as these stories demonstrate, gestures don’t need to be 
grand to make a difference. It’s easy to underestimate the power of 
small commitments enacted by single individuals when it comes to 
challenging systems. 

My intent in sharing these stories is also to provide a wake- up 
call to the hard work being done by a few. Why should those who are 
being discriminated against be alone in their efforts to fix the situa-
tion, when there are many hands available to assist? 
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In the Aware stage of the Inclusive Leader Continuum discussed 
in the last chapter, you worked hard to learn and gain exposure to 
new stories you’d perhaps never considered before; in the Active 
stage, you have the opportunity to act on that knowledge. This choice 
is a big threshold, because it’s the do- or- die moment for anyone who 
aspires to be considered an inclusive leader. It is the moment when 
you sign up to do more than is expected and to assume a new level of 
responsibility.

Marshall Goldsmith’s book title rings true here: What Got You 
Here Won’t Get You There.3 Activation is about choosing a new road as 
well as leaving behind some unproductive behaviors that prevented 
you from taking action in the past. No matter who you are, you have 
the opportunity to help steer how change happens, to whom, and 
with whom. This chapter will help you develop your point of view 
on what needs to be challenged—in yourself, and in your organiza-
tion—and how to challenge people and systems effectively.

In this stage, you’re moving past feeling overwhelmed by the new 
knowledge you’re accumulating so you can tackle the next challenge, 
which comes with its own obstacles. For example, in taking action, 
what if you do or say the wrong thing? What if you break trust instead 
of building it? These are all learnings and calibrations that will serve 
to strengthen you as an inclusive leader. At this stage, the resilience 
you develop is irreplaceable. It might be both nerve- wracking and 
exhilarating for you at the same time. 

Where to Start?
The tricky thing about action is that you won’t always get instant 
gratification. Leaders love short cuts and quick fixes. So much busi-
ness jargon proves how obsessed we can be with “key takeaways” and 
“next steps.” But action doesn’t always work like that. Even if you’re 
actively trying to drive change, you have to be patient rather than 
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get discouraged. The same is true for people who want to progress 
quickly through the different stages in this book.

The tricky thing about action 
is that you won’t always 
get instant gratification. 

No magic amount of time is spent at each step of the continuum, 
and this is perhaps never truer than at the Active stage. Using your 
voice and your platform to act effectively, with the desired impact, 
is a skill that you need to develop over time. Your personal journey 
toward becoming a more inclusive leader can span many years and 
involve difficult work. When you read leadership books, you don’t 
expect to be transformed in a moment into someone who is immedi-
ately more skilled. That’s why it’s critical to be patient with yourself 
as you begin to activate.

This stage can feel overwhelming, but exciting too. What should 
you do first? Where should you activate, with whom, and for whom? 
The way you activate will be unique to you. Because you have a lot of 
choices, it’s perhaps most important to consider where you are most 
comfortable and energized. 

At first, you might find it easier to follow someone else’s lead. 
Change cannot happen with a small number of hands doing the 
majority of the work. If you sense somebody must be exhausted 
from pushing the boulder uphill, consider how to chip in to give 
them a well- deserved break. Perhaps you can commit to learning 
as much as you can in your company’s Employee Resource Groups 
(ERGs) or Business Resource Groups (BRGs), if they exist, about 
where your voice or your hands are needed most. This may help you 
understand a practical starting point for stepping up on behalf of 
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others with whom you don’t share an identity. For example, you 
don’t have to identify as LGBTQ+ to help organize a PRIDE event 
at your organization.

The book Lean In has become a classic for many reasons.4 Its core 
concept is to encourage women to engage in the same proactive way 
that male colleagues do in advocating for their career advancement. 
The challenge with this, though, was immediately clear. Women are 
already fighting an uphill battle when it comes to being welcomed, 
valued, respected, and heard in the workplace (and elsewhere). Per-
haps in addition to women—and other underrepresented groups—
leaning in, men need to lean back, making some additional room for 
women and meeting them halfway. A push and a pull, if you will. 
If seen through this lens, it’s clearly a mutual commitment that’s 
needed. A responsibility comes with this challenge to women, to show 
up differently, and it’s a challenge to men to prepare the ground. It 
is paramount that anyone taking the risk to push more is not met 
with resistance. Sometimes it’s as simple as opening a window in the 
conversation for someone else. 

The ManBassador Bingo Card (see Figure 4.1) is a funny adapta-
tion of a helpful graphic called the Tech Diversity Bingo Card.5 The 
3% Conference, an annual event to champion creative female talent 
and leadership, created this version to outline helpful behaviors 
male leaders in the creative industry can model to make room for 
their overlooked coworkers. For example, male inclusive leaders can 
center female coworkers by doing some of the following:

 ● Giving women the floor during discussions and not interrupt-
ing them when they’re speaking

 ● Inviting women to sit at the table during conferences, instead 
of on the sidelines

 ● Amplifying female voices in meetings and on social media if 
they’re not getting the recognition that they deserve
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g 
CONFERENCER 

I speak at/attend only 
conferences with at least 

20% female speakers. 

CHAMPION 
I openly recognize 

& reward employees 
for diversity activism. 

,,, 
WATCHDOG 

I hold executives 
accountable for diverse 
recruitment/retention. 

,, 
LINGUIST 

I chose gender-friendly 
language for our 

website + recruitment 
materials. 

fl 
BOOKWORM 

I read up on implicit 
bias and stereotype 

threat. 

Learn more at 

ACCOUNTANT 
I review salaries by 

gender and diversity 
and correct inequities. 

... .,, • 
PLUMBER 

I fix a leaky pipeline by 
monitoring the # of 

women leaving 
my agency. 

,,, -n
,y,

SPOTLIGHT SHARER 
I ensure my agency 
enters work from 

women in award shows. 

� 

LISTENER 
I give women the floor 

and don't interrupt 
when they're speaking. 

<fl� 
MEGAPHONE 
I amplify female 

voices in meetings 
and on social media. 

l'1 
PHOTOGRAPHER 

I call out sexist 
• • •imagery 1n campaigns 

at my agency. 

...... ·--
SPONSOR 

I identify rising female 
talent + open doors for 
deserving candidates. 

MANBASSADOR 
I support women 
through both my 

words and actions. 

TABLEMATE 
I invite women to sit at 
the conference room 

table, not on the 
sidelines. 

1t 
ADVOCATE 

I encourage fellow 
persons of privilege to 
become active allies. 

@) 
GLOBETROTIER 

I take my vacation + 
encourage downtime 

for my employees. 

11 •• 
TRACKER 

My agency tracks 
promotions and layoffs 

of women vs men. 

REVIEWER 
I tie performance 

reviews to making 
diversity gains. 

-» 
TOPDOG 

I speak up about the 
# of women on the 

board of my 
holding company. 

••• 
MENTOR 

I mentor young women, 
no matter if others make 

suggestive jokes. 

t, 
BABYSITIER 

I support access to 
childcare for my 

employees. 

'-
WORDSMITH 

I amend our creative 
brief to include a 

commitment to respectful 
depictions of women. 

=-1111\ 
REFEREE 

I discipline or fire 
employees who 
abuse privilege. 

0 
PROTECTOR 

I speak up when I 
see discrimination 

or exclusion. 

0 
JOINER 

I am part of the 
3% community's 

Facebook, Twitter, 
or Linkedln groups. 

Original BINGO card by Karen Catlin & Cate Huston; design by Kathryn Rotondo. Adapted for 3% Conference by Jenny Bergman. 

Figure 4.1. The ManBassador Bingo Card

Although some champions of inclusion would argue that compa-
nies should be far beyond needing this type of resource, I know—
from my company’s many consulting engagements—that many are 
not. I will say, however, that this bingo card should be modified and 
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utilized by more than just men for women. Many of these concepts 
apply to multiple underrepresented or marginalized groups. The 
heart of the message is about actively supporting colleagues who 
haven’t been afforded the same level of equity in the workplace, and 
that’s a major takeaway at this stage in your journey.  

Further, the small actions suggested on the card are simple things 
that anyone can do. If you haven’t been very active in supporting 
diversity and inclusion at your organization, these steps are perfect 
for becoming active. In fact, if you can ultimately make these actions 
part of your new normal, you’ll be miles down the road toward your 
journey of becoming an inclusive leader.

Over time, as you find your confidence growing, you’ll find your 
actions become more visible and less hidden behind closed doors. You 
might even gear your actions to be noticed—like those of the 20,000 
Google employees and contractors who took a calculated risk by walk-
ing out of the company’s offices around the world, one week after the 
New York Times reported that Google had protected three executives 
accused of sexual misconduct.6 Their collective action worked. In the 
immediate aftermath, Google eliminated forced arbitration in cases 
of sexual harassment and committed to more transparency in sexual 
harassment reporting. Of course, this result doesn’t totally solve the 
issue, but employees’ actions can force much- needed progress.

Mentoring and Sponsoring
Mentoring has always been a powerful tool for professional devel-
opment and career advancement, especially when mentors go the 
extra mile to help mentees. The all- star mentors who put their own 
professional or social capital on the line for another person are often 
called sponsors. They advocate for their sponsees and talk them up 
when they are in the room and, more importantly, when they are not 
in the room. This kind of support is invaluable for some to get ahead. 
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However, this typically informal workplace system, like so many 
others, is ripe with unfairness; most mentor/sponsor relationships 
involve people who share the same identity, for instance.

If I were to ask you whom you mentor and whom you sponsor, 
would they look like you? When I ask senior leaders about their men-
tees, and those they sponsor intentionally, I often see male leaders 
with a majority of male mentees. This happens because those who 
have the confidence to ask for the support of an executive tend to 
hail from certain groups—those in the majority, who are well repre-
sented at the executive level—and not from others. Women, people 
of color, and other minorities who have historically been left out 
of the inner workings of an organization are also left out of these 
important relationships that could potentially help them advance.

Research has shown that building more intentional mentoring 
and sponsoring relationships, not just for women, but for all col-
leagues whose identity puts them outside the inner workings of an 
organization, has the most impact on improving representation chal-
lenges.7 Sponsorship in particular creates the single biggest differ-
ence in the advancement of underrepresented talent.8

At this stage of your inclusive leader journey, you are ready to 
take greater actions, and mentoring/sponsoring is an excellent way 
to make an impact. Examine your mentee cohort and adjust accord-
ingly if you currently only make time for those most similar to you. 
Examine your mentors and sponsors with the same lens. Be proactive 
in reaching out to less tenured colleagues from different backgrounds 
to let them know you are happy to provide advice and support. Don’t 
assume they would feel comfortable coming to you without this 
invitation.

To take this a step further, encourage your company to formalize a 
mentorship/sponsorship program if you don’t already have one. This 
will activate more people to help others, which will make it easier to 
have an impact on more employees who are underrepresented in the 
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top rungs of the career ladder. But remember, the key is to prioritize 
mentor/mentee pairs that don’t share the same demographics.

The reciprocal learning that can happen as a result of these mento-
ring relationships should not be underestimated. In other words, they 
don’t only have to go one way. One creative mentoring scheme I’ve 
written about in a whitepaper featuring the Bank of New York Mellon 
is their Reverse Mentoring program, which includes pairs of executive 
mentees and Millennial mentors working for a year together on learn-
ing from each other.9 You might assume this kind of mentoring of 
executives has to do with gaining more digital acumen from their Mil-
lennial leaders, but the conversations are much broader, touching on 
everything from how career pathing works in the company to younger 
talent’s recommendations on emerging customer groups and ways to 
demonstrate company and social values more publicly. The program 
has spun off many new pairings and resulted in improved retention 
of the Millennial mentors and increased engagement from executive 
mentees as well. 

Even if your company doesn’t have a formal program—and most 
don’t, yet—how can you construct a similar support network for 
your learning? It can be as simple as whom you surround yourself 
with, whose stories you read or listen to, and which circles you join. 

The topic of how we support and mentor each other in a respect-
ful way has become especially acute in the context of the #MeToo 
movement, which has shed light on damaging leadership behaviors 
and unfair workplace practices. Some research shows men are becom-
ing more cautious in having the honest coaching conversations that 
women (and other diverse talent) so desperately need but haven’t 
been able to have, historically.10  

Instead of retreating in fear of mentoring colleagues who are 
more vulnerable than you, take special consideration of where and 
when mentoring occurs. Mentoring often occurs in casual conver-
sations or informal social settings, after work or on weekends. An 
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inclusive leader considers where a mentee might feel not only more 
comfortable, but also what time of day feels like the right profes-
sional setting for these important conversations. Do your mentoring 
in public places, and whatever you do, do it across the board. The 
need for safety is a universal one. When you are the one with the 
power, you have a responsibility to think three steps ahead for the 
comfort of others, regardless of your own identity. 

When you are the one with the 
power, you have a responsibility 

to think three steps ahead for the 
comfort of others, regardless of 

your own identity. 

Lastly, becoming a mentor or sponsor is something that great 
leaders are doing already. Offering guidance and advice to less- 
tenured colleagues should not be extra work; it comes with the ter-
ritory of being a effective leader. But to be an inclusive leader, you 
might need to think differently about how you offer support, and 
to whom.     

Becoming the Storyteller: More Voices

Every way that you can notice your own victimization or the ways 

you’ve been marginalized, you can access the feelings other people might 

be having. Everybody has an experience of exclusion. Maybe it’s not 

around a group identity; maybe it’s just an individual experience, but 

there’s power in recalling that and extrapolating it.

—VERNĀ MYERS
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Stories are one of the most effective ways to educate and create the 
all- important aha moments that remain in people’s minds. When told 
skillfully, they build a sense of connection between you and others 
and inspire people into action to bring about change, which is why 
they are particularly important for inclusive leaders. You may have 
often found yourself in the audience witnessing expert storytellers 
or hearing vulnerable shares by those who felt like they didn’t belong. 
Which stories tugged on your heartstrings? You might remember 
your biases being interrupted by a surprising twist in someone’s 
story that stopped you in your tracks. That’s because effective stories 
often create cognitive dissonance for the listener; a personal belief 
is challenged by another viewpoint, which causes discomfort.  

I take advantage of cognitive dissonance when I walk on stage as a 
diversity expert and also as a white woman whose sexual orientation 
is often inferred as straight. The truth never fails to surprise my audi-
ences and is an opportunity for me to share my “why” more fully with 
some pivotal stories that drove me to do the work I do. For instance, 
if someone asks me what was (and is) my motivation for entering the 
diversity and inclusion space, I answer that I wanted to support more 
inclusive workplaces, because I know firsthand the pain of exclusion 
at work and all the potential that was thwarted in my professional 
path as a result of these dynamics. Some of this was imposed on me 
from a world steeped in bias and negative stereotypes about female 
leaders, of course, but some of it was also about my own limiting 
beliefs, inherited through messaging about my worth and my poten-
tial. I decided that I didn’t want this toxic combination to continue to 
derail me or other talent from what we could achieve. 

When you can identify the cognitive dissonance in your own  story— 
a writer who has dyslexia; a former inmate turned youth advocate; a 
CEO who never finished high school—sharing it with others can help 
them overcome their own biases. When you can challenge people’s 
biases by sharing your story, you’re taking important action. Sharing 
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your story around inclusion requires a certain willingness to expose 
some of the lessons you’ve learned on your journey—especially if you 
had to learn them the hard way—as well as your personal aha moments. 
Comfort with vulnerability is especially critical in showing your true 
self. It might feel risky or uncomfortable, particularly as you strive to 
present a strong face of certainty to your organization. But showing 
vulnerability does not, in fact, detract from a leader’s capacity to inspire 
people; rather, it augments it. 

Showing vulnerability  
does not detract from a leader’s 

capacity to inspire people;  
rather, it augments it. 

Dr. Brené Brown’s classic 2010 TED talk on vulnerability has 
approximately 36 million views and counting. It has become partic-
ularly popular in workplaces around the world as a leadership tool.11 
No one is perfect, yet it’s become a norm in business to try to appear 
flawless, like we always have the answers. Not only is it a lot of work 
to maintain this image, it’s also unrealistic and inauthentic. Leaders 
who show some vulnerability relate better with their colleagues and 
reports, coming across as more likeable. As vulnerability in the work-
place is now becoming more widely practiced, now is the perfect time 
to share your personal story. 

It used to feel risky for me to come out as LGBTQ+ over and over 
again—especially on stages in front of thousands of people. I contin-
ued to do it, however, and put aside my mood that day, or my sense 
of safety in that particular moment. Perhaps I was in front of an 
audience that I suspected wasn’t going to appreciate that part of my 
identity, or I was speaking in a part of the world where, not only is a 
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woman- expert anathema to the local culture, but certain sexual ori-
entations are also literally criminalized.12 But as I learned to activate 
myself, and practice authenticity in the moment, I grew comfortable 
with discomfort.

I became more confident in talking about my vulnerability, because 
I knew others would take my storytelling as a signal that I could see 
and hear and understand them, perhaps shifting something in their 
perception of themselves, or each other. I drew comfort from the 
thought that those audience members might, in my example, find the 
courage to share their own stories.

Tapping into Your “Why”
Your “why” begins to clarify at this point. By this I mean, why did 
you pick up this book and desire to be an inclusive leader in the first 
place? Given that the continuum and all the stages come with a lot 
of effort and commitment on your part, what in your own jour-
ney motivates you to remain committed to progress and your own 
growth? There is fodder in each of our experiences, and inclusive 
leaders mine their histories for instances small and large that illus-
trate compassion or hardships. Perhaps we tell stories about a loved 
one, or a valued colleague, whose journey made an impression on us. 

In mining my own background, I never thought anyone would res-
onate with the story I mentioned earlier, of losing my voice during 
intense training as an opera singer and the hard journey of recovery. 
As I crafted that story into my first TEDx talk, I struggled with how to 
move through remembering and painting a picture for my audience of 
that very dark time into a larger conversation about why it might have 
happened. What began as a “Why me?” moment ultimately clarified 
my understanding of what I’m here to do. Life was redirecting me to 
use my voice—not as a singer, but to support others to find their voices 
and gain confidence in using them for the common goal of inclusion. 
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In our explorations as storytellers we should believe that every-
thing (good, bad, and in between) happens for a reason and that part 
of our leadership journey is to excavate this meaning. Meaning might 
seem out of reach at first, but eventually it tends to materialize. But 
it will not do so without constant invitation. 

Sharing personal stories is helpful for both readers and listen-
ers. My personal story has taken on a different meaning for me over 
many years of telling it in keynotes all over the world. In processing it 
on stage and with the generous listening of audiences, I have healed 
from the devastation of walking away from my operatic dreams and 
have come to understand why things happened the way they did. The 
ways audiences have interpreted this story, as a metaphor for losing 
anything we value and fighting to turn adversity into strength, has 
turned out to be something that many can relate to.

If you are ready to investigate the structure of your story, I recom-
mend the advice of Erin Weed, founder of Evoso and one of the most 
talented TEDx speaker coaches I know, about the arc of effective sto-
ries, which is Story, Truth, and Universal Truth:

STORY

 ● What occurred? 

 ● What action was taken? 

 ● How did you change? What did you do differently? 

 ● What changed as a result?

TRUTH

 ● What did you take from the learning? 

 ● What has been the result over time?

 ● How do you know it was important or significant? 

 ● What ultimate lesson did you take away? 
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UNIVERSAL TRUTH

 ● What can the audience take from your story? 

 ● What can be learned or applied? 

 ● What do you hope for, for others? 

Universal truths can be many things, and as I indicated, they 
emerge over time, often with the help of your listeners or audiences. 
You can decide that you think you know the universal truth of a 
story, but conversations with various listeners can open your eyes to 
many new interpretations. Perhaps that conversation will shift how 
you tell the story and how you share it in the future.

Centering Underrepresented Storytellers
When talking about the power of stories, we can’t ignore the way most 
people consume stories—through published media. To hear more 
diverse stories, we must seek out, support, and center different voices. 

For example, when you think of industry experts, do they tend 
to be of a certain gender or ethnicity? In many fields, white men are 
overrepresented when it comes to publishing books, speaking at con-
ferences, and being interviewed or cited in publications. What mes-
sage do you think this may be sending to leaders who don’t share 
the same identity? The impact of a lack of diverse storytellers is that 
underrepresented voices don’t see themselves at the top and there-
fore feel their viewpoints aren’t going to be valued in those circles. 
An inclusive leader can challenge all of this in concrete ways. 

How many books have you read recently that were written by 
women, people of color, or other minority demographics? There are 
plenty of diverse authors to choose from. And you don’t just want to 
read these books—you want to talk them up and share stories from 
them. These are simple ways you can be active about inclusion. Quote 
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more less- quoted sources and their wisdom. Indicate that you value 
their point of view. 

On the other side of the equation, you might have the oppor-
tunity to interrupt the status quo by sharing your own story. Your 
story is powerful, in its own right, but it can’t work its magic if you 
never tell it. I’ve always loved the quote by Shirley Chisolm, the first 
African American woman elected to the US Congress: “If they don’t 
give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.”13 You get to decide, 
at this stage, what you want to share, what feels important to voice, 
and what you believe may help shift others’ perceptions or beliefs.

If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.

— SHIRLEY CHISOLM, the first African American  

woman elected to the US Congress

I am often one of the few women speakers on keynote stages and 
one of extremely few LGBTQ+ speakers. I take note of the diversity 
represented on stage among my fellow speakers. A main reason for 
the frequent uniformity of speakers is that those making decisions 
about who gets the platform aren’t knowledgeable about, or don’t pri-
oritize, the need to center stories and storytellers from different com-
munities. I hear resistance to “quotas” or chafing at the idea that more 
diverse speakers are needed, and most of all, I hear that diverse voices 
can’t be located. To combat this resistance, some of my fellow speak-
ers have stepped up. Some of the most impressive actions I have wit-
nessed have come from speakers who have chosen to delegate their 
“seat” to others who could add unique perspectives, suggesting a wide 
array of available female speakers, say, in the tech ecosystem.14 

An inclusive leader tackles the issue of representational diversity 
at every opportunity, including by monitoring voices in their everyday 
lives. They show up honestly and transparently and notice who else is 
in the room and who else’s voice may not be being heard. They know 
when to nominate others, when to step aside, and also, given the right 
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circumstances, when to step forward and show leadership courage 
through storytelling, themselves. There is no one right answer, and it 
is a judgment call; the goal for an inclusive leader at this stage is to be 
sensitive to these dynamics in the first place. 

GET FEEDBACK: At this stage in the journey, you’ve been taking 
some concrete actions, and it’s important to get feedback on your 
work. Circle back with colleagues who have seen your efforts to sup-
port diversity and inclusion and ask how those efforts have come 
across. Have you been helpful? Is there anything you could do differ-
ently next time? Getting this feedback is important for understand-
ing whether you’re using your voice effectively. At this point, it’s also 
smart to connect with colleagues who are a little further along on the 
Inclusive Leader Continuum so they can share their wisdom with you.  

Next Steps
In this chapter, I defined what it means to be active as an inclusive 
leader: begin to act from your knowledge, ask for feedback and adjust 
your actions, look for additional ways to engage, and use your voice 
more publicly in the process. I talked about the role of storytelling 
and how to find the balance between centering the unheard stories of 
others, and stepping up and being vulnerable, yourself. 

AS YOU LOOK TO MOVE FROM BEING ACTIVE TO BEING AN 
ADVOCATE—THE NEXT STEP OF THE INCLUSIVE LEADER 
CONTINUUM—ASK YOURSELF THESE QUESTIONS TO HELP 
DURING THIS TRANSITION:

 ● Who am I giving support to as I activate? 

 ● How might I support others who need my voice? 

 ● Can I activate for a different community or identity in need 
of allies?
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For the rest of your journey as an inclusive leader, you will always 
be activating. You will constantly need to learn new information, tell 
new stories, seek feedback, adjust your approach, and support differ-
ent communities. That means that you will revisit this stage often, 
even as you progress further as a leader. In the next chapter, we’ll 
discuss how you can focus your activation efforts toward a particular 
group or purpose and therefore disrupt the status quo as an advocate.

As you’re learning how to prioritize inclusion, remember to stay 
open and adjust your approach, whenever necessary. Stay focused on 
moving forward, but don’t become impatient if the pace of change 
isn’t as fast as you’d hoped. Inclusive leadership can be uncomfort-
able, like learning a new language, and progress does not always 
mean perfection.
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CHAPTER FIvE

Advocate

You do not have to be me in order for us to fight alongside each other. I do 

not have to be you to recognize that our wars are the same. What we must 

do is commit ourselves to some future that can include each other and to 

work towards that future with the particular strengths of our own indi-

vidual identities.

—AUDRE LORDE

R ichard Jeanneret, the Americas Vice Chair and Managing Part-
ner for the Northeast Region of EY, has made the journey 

from Unaware to Advocate with the help of his son, Henry, who 
came out as transgender in his senior year of high school. “As we 
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experienced resistance from certain family members, I started to 
have that sort of epiphany moment—for the first time in my life 
as a heterosexual white male, [I felt] excluded. [I realized that] this 
must be on a very small scale [compared to] what LGBT people 
feel,” said Jeanneret. When Henry came out as transgender, he 
wasn’t allowed to use the boys’ locker room or play on any of the 
boys’ sports teams at his school. Henry says all of these things 
made him feel excluded, which fueled his motivation to advocate 
for transgender people. “I can’t not be out because I need to advo-
cate for myself and the countless other people like me who need 
their basic rights.” 

As Jeanneret saw his son go through such a challenging ordeal, 
his experience deeply affected how he viewed workplace equality 
issues. “As a leader, I moved from being inclusive to being more 
compassionate,” said Jeanneret. “We could work with our LGBT 
group (at EY) not just as an affinity group, but as a real sponsor for 
our business; empowered to make a bigger impact for the business.” 
Since then, he says he jumped in when it came to getting his senior 
colleagues at EY to understand how amending the civil rights legis-
lation to protect LGBTQ+ professionals in the workforce was good 
for business.1 When he had EY’s support, he leveraged the power of 
this large firm to help ensure his voice was heard on a national level, 
speaking on Capitol Hill.2 

Jeanneret is an example of a business leader turned power-
ful advocate. His level at EY helped him make real change, but this 
would not have been possible without his exposure to an advocate 
role model: his son. “The courage that he has shown . . . I can at least 
do these little things.”3 

This shows that you don’t need senior- level status to spark change. 
As human beings, we are inspired by fearlessly authentic individuals 
of any age or professional level.  
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Ready for More
If you were in Jeanneret’s situation and followed the same path, 
you would likely find yourself at the Advocate stage of the Inclu-
sive Leader Continuum. Advocates are not only active in supporting 
others, they also interrogate norms and ask inconvenient questions, 
all with the goal of leveling the playing field at work and in life in gen-
eral. This takes perseverance, bravery, and willpower. If you do this 
well, you can speed the path of many who are exhausting themselves 
in a system not built by them or for them. Advocates have the oppor-
tunity to ultimately reverse these dynamics, even if that’s through 
one courageous action at a time. 

Advocates know that many hands make lighter work, so they 
are strategic with how they make change happen and who needs to 
be involved. They spend time thinking about how to marshal com-
mitment, build community, engage those in power and, in general, 
work smarter—not harder. They know that one- on- one work needs 
to be supported by institutional change, and they think about all the 
steps necessary to tackle this complex shift without overrelying on 
those already struggling to be heard. All of this takes the Active work 
described in the last chapter to the next level.

In a 2015 article for The Guardian about a rally in Harlem fol-
lowing the church shooting in Charleston, South Carolina, Features 
writer Rose Hackman captured the comments of Feminista Jones, a 
36-year- old social worker and writer, who shouted into a bullhorn, 
“It’s not about being on the outside and saying ‘Yes, I support you!’ 
It’s about, ‘Not only do I support you, but I am here with you. I am 
rolling up my sleeves. What do I need to do?’”4 This is the energy 
that’s needed at the Advocate stage. Michael Skolnik, civil rights 
activist and cofounder of The Soze Agency, affirms the importance of 
this mindset for advocacy: “[Instead of saying] ‘You go first; I’ll help 
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you with your work,’ we can say, ‘Let’s both go together.’”5 Standing 
in solidarity with someone who may not benefit from the dominant 
systems that perpetuate inequality means looking critically at those 
systems, even if you are an “insider” who benefits from them. 

Working alongside people in this way creates a reinvigorated 
sense of energy and accountability. I define an Advocate mindset as 
asserting, “I will identify systemic inequities in whichever organiza-
tion I’m in, and if I can use my power and privilege to make lasting, 
sustainable change, then I’m going to do that.” That is not to say that 
you can’t engage if you don’t believe you can make a difference; part 
of what matters is that you tried in the first place to do what is often 
the harder thing. Others will then have the benefit of having some-
thing to build on as a baseline.  

At the same time, this does not mean you should make yourself 
the center of attention by taking over completely. A rallying cry for 
the disability rights movement gets this sentiment across: “Nothing 
about us without us.”6 In discussions pertaining to certain groups, 
seek out and listen to their perspectives first and learn where they 
need the most support, since it is their experience of exclusion that 
you’re working to mitigate. 

At the Advocate stage, you begin to question underlying facts, 
practices, and assumptions that perpetuate inequality. At this stage, 
inclusive leaders not only continue to support others one- on- one 
behind the scenes, but they also invite themselves into larger con-
versations that have the potential to create change of a different 
magnitude. This readiness and willingness to go bigger is a hallmark 
of the Advocate stage. As inclusive leaders travel the stages of the 
continuum gathering knowledge and applying new behaviors, many 
first activate in private settings—safe places where they can begin 
to experiment and find their voice. It’s imperative for every inclusive 
leader to take that time to get feedback, calibrate, and ready them-
selves for a bigger role in the conversation, and perhaps in more 
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public conversations, which they can then step into as advocates. 
That practice is the training, if you like, before the big match. 

Advocates can be thought of as version 2.0 of the Active stage. 
Being an advocate requires you to use all of the tools available to you 
in order to tackle persistent issues that prevent others from thriving. 

Here are some signs that you have arrived at the Advocate stage 
of the continuum:

 ● You think the status quo is intolerable and are unafraid to 
ask “why?”

 ● You are vigilant and educated enough to notice when col-
leagues are not feeling valued.

 ● You are unafraid to have difficult conversations or challenge 
the beliefs and behaviors of others, but you are mindful of 
how to do this in a way that maintains trust. 

 ● In taking action, you’ve learned through trial and error what 
resonates.

 ● You proactively seek feedback (and are not just open to it, but 
accept and respond to it—taking full responsibility for your 
words, actions, and impact).

 ● You commit time, resources, and any capital that you can access 
(professional, personal, social, etc.). 

 ● You don’t care about the limelight; some of your work hap-
pens privately and remains unheralded.

A Systems Lens
As an advocate, your work becomes about questioning protocols 
that organizations have built that perpetuate an unequal playing 
field. This systems approach is perhaps even more critical than one- 
off solutions like a single mentoring conversation in that it means 
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addressing a root cause that could totally negate the need to address 
symptoms one by one. Being an advocate is an opportunity to move 
from the superficial, Band- Aid approach to something deeper that 
gets to the heart of the issue and has the potential to improve the 
experiences of many.

Being an advocate is an 
opportunity to move from the 
superficial, Band- Aid approach 
to something deeper that gets 
to the heart of the issue and 

has the potential to improve the 
experiences of many.

Most processes that companies follow perpetuate bias because 
they’ve never been critically examined under a systems lens. Those 
who can do something about it are either unaware there’s a problem, 
in denial that inequities exists, or throwing their hands up about the 
supposed complexity of fixing the problem. The gaps you see today 
are a result of many systemic failures that haven’t been openly chal-
lenged and addressed, as well as individual behaviors that perpetuate 
biased outcomes. Your organization’s leadership may suspect a larger 
and problematic trend is afoot, but that means little unless they are 
actively working to correct it. 

It may seem like systems managed by people are basically unfix-
able because of the entrenched reality of bias. But advocates see the 
whole picture, interrupting the status quo regardless, because they 
accept the challenge of ensuring their organization doesn’t continue 
to allow a harmful cycle to perpetuate. They affect what they can. 
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Advocates need to be mindful of strategically aligning their efforts, 
managing more stakeholders and audiences, and cozying up to the 
power structure (or perhaps they are in the power structure due to 
their organizational role). If you are the power structure, even better. 
CEOs, for example, can make one big commitment as an advocate 
that both addresses disparities and shifts the systems behind those 
disparities. 

In 2015, Salesforce conducted an investigation into possible 
unequal pay practices within their company. In a 2018 60 Minutes 
interview, the CEO, Marc Benioff, described how he was in denial 
about the preponderance of pay inequity at Salesforce when their 
chief of personnel, Cindy Robbins, first raised the issue. “I said, 
‘That’s not possible here because we have a great culture. We’re a ‘best 
place to work.’”7 Like many executives, Benioff wanted to see himself, 
and his leadership, in the best light. 

But the hard numbers painted a different picture. Benioff says 
they soon found evidence of a gender pay gap everywhere: “It was 
through the whole company, every department, every division, every 
geography.” The audit was a wake- up call for Benioff, and he imme-
diately began making sweeping changes to address this inequality. 
He increased pay for women who were earning less than men for the 
same work, which cost Salesforce $3 million.8 He also instituted a 
new general practice rule: he wouldn’t hold a meeting unless 30 per-
cent of the participants were women. You can see how this kind of 
policy would quickly draw attention to roles and teams where women 
were underrepresented. 

Benioff’s reckoning with serious systemic issues within his own 
company is a perfect example of high- profile advocate work. He was 
made aware of an issue and created solutions that addressed it, even at 
a substantial cost to the company. And, equally importantly, he shared 
his company’s imperfections publicly so others could witness the facts, 
his response, and the solutions implemented. He set a new bar.
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Sustainable Advocate- level work requires consistency and vigi-
lance. A second audit a year later showed that the gender pay gap had 
widened again, as Salesforce had acquired dozens of smaller firms 
that brought with them their unfair pay practices.9 To address this, 
once again, Benioff equalized salary differences, spending another 
$3 million.10 

Since then, Salesforce has committed to conducting regular 
equal- pay assessments. As Benioff acknowledges, “We’re going to 
have to do this continuously. This is a constant cadence.” He hits the 
nail on the head in describing effective Advocate work: one grand 
gesture may be just the start, with many more needed. Inclusive 
leaders at this level constantly reevaluate established systems to 
identify possible areas of improvement. With each audit, Salesforce 
identifies new factors to consider and fixes the points of failure—
not just to solve that one particular instance, but so the problem 
itself disappears. 

Most recently in 2018, Salesforce spent another $2.7 million 
on closing pay gaps to adjust the salaries of 6 percent of its global 
30,000-person workforce, as reported by Inc.11 This salary adjust-
ment also addressed a pay gap in race in the US that was uncovered 
by the audit. Salesforce may consider additional strategies, because 
their annual assessments show the wage gap tends to reappear with-
out constant scrutiny. However, the percentage of employees who 
needed adjustments decreased 45 percent from 2017 to 2018, which 
shows their strategy is working to make serious progress.12

You can see how taking this kind of impactful action is harder 
without having the decision- making power of a CEO, but ideas for 
change often come from an organization’s general employee pop-
ulation and, in certain progressive workplaces, cascade upward to 
decision- makers. The Advocate stage is about spotting flaws in a 
system or process where bias intrudes. You can do this and become 
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an advocate for change at any level within your company. You can 
examine any of the following workplace systems to see how bias 
affects outcomes: 

 ● Meetings

 ● Sourcing talent

 ● Interviews

 ● Onboarding

 ● Performance reviews

 ● Promotion processes

 ● Succession management

Each of these workplace systems has numerous best practices for 
making them more inclusive. As an advocate, you will need to put in 
the work to research possible solutions, making sure to partner with 
colleagues who can offer support. 

As an example, studies have shown that job postings can naturally 
attract mostly male or female applicants depending on the wording. 
Having ninja in a job posting has been shown to repel women just 
as calling an environment supportive or collaborative dissuades men 
from applying.13 These kinds of words are typically seen as either 
more masculine or feminine, deterring people from applying when 
they don’t match the implied stereotype. As an inclusive leader, you 
can advocate for analyzing your job postings to check for biased lan-
guage. This could be a huge step forward in building a pipeline of 
highly qualified, diverse candidates. Many tools and technologies 
are being designed to help uncover and fix biased systems, such as 
Textio Hire, which can scan your job postings for words that have 
been shown to alienate certain demographics. 

Far from being powerless, advocates at every level of a company 
know how and when to ask powerful questions and to question norms 
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as well as move conversations toward more public commitments to 
change.

Far from being powerless, 
advocates at every level of a 

company know how and when 
to ask powerful questions and to 
question norms as well as move 

conversations toward more public 
commitments to change.

The Messenger Matters
Inclusive leaders at the Advocate level consider diversity at all 
levels, in every gathering or format, and are especially aware of the 
sometimes- outsized impact of a single action, delivered in their par-
ticular voice. 

Robin DiAngelo, a white woman and a race educator, is currently 
speaking to primarily white audiences around the country about 
racial bias and how white people participate (unwittingly, for many) 
in oppressive systems built to favor their identity.14 Robin’s family 
history is one of extreme poverty; though she was aware of her class 
oppression growing up, she wasn’t always aware of her racial privi-
lege as a child. Her 2018 book, White Fragility, stems from her com-
mitment to helping white people develop racial literacy, particularly 
at a time when many feel hesitant to confront racism but are awaken-
ing to the need to confront it in more concrete ways. She has decided 
the message is too important to be fearful of audience reactions, hate 
mail (which she receives), and other defensive or violent reactions. 
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She has all the hallmarks of someone at the Advocate stage who is 
using her privilege to get into rooms, speak to audiences, and do all 
that she can to interrupt the status quo, effectively placing herself on 
the front lines, among members of her own community of identity. 

In the story that opened this chapter, Richard Jeanneret, a cis-
gender (a person whose identity corresponds with their birth sex) 
white male, shared identities with the majority of senior executives 
in his company. He chose to advocate for transgender people, a 
group that has been consistently stereotyped, misunderstood, and 
discriminated against. In becoming an advocate, he leveraged the 
privileged aspects of his identity to get the attention of his cisgen-
der colleagues who were perhaps unaware of the struggles transgen-
der people face in the workplace. Although he was coming from a 
place of privilege, he took risks with how other people saw him by 
becoming so vocal. His message ultimately spread so widely because 
of his status as a senior leader. 

With practice, you can develop your own ability to perceive who’s 
in the room and who’s not, who’s being heard and who’s not, and you 
can act to educate the people around you—giving them a chance to 
learn and grow and develop their own sensitivity to inclusion and 
exclusion dynamics. Although those with relatively more privilege at 
the Advocate level may still get pushback, they will usually get less 
of it. Although all messengers need to be prepared with arguments, 
language, and a heavy dose of patience, identity will impact whether 
and how you are heard.  

Ray Arata, the founder of the Better Man Conference, realized 
early on that he could best be an advocate as a man by addressing the 
often- unseen privilege within his own identity group. Author Jack 
Myers ascribes this unseen privilege to “the history of men who hav-
en’t needed help. They have grown up in a world where man was the 
master of the domain. So why even think about this because it’s not 
an issue? We have other priorities.”15 Arata’s conference has attracted 

InclusiveLeader.indd   103 5/29/19   12:38 AM



104  HOw TO BE AN INCluSIvE lEAdER 

hundreds of men who are aware that they have a role to play, and who 
come together to discuss their role in building more inclusive organi-
zations.16 These men have an incredible opportunity to activate and 
role model advocacy to others back at the office, later on.

You may risk ostracization from 
your in-group because you are 

telling the truth and breaking a 
code that protects them. 

Weathering the Storm
Pushing to address root causes and biased practices does not come 
without risk. And risk goes up when you become more public, 
moving from awareness, to action, to advocacy. As you make visible 
what has been hidden or protected, you create public accountability 
by beginning a conversation, which is a good thing. But anticipat-
ing the road ahead is important. You may risk ostracization from 
your in-group because you are telling the truth and breaking a code 
that protects them. People may accuse you of having biases for 
particular groups, question your motives, or go out of their way to 
point out your flaws. Even when you’re trying to help people and 
evoke positive change, some people will have a negative reaction. 
It’s important to anticipate pushback so you aren’t blindsided by 
people who aren’t as far along on their journey to becoming inclu-
sive leaders.

When I decided to name our initial stage of the Inclusive Leader 
Continuum “Unaware,” I knew that sometimes the nature of this 
stage goes beyond unawareness to apathy, antipathy, antagonism, 
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and even anger. As an advocate, you will lock horns more often 
with those who are at the earlier stages of their own journeys and 
sometimes you’ll meet with all of these reactions (and sometimes, 
if you’re very lucky, simultaneously!). A phenomenon has been 
identified for this type of pushback: identity protective cog-
nition is a documented phenomenon in which individuals who 
encounter new information that is inconsistent with their beliefs 
and cultural identity tend to dismiss or diminish that informa-
tion.17 They do so to protect their sense of self and the social posi-
tion of the affinity group they belong to.18 Truth can be a direct 
challenge to identity.

Take social media, for example, which is an increasingly popular 
forum for disseminating information. Voices on Twitter that spread 
messages of inclusion and education about bias are routinely harassed 
or trolled. Those in a majority identity pay a price for stepping out-
side of that system to challenge others, but female voices, people of 
color, and others who find themselves pushed to the sidelines who 
share their personal experiences online often experience much more 
extreme criticism. There’s a constant push and pull between those 
willing to educate others and hostile audiences who are unreceptive 
to different perspectives, and who are very public about it. When you 
challenge biases, you need to stay strong and resilient, even when it 
feels like you aren’t making much progress. The amazing thing about 
becoming more public with your inclusion work is that vast commu-
nities are ready to defend individuals who are being mistreated. This 
swarm of defense can happen as quickly as harassment can, espe-
cially on social media. 

Truth can be a direct  
challenge to identity.
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How can we, as advocates, protect ourselves, as well as others, in 
doing the important work at this stage? Here are some ideas for get-
ting the support you need to use a bigger voice while mitigating what-
ever risk you can:

MAKE THE BUSINESS CASE  When possible, connect your case 
for change to business drivers for those who have power and influ-
ence. This embeds new ideas in an argument that many can under-
stand. Why is change critical? What message is important to send 
with an action, and to whom? Why does it matter to the viability 
of the business or organization? How many dollars are on the line 
if we don’t get this right? 

IDENTIFY AND ALIGN CHAMPIONS  Line up your champi-
ons and do so strategically. These should be a combination of 
those with official seniority in your company and those with 
social capital, too; when it comes to challenging norms around 
workplace culture, it is important to demonstrate a cross- 
identity coalition of those who believe in your ideas and who 
will step forward to support (or work behind the scenes to 
socialize) your efforts.

TEND TO SELF- CARE AND PERSONAL SUSTAINABILITY  In 
his TEDx talk, psychologist Guy Winch discusses the importance 
of emotional hygiene: the practice of taking care of your mind 
with the same diligence with which you take care of your body.19 
As an advocate, you will often feel like you are fighting an uphill 
battle, and this stress can affect your emotional health. Winch 
suggests a few actions in these moments of crisis:

 ● When in emotional pain, treat yourself with the same com-
passion you’d expect from a truly supportive friend rather 
than with self- criticizing behavior.
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 ● Resist the urge to ruminate on failures. Instead, learn from 
them and quickly move on in order to protect your self- 
esteem.

 ● Develop emotional resilience by battling negative think-
ing, consciously adopting a positive mindset and reaching 
out for help when you need it.

It’s also incredibly smart to get keyed in to the difference your 
work is making for others. This will reconnect you with a sense of 
purpose. For example, I often get heartfelt messages from audience 
members after my keynote speeches. People thank me for sharing 
my story and for being a voice for LGTBQ+ people. This goes a long 
way toward giving me extra fuel and stamina to keep going. I make it 
a priority to really take this kind of positive feedback to heart, and I 
recommend you do the same.  

If you’ve been working hard and haven’t received a lot of personal 
feedback, don’t be afraid to check in with your team members and 
ask how they think you’ve been doing. Chances are, you’re helping 
more than you realize. A delightful surprise for many who step into 
the Advocate stage is an expanded or unexpected community of new 
colleagues and friends who share a passion for change. With a more 
public platform, advocates get noticed, and others take a cue from 
their courage, the battles they choose to fight, and the stories they 
disclose. Many helpers and fellow travelers will materialize, and we 
can look back at this stage of our journey and remark on how trans-
formational these new relationships can be. 

Next Steps
Leaders should be uncomfortable if they’re leading in the right way. At 
the Advocate stage in our inclusive leader journey, you’ll find yourself 
ready to be uncomfortable, as often as necessary, with the discipline 

InclusiveLeader.indd   107 5/29/19   12:38 AM



108  HOw TO BE AN INCluSIvE lEAdER 

to continue learning, the resilience to withstand resistance, and the 
stamina to continue to analyze old problems in new ways. 

GIVEN THE MYRIAD ARENAS THAT NEED THE HELP OF 

ADVOCATES, HERE ARE SOME QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

AS YOU CONTINUE TO BECOME A MORE INCLUSIVE 

LEADER: 

 ● What do I notice in my organization, at the systems level, that 
I can challenge? 

 ● How can I be more public in how I advocate for change? 

 ● Where do I feel especially safe challenging processes, people, 
and biases at work? Do I have special access to or influence 
that others do not? How could I use those advantages?

 ● What type of risk am I willing to take in order to advocate for 
others?

 ● Who has my back and is in my support system should I need 
them? 

 ● How will I proactively take care of myself, so I can continue my 
journey of advocacy?
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CHAPTER SIX

Stay Committed 
to the Journey

With the historical focus on marginalized groups, we've been treating 

diversity and inclusion as if we’d focus only on crunches to prepare for a 

marathon—when really the entire body needs to prepare for the endeavor. 

We need to strengthen all the muscles of the body to take that leap 

forward. 

—TIA SILAS, VP, CHIEF DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION OFFICER, IBM

I f you think back to the story I shared in the introduction where I was 
hired to lead an inclusion training for twenty- five white male exec-

utives who didn’t want to be there, maybe you now have a different 
perspective on all of the things that might have led to that moment. 
Chances are, biases permeated that company’s culture countless times 
over the years, from long- standing systems and processes to harmful 
actions from individuals.  

Don’t get me wrong—I didn’t think those executives were bad 
people then, and I still don’t. But I do think the vast majority of 
people in charge at that organization were in the Unaware stage 
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of the Inclusive Leader Continuum. They probably had no idea what 
their non- male, non- white colleagues were going through at work, 
since the experience was vastly different from their own reality. 
And  since they didn’t understand the problem, they weren’t able 
to take the brave and necessary leadership actions that could have 
helped the company correct course and prevented the behavior that 
called for discrimination and harassment lawsuits.  

Many organizations find themselves in similar situations, and 
many more are well on their way to a breaking point if they don’t 
make meaningful changes soon. The reality is that biases have perme-
ated just about every aspect of the professional world, from decades 
(if not centuries) of pattern build- up. This is not a problem that will 
just go away if we all think good thoughts.  

Don’t Forget
If you only remember one thing from this book, remember that to 
be an inclusive leader, you need to do something. Good intentions are 
not enough. Change is about action. And if you aren’t taking action, 
your silence is a passive acceptance of the status quo, which further 
perpetuates the problem.   

If you only remember one  
thing from this book, remember 
that to be an inclusive leader,  

you need to do something.

Assuming responsibility sounds like a simple thing, but social 
psychology tells us otherwise. As human beings, we are hardwired to 
believe that someone else will step in and do the hard work so that 
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we don’t have to. In fact, the more people who witness an injustice, 
the less likely people are to step forward and help. This is called the 
diffusion of responsibility. The term became mainstream after the 
1964 rape and murder of Kitty Genovese in New York City, when a 
reported 38 people heard or saw her attack, but no one called the 
police or tried to intervene. Apparently, everyone assumed someone 
else would help. When news of this tragedy spread, the world was 
baffled that so many people could have stepped in to save Geno-
vese’s life but didn’t.  

Understanding why this crime wasn’t stopped is important for 
us to comprehend why all kinds of injustices are allowed to con-
tinue. We falsely believe that our need to intervene decreases as the 
number of witnesses increases. In a world that’s more connected 
than ever before, this reality further complicates an already com-
plex problem. When we hear about injustices through the media, 
social media, or through the grapevine at work, it’s easy to assume 
it’s someone else’s fight. But it’s not. If it were always someone 
else’s fight, no one would ever be there to do the work. We need to 
acknowledge that this is a flawed way of thinking, and it’s time for 
us all to move past it.  

A New Perspective
This book has likely given you a new perspective when it comes to 
all kinds of issues in the workplace—and outside of it. You might 
feel like an advocate on behalf of some people but like you’re still 
moving out of unawareness when it comes to others. That’s totally 
natural. Remember that the Inclusive Leader Continuum is not a 
linear journey, and you must be patient with your progress. You 
may travel forward and backward in your level of understanding 
and advocacy, but the important thing is that you are committed 
to the journey.  
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As someone who has made inclusion my life’s work, I still regu-
larly expose myself to new ideas, new voices, and new strategies for 
working toward equality. I travel through the continuum regularly, 
which keeps me humble and even more aware of how much work is 
to be done. When I encounter people who aren’t as far along on their 
journey, I do my best to reach back through the continuum and try 
to pull them from unawareness to awareness all the way to advocacy.  

Oftentimes all this work takes a lot of effort. It’s hard not to feel 
fatigued and frustrated and wonder if I’m making a difference. On 
my own journey, it’s been essential for me to find and harness my 
motivation so I don’t give up when times are hard. It’s funny because, 
even in hostile training situations like the one I described earlier, 
where I can see very little diversity in the room, someone will sneak 
by me at the end of a session and quietly say, “thank you.” That’s how 
I know I need to keep going. That person may not have had the cour-
age to speak up much in the meeting, but they appreciated my voice.

Human potential is unleashed 
when we feel like we belong.

As you work to figure out what keeps you motivated, I urge you 
to stay connected with the meaning behind supporting inclusion. 
I deeply believe that getting work done together has always been 
about feeling included. Human potential is unleashed when we feel 
like we belong. This goes beyond what we functionally “know” and 
“do”—our job tasks and deliverables. Yes, we want to shine for these, 
and be acknowledged, but we also want to trust that others will see—
and seek out—our uniqueness; that they’ll view it as a positive, and 
not be biased against our difference. We also want to feel our com-
monality with others—a sense of community, of sharing experiences 
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in common, of feeling less alone. These things are worth fighting for, 
even when it’s hard.

The qualities that make us different are far from irrelevant; they 
are core to who we are, why we do what we do, and how we get our 
energy. We do better work when we feel like the different aspects 
of our identity are celebrated and we belong. Difference—when met 
with inclusive behaviors—enables higher- quality problem solving 
through creative abrasion, where ideas are productively challenged, 
avoiding the dangers of groupthink. This is the magic behind great 
organizations; employees who feel valued create more valuable orga-
nizations that are able to innovate, to pivot, to calibrate, to antici-
pate and respond, and to care. 

As a leader, you can do a seemingly endless number of things to 
support a more inclusive environment where everyone can thrive. 
Even when you feel like you’re powerless—just one person in a huge 
organization—or you have little decision- making power, or you’re up 
against deeply entrenched biases, you can still make a difference with 
your own actions. The desire to feel welcomed, valued, respected, and 
heard on a daily basis is universal. When you fill that need for your 
coworkers, it will not go unnoticed.  

Throughout my many years of working with professionals to 
create more inclusive and equitable workplaces, I’ve noticed that the 
most beloved leaders consider themselves students. They humble 
themselves and keep stepping into new conversations, spaces, and 
skill sets. They practice what’s uncomfortable, proactively gaining 
exposure and new networks so that they can learn and grow. And 
rather than believing they have nothing to contribute when it comes 
to diversity and inclusion, they recognize that they are part of the 
solution. Although they might not have all the answers on how to 
make an impact, they empower themselves to keep learning.  

I wrote this book to help individuals better understand how they 
can make small changes that create resounding impact—no matter 

InclusiveLeader.indd   113 5/29/19   12:38 AM



114  HOw TO BE AN INCluSIvE lEAdER 

what their title or industry or how far along the continuum they find 
themselves. But personal courage and transparency must be met 
halfway at the organizational level, in the form of colleagues, man-
agers, and leaders. It’s a two- way street. The environment we create 
can activate a new level of authenticity in the workplace. If we “leap,” 
the net must appear to catch us. We need each other, more than ever, 
to capture the promise of inclusion and make it a reality. As the fight 
for inclusion gains even more momentum, I believe we’ll reach a crit-
ical mass when things will start to change exponentially. The wheels 
are already in motion and, if we continue to focus on unity, I believe 
we’re in for amazing changes. 

I’ve noticed that the most  
beloved leaders consider 

themselves students.

As this book comes to an end, remember that inclusion is a daily 
practice. And as with any habit, change takes practice. I look forward 
to witnessing the fruits of your efforts to create workplaces where 
everyone has opportunities to thrive. 
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125

Glossary

This is by no means an exhaustive list of all the terms an inclusive 
leader should be familiar with, but they are arising with increas-

ing frequency in diversity and inclusion conversations. 

Active stage  In this stage an inclusive leader proactively works 
toward equity and equal opportunities supporting those with under-
represented or marginalized identities, backgrounds, and experi-
ences. This stage is about doing more than expected, pushing outside 
of your comfort zone, and finding your voice.

Advocate stage  In this stage an inclusive leader becomes a voice 
capable of transforming biased systems and sparking meaningful, 
widespread, scalable, lasting change. This stage is hallmarked by per-
forming brave public actions that challenge deeply rooted beliefs and 
practices and taking some calculated personal or professional risk to 
shift behaviors.

Ally  A person of one social identity group who stands up in sup-
port of members of another social identity group and who is willing 
to act to help end discrimination, amplify unheard voices, and pro-
tect the rights of all.

Aware stage  In this stage an inclusive leader realizes that the play-
ing field is not level in the workplace or in other group or organiza-
tional contexts. This stage is about beginning to understand other 
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people’s perspectives and stories and working through your own sto-
ries and biases.

Business Resource Groups (BRGs)  See Employee Resource Groups.

Bystander  Someone who witnesses something taking place but 
does not participate or assume an active role. The bystander has the 
choice to call something/someone out for problematic behavior or 
passively let it continue.

Capital (social or professional)  Capital, in this context, refers to 
assets one person or entity has to put into play on another person or 
community’s behalf.

Center  To prioritize a certain idea or topic or to give something an 
extra amount of attention. In a diversity and inclusion context, cen-
tering often means giving someone the space and voice they usually 
would not have access to.

Cisgender  When your gender identity aligns with the sex you were 
assigned at birth.

Code switching  The inclination to change how you speak or express 
yourself based on who you find yourself surrounded by, often to make 
them feel more comfortable at your own expense.

Cognitive dissonance  The mental or psychological discomfort that 
occurs when you are exposed to content that contradicts your beliefs, 
preconceived notions, or assumptions.

Confirmation bias  The tendency to seek or notice information 
that confirms your belief and to avoid or ignore information that 
contradicts what you already think.

Covering  The strategic downplaying/minimizing of a stigmatized 
identity in order to avoid negative perceptions, harassment, or 
adverse professional effects.
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Deflections  Defensive and often unconscious reactions to being 
called out or asked to prioritize diversity and inclusion. These state-
ments, borne out of unconscious biases, sidestep responsibility 
and accountability and leave the important work for someone else  
to do. 

Diffusion of responsibility  A sociopsychological phenomenon 
where the more people there are who witness an injustice, the fewer 
there are who step forward and help. 

Distance biases  The tendency to favor those of us who are closer 
in space and time.

Diversity dimensions  The categories of identity that inform our 
unique experiences, backgrounds, and self- understanding. These 
classifications include (but are not limited to) race, gender identity, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, physical and mental ability, age, socio-
economic status/class, religion, political ideology, veteran status, cit-
izenship, education, and appearance.

Emotional labor  The often- unrecognized effort behind managing 
feelings, expressions, and demeanor while fulfilling the emotional 
requirements of a job. Usually, people exert emotional labor at work 
to interact with coworkers, customers, or superiors, or to maintain 
social relationships.

Employee Resource Groups (aka ERGs, affinity groups, Business 
Resource Groups [BRGs], or business network groups)  Volun-
tary, employee- led groups that foster a diverse, inclusive workplace 
by gathering people together who share common interests, back-
grounds, or identity factors. Often these groups will be categorized 
by affinity or diversity dimensions, such as race, gender, and sexual 
orientation; they have broadened in recent years to include disabili-
ties, generations, and veterans. 
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Equality  Create fairness by providing everyone with the same 
resources, treatment, and support, regardless of the differences 
between individuals that may influence what they need to thrive.

Equity  Create fairness by providing people with individualized 
resources, treatment, and support in order to compensate for dif-
ferences between individuals. Equity acknowledges the privilege 
afforded to certain individuals and attempts to level the playing field. 

Identity Protective Cognition  A documented phenomenon in 
which individuals who encounter new information that is inconsis-
tent with their beliefs and cultural identity tend to dismiss or dimin-
ish that information to protect their sense of self and the social 
position of the affinity group they belong to.

Intent versus impact  The idea that the impact of an action, behav-
ior, or statement is more important than the intent behind it. In 
other words, having good intentions does not necessarily matter if 
your actions unwittingly offend, hurt, or further marginalize/oppress 
someone else, since that effect is the ultimate result of the interac-
tion. This concept allows us to better recognize how our intentions 
translate as actions and to adjust them accordingly.

Intersectionality  Originated by feminist theorist Kimberlé Cren-
shaw, the complex interaction between different stigmatized iden-
tities such as race, class, and gender. This mindset acknowledges 
that these diversity dimensions often overlap and create unique 
dynamics.

Latinx  A gender- neutral term for a Latina or Latino person.

LGBTQ+  An acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer or questioning (someone who is uncertain of their sexual ori-
entation). The plus stands for the inclusion of all and is an intentional 
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way to represent different identities and experiences. It’s also common 
to see the acronym LGBTQQIA+, which encompasses a clearer repre-
sentation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, 
intersex, and asexual and/or allied people. An umbrella term that is 
supposed to signify a unified community, each letter also represents 
a different community in its own right with its own stories, experi-
ences, and challenges.

Mansplaining  The word originates from the behavior of men who 
underestimate the understanding of the person they are talking to—
often a woman, in this context—because they believe themselves to 
be more knowledgeable. Mansplaining manifests as a man explain-
ing something that the listener likely knows just as much about, if 
not more, than the explainer.

Mentoring  The activity of someone who advises you on your cur-
rent role and what you need to do in order to progress through your 
career. A mentor provides support and advice but is less active in 
creating change for you compared to a sponsor.

Myth of Meritocracy  The notion that companies are structured to 
reward only the most talented individuals, overlooking the fact that 
privileged individuals benefit from social advantages not granted 
to those who have had to work harder to overcome stereotypes and 
other challenges in order to ascend the corporate ladder.

Oppression  The systemic, cultural, legal, or institutional disadvan-
tages those in certain groups experience as established by a history 
that has excluded them from various spheres of access. Oppression 
typically combines institutional discrimination with personal bias 
and prejudice. Due to the intersectional nature of identity- based 
power, it is likely we have all experienced some form of oppression or 
feeling of otherness at some point in our lives.
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Optics  The way in which an event, person, or organization will be 
perceived by the general public. In a diversity and inclusion context, 
optics refers to how business decisions will appear socially just and 
morally in line with the company’s values.

Privilege  Cultural, legal, social, or institutional rights/advantages 
that select people have access to solely because of their social group 
membership. Almost everyone has some form of privilege that can 
be leveraged to support those without it due to the intersectional 
nature of identity- based power. 

Privilege walk  An exercise in which participants stand in a hor-
izontal line and step forward or backward based on questions read 
by the facilitator. These statements address privilege stemming from 
race, gender and gender identity, class, sexual orientation, ability, 
and more, with the intention of visually demonstrating the different 
advantages people have had throughout their lives. 

Self- enhancement bias  The unconscious tendency to boost your 
self- esteem and overestimate your abilities, especially in situations 
of threat or failure.

Sponsor  Someone with power who recognizes your potential and 
actively advocates for your success on the corporate/organizational 
ladder. This person typically has enough social capital to make a dif-
ference in others’ perception of your performance and in the oppor-
tunities you are offered.

Tokenize  The practice of doing something (for example, hiring a 
person who belongs to a minority group) only to prevent criticism 
and give the appearance of equality.

Trolling  The deliberate act of making controversial comments to 
provoke unsuspecting victims who hold a contrary viewpoint to an 
argument online.
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Unaware stage  In this stage an inclusive leader does not notice or 
understand that certain demographic groups or those with certain 
backgrounds and experiences have a much harder time thriving at 
work. In this stage, people are disengaged from the conversation 
around diversity and inclusion and/or uninterested in it. This resis-
tance may be silent or public. 

Unconscious bias  Social stereotypes or prejudices about certain 
groups that form outside your conscious awareness yet still affect 
how you perceive said groups.
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Resources for  
Inclusive Leaders

 ● For helpful resources and an assessment to help you determine 
where you are on your inclusive leader journey, please visit  
 inclusiveleaderthebook.com 

 ● This book is also available as an audio book and as an ebook. For bulk 
orders, please send an email to info@jenniferbrownconsulting.com.

 ● To listen to Jennifer’s acclaimed podcast, search for The Will to 
Change on Apple Podcasts, Google Play, Spotify, Stitcher Radio, 
or your favorite podcast streaming service. 

 ● Text “INCLUSION” to 444999 to receive a free chapter of Jenni-
fer’s first book Inclusion: Diversity, The New Workplace and The Will 
to Change.

 ● To find out more about Jennifer and hire her to speak at your orga-
nization, visit jenniferbrownspeaks.com or email info@jenniferbrown 
consulting.com.

 ● To learn more about Jennifer Brown Consulting’s services and 
training programs, and to download white papers for inclusive 
leaders, please visit jenniferbrownconsulting.com.
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J ennifer Brown Consulting (JBC) believes in unleashing the power 
of human potential, embracing diversity, and helping people—

and organizations—thrive. The company is on a mission to set a 
new tone for business, and the world, and to create a more inclusive 
reality for generations to come by helping organizations create the 
type of workplace where people no longer feel pressure to downplay 
aspects of their identity in order to survive; instead, they begin to 
feel free to bring their full selves to work and motivated to contribute 
in a way that fuels bottom-line growth.

As a certified woman- and LGBT-owned strategic leadership and 
diversity consulting firm, JBC understands how important it is to 
empower leaders to drive positive organizational change and the 
future of work in today’s rapidly changing business landscape. Based 
in New York City with a global presence, JBC partners with HR, talent 
management, diversity and inclusion, and business leadership teams 
on change management efforts relating to human capital everywhere 
from North America to Southeast Asia.
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Progress Model℠ to transform resource groups into true business 
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partners, launching an executive learning curriculum, rolling out 
a diverse talent program for an entire organization, or providing 
eLearning training, everything is customized to resolve each client’s 
unique challenges.

Past clients include Walmart, Starbucks, Toyota Financial Ser-
vices, Microsoft, the City of New York, T-Mobile, and many others, 
from the Fortune 1000 to government agencies and nonprofits.

JBC has worked with clients at all stages of their diversity and 
inclusion journey. Get in touch today to assess your readiness for 
change with a free consultation: visit jenniferbrownconsulting.com or 
email info@jenniferbrownconsulting.com and mention this book.
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Berrett-Koehler is an independent publisher dedicated to an ambi-
tious mission: Connecting people and ideas to create a world that 
works for all.
Our publications span many formats, including print, digital, audio, 
and video. We also offer online resources, training, and gatherings. 
And we will continue expanding our products and services to advance 
our mission.  
We believe that the solutions to the world’s problems will come from 
all of us, working at all levels: in our society, in our organizations, 
and in our own lives. Our publications and resources offer pathways 
to creating a more just, equitable, and sustainable society. They help 
people make their organizations more humane, democratic, diverse, 
and effective (and we don’t think there’s any contradiction there). 
And they guide people in creating positive change in their own lives 
and aligning their personal practices with their aspirations for a    
better world.
And we strive to practice what we preach through what we call “The 
BK Way.” At the core of this approach is stewardship, a deep sense 
of responsibility to administer the company for the benefit of all of 
our stakeholder groups, including authors, customers, employees, 
investors, service providers, sales partners, and the communities 
and environment around us. Everything we do is built around stew-
ardship and our other core values of quality, partnership, inclusion,  
and sustainability.
This is why Berrett-Koehler is the first book publishing company to 
be both a B Corporation (a rigorous certification) and a benefit corpora-
tion (a for-profit legal status), which together require us to adhere 
to the highest standards for corporate, social, and environmental 
performance. And it is why we have instituted many pioneering 
practices (which you can learn about at www.bkconnection.com), 
including the Berrett-Koehler Constitution, the Bill of Rights and 
Responsibilities for BK Authors, and our unique Author Days.
We are grateful to our readers, authors, and other friends who are 
supporting our mission. We ask you to share with us examples of how 
BK publications and resources are making a difference in your lives, 
organizations, and communities at www.bkconnection.com/impact.
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Dear reader,
Thank you for picking up this book and welcome to the worldwide BK 
community! You’re joining a special group of people who have come 
together to create positive change in their lives, organizations, and 
communities.

What’s BK all about?
Our mission is to connect people and ideas to create a world that 
works for all.
Why? Our communities, organizations, and lives get bogged down by 
old paradigms of self-interest, exclusion, hierarchy, and privilege. But 
we believe that can change. That’s why we seek the leading experts    
on these challenges—and share their actionable ideas with you.

A welcome gift
To help you get started, we’d like to offer you a free copy of one of our 
bestselling ebooks: 

www.bkconnection.com/welcome

When you claim your free ebook, you’ll also be subscribed to our blog. 

Our freshest insights
Access the best new tools and ideas for leaders at all levels on our blog 
at ideas.bkconnection.com.

Sincerely,   

Your friends at Berrett-Koehler
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