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A SPECIAL MESSAGE FROM KRISTEN HOWE, 
CHIEF PRODUCT OFFICER AT LINKAGE

Leader,  

In order to be truly inclusive, organizational cultures and systems need to change—
as do leaders themselves.  

Every single leader must do the work to understand what inclusivity truly means in 
today’s world. It’s time to go deeper. 

I am thrilled to bring you this new research from Linkage, which answers 
fundamental questions about DE&I: What strategies are working to move the needle? 
And what tactics may be causing more harm than good? 

The research presented in this white paper represents findings from our work with 
leading organizations and more than one million leaders, and interviews with 
leaders in the DE&I space. 

Most importantly, this data informs Linkage’s newest Signature Solution, 
Redesigning Inclusion: Superpowers & Symphony. Presented in partnership 
with architect and futurist Oshoke Abalu, this Signature Solution is an invitation 
to belong, where we recognize and cultivate each individual’s uniqueness as 
“Superpowers,” thereby unlocking “Symphony,” our greatest resource to achieve true 
inclusion in the workplace. 

At Linkage, we believe that now is the time to create a new story—a shared 
vision—that will allow organizations to create a true culture of inclusion. By 
taking on this important work, organizations will access all the benefits of a diverse 
and engaged workforce, including better business outcomes. 

As always, we are available to you as a trusted resource and partner in this 
important area—and I hope these findings help illuminate a path toward a more 
inclusive future.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Although most organizations have initiatives to improve inclusion, most leaders
do not believe they have a clear guidebook for how to make their organizations 
more inclusive. For example, we often hear from leaders that improving inclusion
is “more art than science.” That is because most of the research that has been 
done on inclusion has just focused on the business benefits it offers. There is very 
little research on what specific actions will make an organization more inclusive.
At Linkage, our latest research has found that it is possible to not only identify 
which organizational actions have the largest impact on inclusion but also to 
quantify the size of the impact. Our surprising key finding is that what typical 
organizations are doing today has no demonstrable impact on inclusion.

This research included in-depth interviews with HR leaders and an extensive 
survey of professionals across many different companies. We studied more than 
55 different drivers of inclusion—things like manager behavior, peer behavior, 
executive action, and a long list of inclusion “initiatives,” such as bias training and 
allyship programs. Of those 55 drivers, however, we found that only a handful 
have a meaningful impact on inclusion.  

While initiatives such as forming Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) and 
unconscious bias training may be an important first step to improve inclusion 
across the organization, these activities are far from sufficient. Just as our broader 
society is beginning to understand the substantial systemic changes that need 
to happen to improve inclusion, organizations are also realizing that to be truly 
inclusive, organizational cultures and systems also need to change. Our research 
found that changing top executive behavior and cascading inclusive behavior and 
culture down the organization has a much greater impact on inclusion than other 
initiatives such as ERGs, unconscious bias training or diversity goals.

The three organizational attributes that our research found to have the largest 
impact on inclusion are, in order of impact: 1) conducting inclusive meetings across 
the organization; 2) having executives who are fair, equitable and welcoming; 
and 3) having leaders and managers who understand their team members’ unique 
strengths. These three attributes create an outsize impact on employees’ feelings 
of inclusion and contribute to improved results on other business drivers such as 
financial results, decision-making, innovation and employee Net Promoter Score.
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You can have a diverse team today, but if you don’t support it 
or provide an environment for it to grow, you’ll lose what you 
have. You can attract all the diversity you want, but if you bring 
diverse individuals into an environment that is not inclusive, you 
will lose them.

“

We also found that many of the standard-practice Diversity, Equity & Inclusion 
(DE&I) initiatives (e.g., unconscious bias training, ERGs, diversity goals and 
performance measures, architecting more diverse teams, etc.) do not have 
demonstrable impact on increasing inclusion or other performance measures. 
Furthermore, some well-meaning but misguided initiatives, such as encouraging 
employees to socialize both inside and outside of work, have a significant 
negative impact on inclusion.

Our hope is that with this research we can convince organizational leaders like 
you that we need to focus on what works, even when it is complex and difficult. 
We also want to arm you with the data to consider de-emphasizing the initiatives 
that don’t work, even if those initiatives are popular, inexpensive and easy.

It is well understood now that companies that increase diversity without increasing 
inclusion do not yield the benefits of a more diverse workforce over time. Diversity 
is largely a function of demographics. Inclusion is a function of our mindsets, 
beliefs and actions. Inclusion is about creating and fostering an environment that 
recognizes and values all perspectives and contributions. It is about enabling 
every employee to contribute to their fullest potential.

One vice president of Diversity & Inclusion at a large insurance company 
described the relationship well when he said:

INCLUSION UNLOCKS THE BENEFITS OF DIVERSITY
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The difference between diversity and inclusion is extremely important because 
diversity alone does not create inclusion. Inclusion is about creating belonging, 
connection, participation and contribution. The conversations and dialogue that take 
place in the workplace, as well as the symbols, traditions and other hard-to-see 
aspects of organizational culture can grow the feeling of inclusivity or quite easily 
dampen it. Creating and fostering a culture of inclusion is not easy, and it is not 
simply a matter of being diverse. 

Although many organizations are striving to become more engaging, inclusive and 
respectful, the evolution is not happening fast enough. In the United States alone, 
corporations spend more than $8 billion each year on diversity and inclusion 
trainings.1 Despite this investment, our leadership behaviors and our organizational 
initiatives have not helped most employees feel included. For example:

45% of US workers report experiencing discrimination 
or harassment in the past year.2

75% of employees in underrepresented groups do not 
feel they’ve personally benefited from their company’s 
DE&I programs.3

1 “Focusing on what works for workplace diversity,” McKinsey, April 2017. https://www.mckinsey.com/
featured-insights/gender-equality/focusing-on-what-works-for-workplace-diversity
2 Gallup. https://www.gallup.com/workplace/215939/invest-diversity-inclusion.aspx?utm_
source=link_wwwv9&utm_campaign=item_236264&utm_medium=copy
3 https://hbr.org/2019/02/survey-what-diversity-and-inclusion-policies-do-employees-actually-want

45%

75%
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Inclusive Organizations Drive Higher
Employee Net Promoter Scores (eNPS)

Figure 1 – Percentage of Promoters, Passives and Detractors from respondents’ 
eNPS for top and bottom quartiles of Inclusiveness.

% Promoters

% Passives

% Detractors

According to our research, individuals who work at companies that 
are in the top quartile of inclusiveness give much higher employee 
Net Promoter Scores (see sidebar) with 75% of those employees 
promoting their organization as a great place to work, compared to 
individuals who work at bottom-quartile companies where only 4% 
of respondents promote their organization as a great place to work 
and 86% are detractors—meaning they will speak negatively about 
working for that organization (see Figure 1).

ABOUT EMPLOYEE NET PROMOTER SCORE

NET PROMOTER SCORE
Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS) 
is a measure of how likely your staff 
members are to recommend your 
company as a place to work. It comes 
from the NPS measure more typically 
associated with customer satisfaction 
surveys and it asks employees how 
likely they are to “promote” your 
organization on a scale from 0 to 10.
According to their answers, they’re 
then classified as “Promoters,” 
“Passives” or “Detractors.”

PROMOTERS
respond with a score of 9 or 10
and are highly engaged employees 
who actively say positive things
about working for your organization.

PASSIVES
respond with a score of 7 or 8.
They are happy enough to be
working for your organization
but unlikely to speak positively
about working there. 

DETRACTORS
respond with a score of 0 to 6.
These are unhappy employees
who may speak negatively about 
working for your organization
and may discourage others
from working there.

Top Quartile for Inclusiveness Bottom Quartile for Inclusiveness

86%

10% 4%

25%

75%



R E S E A R C H

©  2 0 2 1  L I N K A G E  I N C .  |  9

2X

Finally, previous Linkage research found that inclusion is at the center of how to 
be an effective leader. In the modern work environment, with increased diversity, 
complexity and distributed workforces, leaders will not be effective without 
being inclusive.5

While inclusion is a key ingredient to making underrepresented groups feel 
welcome and able to contribute their full potential, the reality is that inclusion 
benefits all employees—from introverts to extroverts, millennials to baby 
boomers, and new hires to tenured veterans.

Top-quartile companies are also almost 50% more creative, collaborative and 
innovative than bottom-quartile companies. Other research also supports the 
finding that inclusion is good for business. For example, companies that are 
more inclusive:

Make decisions 2X faster with half the meetings

Make decisions and execute on them in a way 
that delivers 60% better results4

4 https://www.cloverpop.com/hubfs/Whitepapers/Cloverpop_Hacking_Diversity_Inclusive_
Decision_Making_White_Paper.pdf
5 Linkage. “Why the Most Effective Leaders Are Also the Most Inclusive Leaders,” Feb 2020. 
https://linkage.b-cdn.net/wp-content/uploads/Linkage_Inclusion_White_Paper.pdf

Get The Facts

60%

https://www.linkageinc.com/wp-content/uploads/Linkage_Inclusion_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.linkageinc.com/wp-content/uploads/Linkage_Inclusion_White_Paper.pdf
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1. Letting a Thousand Flowers Bloom – With little evidence about what 
works, organizations try many things, which is highly inefficient and 
risks underinvestment in the most effective levers. For example, in our 
scan of current practices organizations employ to improve inclusion, 
we found more than 50 potential drivers of inclusion. These range 
from managers being encouraged to question their own biases, to 
diversity goals, to allyship programs.

2. Check-the-Box Interventions – Most companies have Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion efforts, but these efforts tend to heavily focus on check-the-
box or legally obligated activities, such as unconscious bias training 
or diversity recruiting. Fewer companies have integrated inclusion into 
the core of their company culture and human capital strategy.

INCLUSION IS A NASCENT SCIENCE

Thankfully, most leaders are well convinced that they have a lot of work to do to 
improve inclusion at their organizations. What is less clear is how they should do this. 
What actions will have the largest impact?

Our review of published academic and business literature found that the practices 
organizations adopt are frequently based on anecdotal information, rather 
than data. And when it is based on data, simple statistical analysis tools, such as 
regression analysis, are used. These research methods leave us with an incomplete 
and overly simplistic view of the recommended actions organizations should take to 
improve inclusion. This lack of a substantive playbook for how company executives, 
heads of HR and heads of DE&I should improve inclusion at their organizations 
results in two common, suboptimal approaches for increasing inclusion:
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There are some key things we know about unconscious and implicit 
bias and what drives the challenges we have. We are hardwired 
with a fear of the unknown, a fear of difference. But knowing this 
is different than doing, which is different than doing consistently. 
Making progress is hard work that takes years.

   – Director of D&I, Aerospace Company

“

WE DEFAULT TO “FEEL GOOD” ACTIONS

Both our data analysis and our interviews with practitioners reveal that improving 
inclusion requires unraveling very deeply rooted systemic structures and behavior. 
Even our conversations on how to improve inclusion are shaped by a deeply rooted 
system. Further, our own lives are protected by our customs and traditions that blind 
our awareness to other customs and traditions. For example:

It’s easy to put out a flashy program, a vision statement, one-
sheets without any depth. But what would I see if I walk your halls 
to know you’re living this? We don’t pay enough attention to 
the “micro-messages” our leadership team is sending. Everything 
leadership says and does sends a micro-message about how they 
really feel about inclusion.

"

As a result, we often do things to improve the situation that have zero chance of 
success. But they “feel” good and they feel like progress and they reduce our guilt. 
This helps explain why we see so many organizations focusing on initiatives that do 
very little to move the inclusion needle.

One director of D&I at a global consumer products company summed this 
challenge up by saying:
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1. Reviewed current academic and business literature to better 
understand existing research and opportunities to contribute 
something new and actionable.

2. Conducted a series of interviews with HR and DE&I 
practitioners at large organizations across industries.

3. Launched a survey of close to 200 professionals from large 
organizations across a variety of industries, regarding their 
perceptions of employer practices in more than 55 different 
areas including manager behavior, corporate culture, talent 
processes and more traditional inclusion initiatives, such 
as Employee Resource Groups, unconscious bias training 
and diversity goals. The survey results were validated and 
reliable as well as tested for robustness. We then modeled 
the relationship between these practices and their impact on 
personal feelings of inclusion and other inclusion-associated 
outcome variables.

THE MOST IMPACTFUL DRIVERS OF INCLUSION

Methodology
To help organizations adopt a data-driven approach to improving inclusion and focus on 
the actions that have the largest impact, Linkage launched a three-part research effort:

To analyze the data, we used a variety of statistical methods. In particular, we 
developed a model using “Mediation Analysis,” which allows us to understand 
how one variable, such as having an Employee Resource Group, impacts another 
variable, such as executive action, in relation to an outcome, such as employees’ 
feeling of belonging. To our knowledge, this type of analysis has never been done 
before to understand drivers of inclusion.
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3 Organizational Practices That Create Cultures of Inclusion
Using this research approach, of the more than 55 potential drivers of inclusion 
that we analyzed, three consistently rose to the top as having a significant positive 
impact on inclusion and on one another. They are, in order of importance:

1. Employees Practice Inclusive Meetings – Employees run 
meetings in an inclusive manner, ensuring everyone is involved 
and feels comfortable contributing their ideas and questions, 
and can do so in an authentic way.

2. Executives Lead by Example – Key executive leaders are 
perceived to be fair, equitable and welcoming in leading the 
organization.

3. Leaders Understand Everyone’s Unique Strengths – Leaders/
managers understand, value and leverage their team members’ 
unique strengths.

We identified other organizational practices that appear to have a significant 
positive impact on inclusion, but these three had the largest and most significant 
impact. Let’s explore them further:

1. Employees practice inclusive meetings.

We defined an “inclusive meeting” as one where everyone is 
heard, administrative work rotates, remote employees are well 
included, and attendees give appropriate recognition for ideas.

Inclusive meetings are a marker for organizations with highly 
inclusive cultures, rather than having just one highly inclusive leader. 
This is because employees often attend meetings with a variety of 
people across the organization—individuals outside of their core 
work group, leaders, peers and subordinates. Meetings can also 
become a fulcrum point for business performance because of how 
much time some organizations spend in meetings and how many 
decisions are made in meetings.



R E S E A R C H

©  2 0 2 1  L I N K A G E  I N C .  |  1 5

Practitioners note that organizations with inclusive meetings tend 
to have corporate cultures that emphasize caring and human 
connection. These organizations value and create psychological 
safety where meeting attendees feel safe and are encouraged 
to speak up, even if their opinion differs from the group. Such 
organizations want and expect advocacy for one’s point of
view, but they also practice inquiry, asking others how they see
it differently. They balance advocacy and inquiry skillfully. 

For example, to improve the inclusiveness of meetings, one 
company we studied has focused on the following:

a.   Teaching all employees how to read and respond
      to body language

b.   Teaching all employees how to create personal
      connection and the importance of connecting
      one-on-one

c.   Recreating in-person behaviors and rituals during
      remote meetings

As a result of using clear, real language about what inclusion 
means in a meeting and the behaviors that are valued, we have 
found it easy for our employees to understand, recognize and 
shift behaviors.

   – Head of Inclusion & Collaboration, Technology Firm

“
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The payoff for making your meetings more inclusive is significant. 
Focusing on meetings as a key inclusion lever has been gaining popularity 
in recent research, so we were pleased to validate it as a worthwhile 
area of focus. We were surprised, however, by how much of an impact 
conducting inclusive meetings has on inclusion. For example, the level of 
inclusivity of meetings explains almost half of the impact on the inclusion 
scores that we calculated. In other words, if you can only do one of the 
top drivers, conducting more inclusive meetings would have the largest 
impact.

Having more inclusive meetings increases our ability to collaborate, 
make good and fast decisions, be creative and innovative, and increase 
engagement. We also found that it can have a significant impact on 
employee Net Promoter Score—71% of individuals who rated their 
organizations in the top quartile of practicing inclusive meetings will 
promote their organization as a great place to work. Conversely, 63% 
of detractors—those who speak negatively of their company—rate their 
organization in the bottom quartile for practicing inclusive meetings (see 
Figure 2).

Inclusive Meetings Drive Higher
Employee Net Promoter Scores 

Figure 2 – Percentage of Promoters, Passives and Detractors from respondents’ 
eNPS for top and bottom quartiles for having inclusive meetings.

Top Quartile for Inclusive Meetings Bottom Quartile for Inclusive Meetings

% Promoters

% Passives

% Detractors

12%

71%

63%

4%
33%

17%
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2. Key executive leaders are perceived to be fair, equitable and 
welcoming in leading the organization.

It’s imperative that executives lead by example. Our research 
shows that organizations with executives who practice inclusive 
leadership day in and day out are successful in creating inclusive 
cultures. Organizations without inclusive leadership struggle to make 
progress toward their diversity and inclusion goals.

In our interviews with leading organizations, non-inclusive leadership 
was cited as one of the largest obstacles to creating a more 
inclusive culture.

One of the biggest challenges to inclusion was that many in 
leadership roles refused to get on board. There was a lack 
of cooperation. Also challenging was that up until the current 
leadership team, no one had an example for what collaboration 
and inclusion looks like. There wasn’t a model to follow.

   – CHRO, Financial Services Company

“

"Our challenge was we had leadership not demonstrating {inclusion} 
themselves, both in the board room and with their teams.

   – VP, D&I, Insurance Company
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We have been talking about inclusion and culture change for
a number of years, but I find that if there’s no buy-in at the top, 
no interest in improving as leaders, then they are not interested 
in the conversations about inclusion.

   – Director of Professional Development, Government Agency

“
It’s also extremely damaging when executive actions do not match 
words. One HR leader shared what happened after the senior 
leadership team became less diverse in an organization that had 
promised to create a more diverse and inclusive workplace:

Despite a big 18-month push from the senior leadership team 
to promote gender and ethnic diversity and improve inclusion, 
it’s not translating into diversity in the senior ranks. Just recently, 
the new leadership team was announced of which all but two 
are white males. There were clear opportunities for people of 
color and women to be put on the senior leadership team. This 
hypocrisy has led to significant negative feedback and will take 
a long time to overcome. We took two or three steps forward 
over the past year and then four or six steps back in the last 
few weeks.

   – Division HR Leader, Manufacturing Company

"
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Meaningful engagement of executive leaders in this important work 
doesn’t happen automatically. Organizations are seeking out ways 
to educate and engage this critical population in inclusive leadership 
behaviors. One way some companies have done this is by offering 
programs focused on exploring and unpacking privilege.

For example, for the past four years, one global aerospace 
company has hosted an intensive 3.5-day exploration for senior 
executives to explore their own cultural identities, and those of 
others. It is primarily targeted to white men to understand how their 
culture has created corporate cultural norms. It also allows them to 
then experience and explore the impact this has on other groups.

The key challenge is to make cultural privilege as personal as 
possible without shame. Our leaders have to unlearn behaviors 
that were useful, even critical, in their past success. It takes a lot 
of personal reflection and personal growth.

   – Director of D&I, Aerospace Company

“
Other organizations are measuring and rewarding leaders’ inclusive 
behavior. For example:

"We have started recalibrating our talent and incentive 
programs to mitigate toxic leadership. We are tying incentives 
to engagement and people investment in addition to business 
outcomes. In other words, we have started rewarding not just 
the “what” but also the “how.”

   – CHRO, Healthcare Organization
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To help organizations hire and retain executives who can be “fair, equitable and 
welcoming in leading the organization,” we recommend using Linkage’s Index of 
Inclusive Leadership Behaviors. These are hallmarks of an inclusive leader that we’ve 
distilled into our DELTA model summarized by the following five areas:

Discusses Respectfully & Honestly
Direct with others and receptive to ideas; openly discusses failures 

Empowers Others
Elevates and equips others; supportive of others’ 
development and needs

Leverages Relationships
Easily connects with others, those who are different and 
those who are similar; understands how to impact others

Transparent & Open
Transparent and articulate about self and others

Actively Creates Psychological Safety
Establishes an environment where individuals can express 
themselves and are treated respectfully
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Leading organizations have made inclusive behaviors the cornerstone 
of their leadership models. For example:

Inclusion and inclusive leadership shouldn’t be something that 
is separate from leadership expectations, as it runs the risk 
of being seen as optional. When it’s part of leadership, it’s 
seamless and it becomes nonnegotiable.

   – Head of Inclusion & Collaboration, Technology Firm

“
The payoff for having fair, equitable and welcoming executives is also 
significant. Having executives who lead by example sets the tone for 
the rest of the organization and creates an environment for everyone 
to contribute their best and deliver superior business results. We also 
found that it can have a significant impact on employee Net Promoter 
Score. In fact, 63% of employees who rate their organizations in the 
top quartile for being led by fair, equitable and welcoming executives 
will promote their organization as a great place to work. Conversely, 
73% of employees who rate their organizations in the bottom quartile 
will speak negatively about their experience working for their 
organization (see Figure 3).

Executive Action Drives Higher
Employee Net Promoter Scores

Figure 3 – Percentage of Promoters, Passives and Detractors from respondents’ eNPS 
for top and bottom quartiles for having fair, equitable and welcoming executives.

Top Quartile for Executive Action Bottom Quartile for Executive Action

% Promoters

% Passives

% Detractors

5%

63%

73%

4%
23%

32%
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3. Leaders/managers understand their team members’ unique 
strengths. 

We know that inclusion is about creating and fostering an 
environment that recognizes and values all perspectives and 
contributions. It is about enabling every employee to contribute to 
their fullest potential. To do this effectively, leaders need to know 
everyone’s unique strengths.

One large healthcare organization is making strides in this area 
by having their executives focus on appreciating differences. This 
includes different levels of the organization, different experiences, 
personalities, styles and patterns of thought, not just differences in 
race, ethnicity and gender. The executives start by increasing their 
self-awareness through a self-assessment of emotional IQ. This is 
followed by a series of ten personal growth experiences and an 
opportunity to join a mastermind group to receive peer coaching 
from colleagues.

Understanding, spotlighting and leveraging unique strengths is a 
cornerstone of Linkage’s DELTA Inclusion model. Great leaders bring 
out the best in their team by uncovering individual team members’ 
unique strengths, leveraging those strengths and spotlighting their 
contribution to the overall performance of the group. Leaders who 
do this effectively see higher engagement and discretionary effort 
leading to better business outcomes and cultures.
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Our research found that 59% of employees who rate their 
organizations in the top quartile for having leaders and managers 
who understand their team members’ unique strengths actively 
promote their organization as a great place to work. Conversely, 
only 25% of employees in the bottom quartile promote their 
organization as a great place to work—and 50% will speak 
negatively (see Figure 4).

Figure 4 – Percentage of Promoters, Passives and Detractors from respondents’ eNPS 
for top and bottom quartiles for having leaders and managers who understand their 
team members’ unique strengths. 

Top Quartile for Inclusive Managers Bottom Quartile for Inclusive Managers

Inclusive Managers Drive Higher
Employee Net Promoter Scores 

% Promoters

% Passives

% Detractors

15%

59%

50%

25%

25%

26%



R E S E A R C H

©  2 0 2 1  L I N K A G E  I N C .  |  2 5

Treating inclusion as event-based or a ‘one off’ is part of the 
problem. Doing a workshop or a few sets of training over the 
course of a year doesn’t work. Inclusion must be continually 
iterative and ongoing.

   – Head of D&I, Financial Services Company

“

TRADITIONAL INCLUSION INITIATIVES
HAVE NO DEMONSTRABLE IMPACT

Before conducting the data analysis, we hypothesized that traditional
“inclusion initiatives” may not have a demonstrable impact. We were right.

Initiatives such as ERGs, diversity goals, architecting more diverse teams, and 
allyship programs showed no significant impact one way or the other. Our 
interviews with practitioners largely support this. Many of the executives we 
interviewed said that these initiatives are often necessary starting points, but 
efforts need to extend much more broadly and over a longer period of time 
to truly improve inclusion. For example:

WHAT HARMS INCLUSION

We also tested several inclusion detractors, including direct manager behavior,
such as focusing on their own individual achievement or deferring to hierarchy.
One well-intended organizational practice emerged as consistently having a 
significant negative impact on feelings of inclusion: increasing opportunities for 
employees to socialize (in or outside of work).

While we do not yet have definitive data on why this is, one explanation might
be in how companies are choosing to socialize. For example, a common practice of 
providing socializing opportunities has traditionally been evening “happy hour.” 
In theory, among a certain population, this is a great way to meet other people. 
However, for people who may not drink, for parents with young kids, for
introverts, etc., this might actually result in feelings of being excluded and 
reinforces existing social dynamics where individuals and groups may
not feel part of the “club.” Hence, companies must carefully
think about how to provide socializing opportunities
that result in everyone feeling included.
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WHAT SHOULD ORGANIZATIONS DO?
The discovery that we can apply both art and science to making organizations 
more inclusive and that the three most impactful drivers of inclusion are inclusive 
meetings, executive action and understanding everyone’s unique strengths 
has important implications for where organizations focus their DE&I resources. 
Based on our extensive research and analysis, we have formulated the below 
recommendations and point of view on what organizations need to do to 
develop inclusive leadership capabilities and build a culture of inclusion.

1. Assess your organization’s inclusion strengths
 and weaknesses.
 For any organization spending money on improving DE&I, it is 

imperative to measure impact and evaluate performance in the 
drivers of inclusion. One way to improve inclusion is by implementing 
Linkage’s Inclusion Organizational Assessment to understand your 
employees’ perception of the organization’s performance in the 
activities our research has found to be important.

 Collecting data on organizational strengths and weaknesses will 
also help establish benchmarks to measure performance and 
progress over time.

 If performance gaps exist, tackle the highest-leverage items first, 
starting with inclusive meetings, then executive action, and so on. 
The higher-leverage variables are also deeply connected to one 
another, as is characteristic of any system.

2. The biggest changes will have to come from the 
executives. 

 No matter where they are today, executives will have to put 
themselves through a massive reframing and reorientation, which, 
based on the practitioners we interviewed, may lead to executive 
changes.
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 We suggest assessing, developing and succession-planning against 
Linkage’s Purposeful Leadership model that includes the DELTA 
behaviors. Since our previous research shows that inclusivity is 
at the heart of being an effective leader6, organizations should 
incorporate a measurement of inclusivity maturity into their 
leadership development metrics. This will help organizations 
measure and understand when leaders are not progressing in 
their embodiment of the inclusive behaviors that the Purposeful 
Leadership Inclusivity Index indicates are essential.

 This also means that organizations should be prepared to transition 
any leaders who are not progressing in their inclusivity maturity out 
of leadership roles and out of the succession-planning pipeline.

3. Understand that the standard-practice inclusion 
initiatives (ERGs, allyship programs, etc.) need to have 
a culture of inclusion and executive action to have a 
real payoff.

 While these initiatives may be an important first step to improve 
inclusion across the organization, these activities are far from 
sufficient. Without a culture of inclusion and executive action, these 
initiatives run the risk of being check-the-box activities that, at best, 
have no impact on inclusion and, at worst, decrease feelings of 
inclusion because employees know that the initiatives are unlikely to 
have an enduring impact.

The current conversation in society about bias, inclusion and equity gives 
organizational executives an opportunity to make lasting, systemic change in 
their organizations. Creating an inclusive corporate culture and creating an 
executive team with sincerely inclusive leaders is not easy. But this research says 
it is worth it. Many of us inherited organizations that are far from inclusive, but 
there is much we can do to leave behind a legacy of inclusion.

6 Linkage. “Why the Most Effective Leaders Are Also the Most Inclusive Leaders,” Feb 2020. 
https://linkage.b-cdn.net/wp-content/uploads/Linkage_Inclusion_White_Paper.pdf
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Since publishing our findings in this white paper, we have had many meaningful 
conversations with thought leaders and experts in inclusion. There are a few areas 
that could use more context and color. 

For many, our conclusions resonated strongly, while at the same time, there was 
surprise at the initiatives that fell into the category of having no or minimal impact.  
These discussions typically led into brainstorming why that might be.   

One major reason, and something covered in the white paper, is when organizations 
treat initiatives as check-the-box activities they do not create enduring or meaningful 
change. Another common reason is that some initiatives target a much smaller 
population of an organization (e.g. ERGs), so it is logical that they would have 
minimal impact on the inclusiveness of all employees (while still having meaningful 
value for those who participate). For other initiatives, a common hypothesis is that 
perhaps the way they were implemented was faulty or created backlash or other 
unintended consequences.   

While not covered in our white paper research, this last idea of faulty 
implementation is certainly something that we have heard anecdotally and seen in 
other research. Some programs, like unconscious bias training, often focus too much 
on differences among people—making some feel singled out and others feel blamed 
or ashamed. In fact, the vast majority of inclusion programs focus on making room for 
“others.” This has led us to a new conclusion—that a new approach to and language 
of inclusion is needed. One that focuses on what unites us and makes each of us 
special. One that allows participants to appreciate what makes them unique so they 
can appreciate the uniqueness of others. An approach where instead of making room 
for “others,” we conclude that the organization is incomplete without them.  

Lastly, we know there is a level of diversity that is necessary to truly be an inclusive 
organization—both racial and gender diversity—to start. And diverse employees 
need to be represented at all levels, especially senior levels with power within the 
organization. Inclusion is needed to keep all employees, including diverse employees, 
engaged in the business.

EPILOGUE
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INTRODUCING LINKAGE’S SIGNATURE SOLUTION

Redesigning Inclusion: Superpowers & Symphony
Move beyond check-the-box tactics and leave behind outdated diversity and inclusion trainings. 
It’s time to engage in a new approach to create and sustain inclusive leaders and organizations. 

Presented in partnership with architect and futurist Oshoke Abalu, Redesigning Inclusion: 
Superpowers & Symphony is an invitation to belong, where we recognize and cultivate 
each individual’s uniqueness as “Superpowers,” thereby unlocking Symphony, our greatest 
resource to achieve true inclusion in the workplace.

This Signature Solution from Linkage includes the following innovative programs: 

RE-LANGUAGE: Explore the invitation for a new language of Inclusion to create Symphony 

• Superpowers & Symphony: The Keynote and The Playshop 

• Keynote: Three Critical Levers to Creating an Inclusive Culture 

• Keynote: Reflecting on Allyship – How to Drive Meaningful Change 

RE-CALIBRATE: Measure the current state of individual and organizational Symphony 

• Inclusive Organization Analysis 

• Purposeful Leadership® 360° Assessment with Inclusion Scale 

RE-FOCUS: Develop the Superpowers of your leaders, teams and organizations 

• Superpowers & Symphony: Workforce Essentials 

• Leading with a Mindset of Inclusion for Executives 

RE-UNITE: Expand and sustain Superpowers & Symphony in your organization 

• Superpowers & Symphony Pledge

In the face of injustice and inequity, I hereby pledge to redesign inclusion as
Symphony and to shift my focus from what separates us to what unites us.

I pledge to cultivate my uniqueness as my Superpowers, and to amplify the
uniqueness and Superpowers of others. I am the solution.

https://www.linkageinc.com/redesigning-inclusion-superpowers-and-symphony/
https://www.linkageinc.com/redesigning-inclusion-superpowers-and-symphony/
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About Linkage
Linkage is a global leadership development firm committed to 
advancing women and accelerating inclusion in leaders and 
organizations. For more than 30 years, we have been on a 
mission to change the face of leadership by impacting leadership 
effectiveness and equity.

Through our work with more than one million leaders, we continue 
to evolve our unique datasets to create leading-edge insight and 
innovative products that can be combined into comprehensive 
leadership solutions.

Our scalable in-person and digital solutions are designed to 
empower leading organizations to solve their most pressing talent 
challenges—and to accelerate the advancement of all leaders.
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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Take the next step today.
Learnmore@linkageinc.com
1.781.402.5555
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