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Praise for Reverse Mentoring


‘What stands out about Reverse Mentoring is how relentlessly practical it is. As you read it you become excited at what might be possible; when you finish it you know exactly how to turn possibility into reality’


Drew Dudley, author of the Wall Street Journal bestseller This is Day One


‘Patrice Gordon reveals how a positive work culture only happens when real people – with all their flaws and attributes – change from the inside out. Reverse Mentoring shows how any business can better represent the communities, customers and employees they serve’


Dan Schawbel, New York Times bestselling author of Back to Human, Promote Yourself and Me 2.0


‘Patrice Gordon provides a human road map to challenge policies that create un-level playing fields for non-dominant groups and subtly advantage dominant groups. Reverse Mentoring is a book full of wisdom and teachings that should be an essential part of any organisation’s efforts in their strategic goals of diversity, equity and inclusion’


Laura Liswood, author of The Loudest Duck and The Elephant and the Mouse





PATRICE GORDON is an astute financial and commercial leader with more than twelve years of experience at senior levels across British Airways, Royal Mail Group and Virgin Atlantic. Her career demonstrates a wealth of experience from finance to executive coaching and latterly within the commercial airline space. She is an established executive coach and personal development advocate, specializing in women’s development programs and reverse mentoring. Gordon is focused on ensuring she leaves a legacy by building inclusive environments across the businesses she works with. She loves to travel and explore different cultures; her genuine curiosity of people means she is regularly referred to as ‘a connector of hearts’ and ‘a bridger of minds.’
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Dedicated to those underrepresented voices everywhere.


I pray I have conveyed your stories with clarity and conviction.


May I continue to use my voice as a force for good.


In loving memory of Sarah.
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Foreword



HOLLY BRANSON



Ilearned so much from Patrice Gordon’s wonderful book: Reverse Mentoring: Removing Barriers and Building Belonging in the Workplace. As chief purpose and vision officer of Virgin Group, I am passionate that not only our businesses but all businesses become truly diverse, inclusive, and equitable, and I strive to be as educated and informed as I can be, to help make this a reality.


What I love about Patrice’s book is that she continually brings us back to the fact that a workplace is made up of people—not robots. Yes, many of those people will share the same skill sets, but they will undoubtedly have had different lived experiences and face different challenges. The joy and success of a work culture where everyone feels that they belong, have a shared purpose, and are respected and valued equally to their colleagues, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, neurodiversity, disabilities, or socioeconomic background, should never be underestimated.


A business that works hard to foster a sense of true belonging and inclusion for all of its people has been shown to be substantially more successful than those businesses that simply pay lip service to diversity, equity, and inclusion. I’m continually shouting from the rooftops that: “Purpose and profit go hand in hand”—because I absolutely believe that they do! To be a truly purpose-led business (and therefore a successful one!), your people and their well-being should be at the heart of everything you do. The issue comes when leaders don’t actually know who their people are.


Leadership teams everywhere will learn much from Patrice’s book. As she so brilliantly puts it:




Change does not happen with a one-off diversity training or listening session. It does not happen because your organization hires more people of color or promotes more women to leadership positions. It does not happen because of an anti-discrimination policy codified by lawyers and printed in the employee handbook. It happens when people—real people with all their flaws and attributes—change from the inside out. If we want to promote this kind of change, we need a tool that promotes dialogue, connection, empathy, and vulnerability between multiple parties that allows people from disparate backgrounds to truly engage with and understand one another. Enter reverse mentoring.





Without taking the time to get to know your colleagues’ lived experiences, the challenges they face, their personal and family journeys, their fears, their skills, and their passions, you will never bring out the best in your people. And, crucially, you will never break down those barriers, conscious or unconscious, that prevent even the most well-intentioned businesses from becoming 100 percent diverse, inclusive, and equitable. Breaking down these barriers, at all levels of your organization, will shine a light on a richer, more engaged talent pool; it will encourage creative, lively debate that often leads to accelerated innovation; and you’ll become an organization that encourages, values, respects, and promotes all the amazing skills already available to you—within your own people. People whom you have taken the time to get to know. As an added bonus you, as a leader, will also get to understand better what makes you tick and how you can grow as an employer and as a person—opening up so many more opportunities to thrive, in both work and life.


Reverse Mentoring: Removing Barriers and Building Belonging in the Workplace is an inspiring how-to when it comes to all aspects of introducing a successful reverse mentoring program. Patrice takes you through every element, step by step, in such a warm and human way that I forgot at times I was reading a business book. Reading the last chapter, you can’t help but get excited about what the future will look like if all businesses embrace Patrice’s passion for reverse mentorship; her passion for a world in which all businesses are 100 percent diverse, inclusive, and equitable shines through on every page.


It’s only right to give the wonderful Patrice the last word:




By using our own stories to bring more humanity into our organizations, reverse mentoring allows us to see one another and ourselves in a radically new light. Only when we look at the world differently can we decide to make change—change that, in this case, is long overdue and sorely needed. Let’s begin.













CHAPTER ONE



WHY REVERSE MENTORING MATTERS NOW


When I was eleven years old, my mother enrolled me in an all-girls Catholic school on the outskirts of London. Out of roughly 200 students in my grade, I was one of just nine Black girls.


The school curriculum was structured around different levels for different subjects. If you showed particular aptitude in a certain subject, you could move up to a more rigorous level and further develop your skills. Most of the time this happened automatically: a teacher would notice an above-average student and recommend them for advancement.


I had never considered myself especially gifted academically, so I was pleasantly surprised when I started testing consistently well in mathematics. I found that I enjoyed the logic and structure of numbers and had a natural aptitude for solving complex equations and problems. Yet despite earning grades that should have qualified me for the highest mathematics level, none of my teachers recommended me. It was as though, to them—the same people who were instructing and evaluating me every day—I was somehow invisible. Finally, I reached out to one of my teachers, Ms. Rodriguez, whom I still remember fondly, and asked what I needed to do to move up. She offered me extra instruction during my lunch breaks, and, eventually, I advanced.


At the time, it did not occur to me that my teachers’ lack of attention had anything to do with my race. Like many people of color and children of immigrants (my parents and I had emigrated from Jamaica when I was three years old), I’d learned from a young age that it was better to put my head down and work hard rather than draw even more attention to my already-obvious differences. Still, I was frustrated that I had to work harder than most of my peers for my teachers to notice my talent.


When I was sixteen, I told my mother that I wanted to transfer to a public college (the UK equivalent of high school) in South London that was much more diverse. Though the school had an excellent track record of getting students into university, it was much rougher around the edges than my previous one. Students frequently got into fights, and a security guard was stationed at the main entrance. Even though my mother was apprehensive, she relented because we both knew, deep down, that I would thrive more in a place where I felt that I belonged.


Our instincts were right. Not only did my teachers at the new school notice my talents, but they were the first people to tell me that I should apply to university—a reality I had never considered, let alone planned for. As a result of their care, attention, and validation, I became the first person in my family to attend and graduate from university. I’ve always been proud of this accomplishment, of course, but I never fully appreciated the lessons I took away from my primary school experience until much later when I was well into my career.


One day in mid-2018, after more than a decade of working in finance for large national and multinational corporations, I was speaking with my colleague Estelle when she mentioned an interesting opportunity. Estelle and I both worked at Virgin Atlantic, where she was vice president of people experience and I served as head of commercial finance. Estelle and I had joined the company at around the same time, and I immediately clicked with her. Even though I had worked in finance for my entire career, I’d always been interested in personal and professional development and creating change within organizations. After training as an executive coach and gaining a post-graduate qualification in coaching, I set up a coaching consultancy firm to help individuals, particularly women, develop their skills and succeed.


“We’re looking for someone to mentor Craig, and I thought of you.” Estelle said. “Would you be interested?”


Craig Kreeger was CEO of Virgin Atlantic at the time and his career in the airline industry spanned more than three decades. Although I was relatively senior within the organization, I was several levels below the C-suite and several decades younger than Craig. Why would he need me to mentor him?


Estelle explained that the idea was part of the company’s “Be Yourself” program, a recent initiative designed to encourage employees to bring their whole, authentic selves to work. The leadership team had realized that this may be easier said than done for employees from traditionally marginalized groups in a company that was run predominantly by white men. Perhaps by actively encouraging senior leaders to interact with and learn more about colleagues with different lived experiences, they might foster a more inclusive environment from the top down.


Craig had volunteered to be partnered with a more junior colleague and requested a Black female mentor because there were no Black women in his professional or social circles. Because I was a valued member of the team who had consistently expressed interest in helping drive change at the company, Estelle had tapped me for the opportunity. I agreed.


Over the next six months, Craig and I met one-on-one and in private for an hour every four to six weeks. I told him about my childhood and what it was like working in a field where I was often the only woman and person of color in the room. I told him the story about my primary school experience and how, looking back, it was apparent that my teachers had dismissed my potential based on the color of my skin. When he asked what my experience had been like at Virgin Atlantic, I was honest. I explained that I would have liked to see more diversity at senior levels. He listened attentively, acknowledged some of the company’s gaps, and agreed that though Virgin Atlantic was in a good state, good wasn’t good enough. He also opened up about his own experiences growing up the son of Jewish Israeli immigrants in the United States and spoke candidly about the challenges he’d faced over his career. Although our lived experiences were vastly different, Craig and I connected over the things we had in common. The more we spoke, the more I trusted him with my story and the more he appreciated how one’s identity could radically shape their experience at the company.


Although the program was designed to help Craig develop as a leader, it also had a profound impact on me as an individual and employee. Having the CEO take an active interest and curiosity in my life and perspectives made me feel the same sense of validation and empowerment I had felt as a teenager when my teachers started to recognize me. My identity did matter, and I could use my voice and skills to make a difference.


At the end of the program, Craig shared what he’d learned from our conversations in a Facebook post. “To make others feel genuinely included, we need to be genuinely curious about them and ask all the questions we don’t necessarily feel we need to ask of those most like us,” he wrote. “We have to share our own vulnerabilities and create room for the trust that creates real connection.” Citing the success of our partnership, the company launched a pilot reverse mentoring program with five mentees from senior leadership and five mentors from diverse backgrounds from other parts of the company. When Virgin Group founder Richard Branson caught wind of the program, he praised it and called me out by name in a LinkedIn post. Shortly after, I began hearing from dozens of people who wanted to learn more and share their own experiences with similar programs. I asked them what had worked well and what hadn’t and shared my own insights into how to build a successful mentor-mentee relationship.


Then, in the summer of 2020, the murder of George Floyd and increased violence against Asian people in response to the COVID-19 pandemic sparked outrage and dialogue about the experiences of marginalized groups in predominantly white, patriarchal, Judeo-Christian structures. I realized that the types of conversations I’d had with Craig could potentially help others cut through the chaos and teach us how to reconnect with each other on an individual level, to discover our shared humanity instead of retreating to defensiveness, division, and blame. Obviously, no amount of empathy can effect change unless it’s backed up by action, but what did I have to lose by starting the conversation? By encouraging people to be curious about one another, to try to understand each other, so they could make better decisions?


Since that time, I have connected with hundreds of mentors and mentees and have begun working with companies—large and small, across a wide array of industries—to help them set up reverse mentoring schemes. I’ve heard countless stories from both mentors and mentees about how their perspectives—sometimes even their lives—have changed as a result of the experience.


Take Mark and Amanda. Before meeting each other, Mark hadn’t spent a lot of time with people of color. Growing up in the Midwest during the early 2000s, he had heard stories about the plight of people of color and some of the challenges that community faced, but as a white man from a stable middle-class family, he’d never felt the need to concern himself too much with those issues. He knew racism was bad, but he also didn’t know what he could possibly do to influence or fix it. And besides, it didn’t affect his daily life, and he had other things to worry about.


At the time he met Amanda, Mark was vice president of engineering at a midsize manufacturing company based close to his hometown. He had gone to a local college, was married, and had two children. He traveled frequently—to Europe for work and favored the outdoors for family vacations—but had lived in the same area his entire life. Most of his friends were either from college or from work, and most of them were white with similar backgrounds.


Recently, Mark’s company had been acquired by a large firm that was incredibly focused on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). Both their annual and three-year strategic plans included specific sections dedicated to increasing the level of inclusivity within the workplace. As part of that effort, company leadership had mandated that everyone in the organization complete DEI training and that leaders, like Mark, would have to meet certain DEI targets in order to receive their full bonuses. Mark didn’t really get it. Shouldn’t the right person perform the role, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, sexuality, or any other external factor? As long as everyone was treated with respect and given a fair shot to succeed, did it really matter how diverse the company was?


As part of the integration process following the acquisition, the board of directors requested that the entire leadership team participate in a reverse mentoring program, which would pair senior leaders with more-junior people in the company from different demographic backgrounds. The goal, Mark was told, was to expose the lead decision-makers to perspectives and ideas from people with different lived experiences in an effort to make the company more inclusive and, hopefully, better overall. Mark wasn’t keen to participate, but everyone else was doing it and he didn’t want to look like a poor sport, so he reluctantly agreed and was paired with Amanda.


At first, Mark saw little difference between him and Amanda beyond the fact that she was of mixed heritage—Native American, Black, and Latinx—and had attended an Ivy League college. She was born and raised locally, just like Mark, and had had a great career with the company so far. She had been promoted twice in her seven-year tenure and was currently the head of customer experience, three layers below Mark in the organizational chart. She lived locally, had two children, and was married, just like Mark.


“Amanda was great at her job,” Mark later observed. “I saw her ‘ethnicity’ second. Actually, I didn’t even ‘see’ her ethnicity.”


But as their conversations deepened, Amanda shared details about her life that gradually revealed some stark differences in their lived experiences. Unlike Mark, who vacationed at least twice per year with his family, Amanda mostly took time off to take care of her children, because—as it is for many married mothers—most childcare duties fell to her. Given that 90 percent of the people in Mark’s friendship and work circles were men, Mark had never really considered how these additional responsibilities might impact someone’s career, even though his own wife had stopped working to become a full-time stay-at-home mom after the birth of their first child. Mark had just assumed that his wife was okay with this arrangement as they’d never really discussed her returning to work and Mark earned enough to support the whole family. Talking to Amanda, Mark began to appreciate how the choice to start a family often impacted mothers more than fathers.


“Amanda never revealed that she felt this held her back in any way and didn’t appear resentful of her responsibilities,” he said. “However, I wondered if she would be further up the ladder if she didn’t have all of this to contend with. I know for sure that I would struggle if it were me—not only doing my day job but doing it exceptionally well as Amanda appears to be doing.”


He also learned that, when Amanda was growing up, her parents had chosen to live in a very small house, in which Amanda shared a single room with her three siblings, so they could afford to send their kids to college. Once Amanda got to college, she had to work two jobs in order to afford tuition and other expenses. This meant that she didn’t have time for a lot of the extracurricular or social activities that were typical for many of her more well-off peers and, in Mark’s case, had been a highlight of his college experience. She started working full-time immediately upon graduation, but most of her extra income went to helping her parents and her siblings who were still in college. When she and her husband finally saved up enough cash to buy a house, her parents moved in with them. Both of her parents still worked—her father as an engineer, her mother as a nurse—but the arrangement made more financial sense. Plus, when they weren’t working, her parents could help with the grandkids.


Mark was shocked to learn that a hardworking family like Amanda’s could still be so challenged financially, but her experience is actually part of a much larger trend among people and families of color. Due to a variety of factors like differences in opportunities and education, discrimination, a gap in access to financial resources, and relative ability to accumulate (and benefit from) generational wealth, families of color are, on average, far less financially stable than white ones. In 2019 the Federal Reserve survey of consumer finances showed that the median net worth is $188,000 for a white household, $36,000 for a Latinx household, and $24,000 for a Black household.* These are some stark, irrefutable facts.


Mark was also surprised to learn that, despite being promoted twice in her short tenure at the company, Amanda had declined to apply for a third promotion because she thought it was out of her reach. When her boss didn’t encourage her, she took it as confirmation that she wasn’t ready and watched the job go to a colleague of hers who had applied, despite being less qualified and experienced than Amanda. She said:




I have a feeling my boss has a soft spot for [the man who got the promotion] as they sometimes hang out with each other after work and I have heard them talking about hobbies they have in common. Who has time for hobbies?! I feel really left out when these conversations happen, but I just keep my head down and focus on doing an amazing job. I am really disappointed, though, that, in relation to the promotion, my demonstrable performance didn’t support me in the way that I thought it should have. I wish I had applied for the promotion, but on the other hand I just didn’t want to be disappointed again.





She’d also recently found out that another colleague—a man—was paid the same as her despite being more junior. When she asked human resources about it, they told her that the “market had changed” since she started and that if she wanted to be paid market rate, she should “look elsewhere.” “It didn’t really surprise me, but it did disappoint me,” Amanda said. “At the moment I can’t move jobs as I have managed to get the organization of my personal life down to a fine art. I will have to stick around here for the foreseeable future.”


For nine months, over the course of six sessions, Mark and Amanda discussed how their lived experiences had shaped their lives and careers, and Mark began to understand how being an educated, white, straight, cisgender male in an environment dominated by other educated, white, straight, cisgender men had afforded him certain advantages over Amanda that had nothing to do with their respective talent, knowledge, or skills. He also began to appreciate how his role as a leader within the company gave him a unique position to address these inequities. As he and Amanda developed a closer professional and personal relationship, he began to feel a certain sense of responsibility for her, to use what he’d learned to become a better leader and advocate for people who often don’t have a seat at the table.


Mark later became an advocate for Amanda in rooms in which she wasn’t present, asking “What about Amanda?” when discussing new projects or having performance conversations with other leaders at the company. He checked in on her regularly, and they developed a mutually beneficial relationship. Amanda was able to share her story with someone who, over time, became more interested in it, while Mark became more conscious of some of the underlying circumstances that could be at play with people on his team specifically. Eight months after his mentoring had started, his team performed a 360-degree feedback survey in which his peers and reports were asked to give honest, constructive feedback on Mark’s leadership style. Overall, they reported a noticeable degree of improvement in his level of empathy. Mark had always thought that he was pretty empathetic, but he realized through his experience with Amanda that because he hadn’t truly understood the experiences of people from different backgrounds, he didn’t fully appreciate what challenges they might be facing on any given day. It’s difficult to solve a problem when you don’t even know a problem exists. Mark says:




Before I started on this journey, I believed, based on my experience, that our organization really did practice meritocracy. That the most capable person would get the promotions and opportunities. That, irrespective of your background, our organization will respect and honor your contributions. I entered into this with little expectation and, to be honest, little curiosity, I suppose an arrogance. At the end of this formal journey, I am more aware of my privilege than I have ever been. I am not ashamed to say that, nor am I in a position where I am shirking away from the responsibilities that are on my shoulders, not only as a leader in the organization but as a more conscious human being. Understanding Amanda’s experience has made me more curious than ever, and I am committed to making a difference and raising the awareness of others, too.
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In a utopian world, everyone would have a voice that would be heard and listened to. Climbing the economic and organizational ladder would reflect the hours worked, effort exerted, and education earned. True meritocracy—in which people attain success, power, and influence based on their talents, knowledge, and performance—would thrive. The school, college, or university you attended; the region or country where you were born; your race, gender identity, disability, sexual orientation, or body shape; how you choose to dress or wear your hair—none of this would matter. The best ideas would win out over the loudest voices, and great employees would be rewarded with great jobs and salaries to match their potential and contributions.


Many organizations say that they aspire to this ideal, but few (if any) have actually achieved it. In fact, research suggests that when companies actively try to promote meritocracy, they often end up favoring dominant demographic groups, like men, over the traditionally marginalized, even when performance is equal.*


Who a person is rather than what they do still has a profound effect on what jobs they get, how much influence they hold, and how much money they make. And whether we want to admit it or not, statistics show that, across the globe, certain demographic groups are more likely to succeed than others. In the United States and United Kingdom, women make up just 21 and 18 percent of executive teams, respectively. Globally, women represent just 15 percent.† Just five of the London Stock Exchange FTSE 100‡ and thirty-seven of the US Fortune 500 CEOs§ are women. In the United Kingdom, non-white individuals fill just 4.7 percent (fifty-two) of the 1,099 most powerful roles in the country, despite representing 13 percent of the population.* In the United States, just 3.4 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs are from Latinx backgrounds, and a paltry 1 percent are Black, even though those groups represent 18 and 13 percent of the population, respectively.† Ethnic diversity is not just a problem in predominantly white countries, either. Globally, just 14 percent of executive teams are composed of people from ethnic minority groups in those regions.‡


When organizations don’t adequately reflect and represent the communities, customers, and employees they serve, everyone loses. At a systemic level, inequality and lack of representation lead to oppression, violence, harassment, discrimination, and death—a fact most recently highlighted by the work of social justice movements like Black Lives Matter, Me Too, and Stop Asian Hate, just to name a few. It’s worth noting, of course, that these are not new movements. But with the world standing still a little more due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we’ve been forced, as a society, to pay more attention to them than we might have previously.


Though no single diversity, equity, and inclusion policy can right the wrongs of generations of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and ableism, organizations hold a tremendous amount of power and responsibility to make a difference, particularly in their role as employers. Jobs, after all, create wealth, and wealth creates opportunities. And when people have opportunities, they become empowered. When individuals can use their skills at jobs where they earn a fair wage, are rewarded fairly for their contributions, and feel safe, respected, and supported, it creates a ripple effect. Workers benefit from economic security as well as the confidence and lack of stress that comes from being adequately recognized; organizations benefit from the contributions and energies of a talented, engaged, and diverse workforce; and society benefits from dismantling stereotypes and empowering citizens to lead happy, healthy, and productive lives.


The fact that it’s the right thing to do should be enough of a reason for organizations to make diversity a priority, especially because research shows that companies with more diversity perform better than those that lack it. In a two-year study of 200 companies, researchers found that teams representing people of different ages, genders, and geographic locations made better decisions more frequently than those composed mostly of people from similar demographic backgrounds. Inclusive teams performed 60 percent better than the average, and, in fact, the more diverse the team was, the better their performance.* Companies with the most diverse leadership teams are more likely to achieve above-average profitability than those with the least amount of diversity. According to a global, multi-year study by McKinsey and Company, companies with the least amount of diversity on their executive teams were 27 percent more likely to underperform than any other companies in their data set, and the performance gap between the most and least diverse companies is widening rapidly.† In other words, the longer you choose to deprioritize diversity in your organization, the worse off you will be in the future.


When leadership teams are similar and share the same social circles, it is difficult for true independent disagreement to occur because people fear that any overt challenge or dissent may harm their reputations or personal lives. This can create a harmonious workplace (at least on the surface), but it usually leads to disastrous results for the business. Cognitive diversity—which occurs when you bring together people from different backgrounds, demographics, and experiences—fixes this problem by creating an environment in which differing perspectives and opinions are encouraged.


Many organizations understand the calls for more diversity within their ranks, and have taken at least some steps toward addressing the issue head-on. Nowadays, it’s not uncommon for companies to include a statement about their commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion in their corporate handbooks, on career webpages, and among their core values. Many offer recruitment programs, internships, or networking groups in an effort to support employees from diverse backgrounds. They host events, workshops, and specialized training to help address and reduce biases among employees, and they compose official policies for reporting and punishing discrimination so that such behavior is discouraged. They institute controls in their hiring, interview, and job-placement processes to even the playing field for job candidates and highlight their efforts on their websites to help attract diverse job applicants.


In 2020, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder and COVID-19’s catastrophic impact on women and people of color, many companies started prioritizing diversity even more than they had in the past. Seemingly overnight, corporate social media feeds overflowed with posts declaring their commitment to solving the problem from the inside out. Human resources teams scrambled to hire diversity consultants and register for implicit bias training. The number of positions with the title of chief diversity officer, director of diversity, or head of diversity increased 68, 75, and 107 percent, respectively, from just five years earlier.* Even before these twin global events, hiring trends showed a dramatic increase in a focus on diversity, with the number of diversity-related job listings increasing 30 percent in the United States, 37 percent worldwide, and a whopping 106 percent in the United Kingdom between 2018 and 2019.†


Unfortunately, despite spending an estimated $8 billion each year on diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives, very few of these efforts end up paying off.‡ A high number of diversity practitioners do not have a long tenure with the same organization, citing “lack of resources, unrealistic expectations and inadequate support from senior executives.”§ Meanwhile, implicit bias training, which seeks to acknowledge and correct the hidden prejudices that shape our decisions and interactions, is often ineffective, at best, and, when done poorly, can actually increase the amount of anger, frustration, and division within an organization.* Studies show that many of the things companies do to deter discrimination can often have the opposite of the intended effect, actually reducing overall diversity within the organization and creating more tension and friction between groups from different backgrounds.† We see this happen when those in the dominant group(s) (usually white, heterosexual, cisgender men) report feeling less included—even discriminated against—when their organization begins to prioritize DEI, not understanding (as Mark initially didn’t) that these changes are not about punishing people from certain groups but about leveling the playing field so that everyone—regardless of race, sexuality, gender, socioeconomic group, or any other demographic factor—has the same opportunities and feels like a valued member of the organization.


SEARCHING FOR A BETTER SOLUTION


Obviously, if we really want to create diverse and inclusive organizations—ones that adequately represent the needs of the people they serve and where the best ideas, people, and efforts are rewarded—we need to revise our approach. For starters, we need to do more than just pay lip service to the idea. Diversity is not a task that can be checked off a to-do list. Systemic problems require systemic solutions, ones that inform the entire culture of an organization, not the isolated efforts of employee resource groups, human resources, or a few well-meaning individuals (often applying their own discretionary, unpaid efforts on top of full workloads). Trying to retrofit inclusivity onto a fundamentally exclusive organization, regardless of whether that organization’s leadership is aware of its prejudices or not, is like trying to decorate a house that has no walls; if you lack a solid foundation, no amount of thoughtful touches can create a functional home.


What we need is an approach that changes the overall culture of an organization. We need one in which every person, especially but not exclusively those in leadership, intrinsically believes that diversity, equity, and inclusion are fundamental for an organization and its people to thrive. To do that, one must change the hearts and minds of those people—the people who create our cultures. If you’ve ever tried to win an argument, you know this is easier said than done, but it is possible.


People change their minds when presented with evidence that contradicts their current beliefs and opinions, but when it comes to things like race, gender, and identity, there are too many factors at play to rely on statistics alone. Instead, we need to rely on our humanity and empathy—the stories, ideas, feelings, and desires that connect us all beyond our demographics. We do not develop this through a lecture, training, or listening session. The journey to equity and inclusion is a long and hard one. Oftentimes, it requires challenging—or letting others challenge—the beliefs, thoughts, and assumptions that we may have developed as children, things we have accepted as fact, consciously or not, for most of our lives. The journey also requires us to acknowledge our mistakes, our ignorance, and the times we may have been complicit in upholding norms and ideas that harm others. This is extraordinarily difficult to do. No one likes to admit when they’ve done something to hurt someone else. No one likes to admit when they’re wrong. Even obvious bigots often take offense when you refer to them as bigots because they don’t like it when people suggest that the worldview that has shaped their choices and behaviors is fundamentally flawed. Going on this journey, committing to the hard road ahead, requires equal parts courage and humility.
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