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Inclusive Leadership 
Inclusive cultures lead to bottom line results

Inclusive leadership focuses on creating a culture where differences 
are valued and appreciated, contrasting opinions and perspectives 
are encouraged, and employees have a sense of both uniqueness and 
belongingness1.

Research has shown that organizations with leaders that facilitate inclusive cultures tend to have employees 
that contribute more, stay longer, make better decisions, collaborate more effectively, perform better, and 
are more engaged, innovative, and motivated2.

Inclusive cultures don’t happen overnight, but as a leader you are in a position to increase the level of 
inclusion within your team and your organization. The good news is, creating a culture of inclusion can be 
accomplished through encounters most leaders already have on a daily basis.

1 Prime & Salib, 2014; Randel, Galvin, Shore, Ehrhart, Chung, Dean, & Kedharnath, 2016; Shore et al, 2011 
2 Garr & Atamanik, 2017; Hewlett, 2016; Naude, Stanley, & Ratcliffe, 2015; Riordan, 2014; Wuffli, 2016
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DIVERSITY IS NECESSARY, BUT NOT SUFFICIENT

Today’s organizations already have some of the 
basic building blocks of creating inclusive cultures. 
The most important of these is having diversity 
in the workforce. Diversity, simply put, is all the 
ways in which we differ. There are many ways 
in which people can be different, including age, 
gender, race, ethnicity, religion, national origin, 
cultural background, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, physical characteristics, disability, veteran 
status, political affiliation, education, experience, 
skills and abilities, socio-economic background, 
personality, tenure, intelligence, and work style, 
just to name a few.

Proponents of workforce diversity advocated 
for the many benefits of having the “right mix” 
of employees, including increased productivity, 
engagement, job satisfaction, and innovation3. 
As such, most organizations have focused on 
achieving workforce diversity through a variety 
of initiatives over the past few decades. Many 
have been successful in increasing diversity, 
unfortunately the expected benefits did not 
always materialize and in some cases had the 
opposite effect4.

It was soon realized that simply having a diverse 
workforce was not enough5. Putting different 
people on the same team didn’t always guarantee 
better outcomes. Organizations neglected to 
realize that there is an ongoing process required 
to integrate, manage, and nurture employees in a 
way that facilitates the benefits of diversity. This 
process is known as inclusion. Put another way, 
diversity is being invited to the party, inclusion is 
being asked to dance6.

3 Alder, 2008; Von Bergen, Soper, & Foster, 2002
4 Harrison, Price & Bell, 1998; MacDonald, 1993; Riccucci, 1997; Rynes 

& Rosen, 1995
5 Riordan, 2014
6 Myers, 2012
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Inclusive Leadership: The Business Case

IMPROVED PERFORMANCE
AND/OR PRODUCTIVITY2,3,5

INCREASED MOTIVATION2

INCREASED INNOVATION
AND CREATIVITY1,2,8

IMPROVED 
COLLABORATION2,3,4

GREATER ENGAGEMENT 
AND LOYALTY2

HIGHER RETENTION3,4

HIGHER TEAM 
COMMITMENT3,4

IMPROVEMENT 
IN INDIVIDUAL 

DISCRETIONARY EFFORT4,8

1 Garr & Atamnik, 2017 (Bersin - Building an Inclusive Culture)
2 Business in the Community (2011 - Inclusive Leadership: From Pioneer to 

Mainstream)
3 Hunt, Layton & Prince (2015 – McKinsey – Diversity Matters)
4 CLC Human Resources (CEB 2012 Global Labor Market Survey)
5 Deloitte (2013 – Waiter, is that Inclusion in My Soup?)
6 Towers Watson (2012 – Global Workforce Study)
7 Hewlett, Marshall, Sherbin, & Gonsalves, 2013 (Innovation, Diversity & 

Market Growth)
8. Prime & Salib (2014 - Inclusive Leadership: The View from Six Countries)
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WHAT INCLUSIVE LEADERS DO (AND DON’T DO)

Inclusive leadership encompasses five main aspects 
of a leader’s approach to working with others in the 
organization7. At a high level, inclusive leaders are 
Supportive, Equitable, Entrusting, Encouraging, 
and Enabling.  

These five facets of inclusive leadership are 
interrelated, and often lead to one another 
depending on the environment. In other words, 
all facets must be present to some extent, but 
may vary in degree for different situations. These 
aspects are key not only for interactions with those 
employees who report directly to the leader, but 
also to others with whom the leader must influence 
in order for his or her team to be successful. The 
table below provides examples of the “do’s and 
don’ts” for each facet of inclusive leadership.

INCLUSIVE LEADERS DO INCLUSIVE LEADERS DON’T

• Advocate for others’ needs
• Back others’ ideas and opinions
• Share information
• Sees others as important to the group
• Consider the best interests of others when

making important decisions
• Make others feel valued and appreciated

• Talk bad about others behind their back
• Hoard information
• Prioritize their own needs and interests

above that of others
• See themselves as the most important

member of the group

• Treat others fairly
• Respect others
• Ensure employees are respecting each other
• Consider impact of decisions on equity

perceptions

• Play favorites
• Allow bias to influence decisions
• Fail to address perceptions of inequity

• Consult with and involve others when
making major decisions

• Delegate decision making authority where
appropriate

• Allow others to determine work processes

• Make important decisions all on their own
• Make all decisions (large and small)
• Doubt or second-guess decisions delegated

to others

7 Hollander, 2012; Randel, Galvin, Shore, Ehrhart, Chung, Dean, & Kedharnath, 2016; Sweeney & Bothwick, 2016

INCLUSIVE
LEADERSHIP

SUPPORTIVE

EQUITABLE

ENTRUSTINGENCOURAGING

ENABLING
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INCLUSIVE LEADERS DO INCLUSIVE LEADERS DON’T

• Solicit opinions from others
• Seek out others’ perspectives
• Provide opportunities for others to speak up
• Wait for others to voice their opinions

• Create an environment where others are
unwilling to share their ideas & perspectives

• Dismiss or downplay suggestions from
others

• Understand how others can contribute
• Create opportunities to maximize those

contributions
• Meet privately with others to ensure their

ideas are considered

• Allow obstacles to hinder others’ potential
contributions

• Foster an environment where differences of
opinion are not valued

• Fail to consider non-traditional ways for
others to contribute

INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP DNA

It should come as no surprise that not every leader exhibits the behaviors outlined above. Inclusive 
leadership comes more naturally for some than it does for others. Leaders who are more inclusive tend to 
share a common set of characteristics8. This is not to imply that if you don’t have all of these characteristics 
you can’t be an inclusive leader, but rather to help provide insight into areas that might be holding you back.

Courageous Communication Open-minded

Adaptable Inspiring Empathetic

Persuasive Awareness/Foresight Accepting

Curious Creative/Innovative Humble

Cultural Intelligence Committed Collaborative

Resilient Cognizant Listening

THE PATH TO INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP

Becoming a more inclusive leader is an ongoing process, but there are three main steps to start you on 
that path. First, evaluate where you stand on the inclusive leadership continuum. Completing a personality 
assessment that measures competencies similar to the inclusive leadership characteristics listed above is 
definitely recommended. This will provide you with some deep insights into hidden strengths and/or blind 
spots that may either help or hinder your progress. In addition, having your co-workers (e.g., direct reports, 
peers, managers, etc.) complete a 360 appraisal of your on-the-job behaviors that are related to inclusive 
leadership would provide you with “real time” data of how others perceive your inclusive leadership skills. 

Second, based on the results from the personality assessment and/or the 360 appraisals, identify areas for 
development. These areas should not all be those where the most improvement is needed, as it is just as 

8 Wuffli, 2016; Hollander, 2012; Sweeney & Bothwick, 2016; Moss, Sims, Dodd, & David, 2016
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important to maximize your strengths (i.e., going from good to great). If you have more than five areas of 
development (as most will), focus on a few areas at a time. Don’t try to do it all at once.

Third, create an action plan that includes development activities on the job as well as e-learning or other 
more traditional learning programs. Your action plan should be both challenging and achievable, and build 
in contingencies for life’s inevitable curveballs. Sharing the plan with others will only help reinforce your 
commitment to becoming a more inclusive leader. Finally, don’t forget to build in some personal rewards for 
meeting your objectives. 

As you travel down your inclusive leadership development path, you will notice a profound difference in 
your interactions with others. Coworkers who rarely spoke up in the past may become your best source of 
new and innovative ideas. Your direct reports will likely become more willing to go above and beyond, and 
become more motivated and engaged in the work they do. Your team’s level of collaboration and quality of 
decision making is likely to rise to levels higher than ever before. As an inclusive leader, all of this is possible, 
if you take the first step.

READY TO CREATE AND SUSTAIN WORKGROUP INCLUSION?
See how we can help you engineer an inclusive climate today.

+1.312.757.4642    |   info@culturefactors.com
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