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Sustain momentum from commitment to action 

The Executive’s Role in 

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion

Many organizations have expressed support for people of color 

and made commitments to use their power to promote equity. 

But expressing a genuine commitment, while necessary, is 

not enough to build a diverse and inclusive culture.

Executives need to change policies and procedures that serve 

employees inequitably or invite bias. They need to elicit and 

amplify under-represented voices at their organization and in 

their community and support the authority of those leading 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) efforts. Employees expect 

impacts more tangible and enduring than good intentions. Read 

on for three strategies to build a culture that supports diversity 

and inclusion.

Achieve a lasting culture change 
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The conventional wisdom

Executives typically express a commitment and make a few key investments to 

establish a DEI infrastructure – hiring a dedicated role to lead the charge, training 

staff, and establishing affinity groups. This work often starts by asking what must be 

done for compliance purposes and what programs must be put in place to make the 

workplace more diverse and inclusive. Despite investment here, many organizations 

still report that they aren't making the progress they expected.

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

Hire a dedicated role to lead DEI

The DEI lead may oversee several initiatives including diversity 

recruitment programs, DEI training for staff, affinity groups, 

and/or development programs for under-represented staff. In 

some cases, the role has a dual focus on workplace DEI as well 

as health equity. According to one survey, DEI leads spend their 

time spread across many responsibilities including 

organizational development, learning and development, talent 

management, and talent acquisition.

Train staff on workplace DEI

Many organizations recognize training, especially unconscious bias training, as an 

effective way to promote an inclusive workplace. Unconscious bias training is 

often deployed with the goal of helping leaders and staff understand where their 

biases might be impacting their decision-making in hiring, one-on-one interactions, 

and team meetings, among other areas.

Establish affinity groups

Organizations commonly establish a DEI council and/or affinity groups, which serve 

to harness the voices of under-represented staff members, as well as engage the 

population represented. Executives often rely on these groups to propose and drive 

forward strategy related to DEI.

53%
Of DEI leads hold an additional role 
unrelated to DEI

Source: A Leader’s Guide: Finding and Keeping Your Next Chief 

Diversity Officer, Russell Reynolds Associates, 2019
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Our take

Executives must own their individual role in advancing DEI while also supporting 

DEI leaders, formal and informal, across the organization. The ultimate goal is that 

all levels and functions within the organization own diversity, equity and inclusion 

efforts—not just the DEI lead, and not just under-represented groups. Until 

everyone commits to taking action to reduce systemic bias and amplify diverse 

perspectives, true progress cannot be made. Executives must move beyond the 

making the business case for diversity and instead must help their organization 

understand why DEI efforts are vital to fulfilling the mission.

OUR TAKE

Source: Edelmen Trust Baromter, 2020

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

76%
Of employees agree, “CEOs should take the 
lead on change rather than waiting for the 
government to impose it.” 

Today, current and prospective employees expect 

executives to not only demonstrate commitment to DEI, but 

to act and have results to show for their efforts. Employees 

look to their CEO to lead change on social issues and to be 

arbiters of the organization's mission when it comes to 

addressing social issues.
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Well-intended DEI leadership often fails because executives over-rely on a DEI 

lead to push forward the necessary culture change without giving them the 

support, authority, or partnership needed to do so. While hiring a role dedicated 

to DEI may be part of forward progress, executives should understand that hiring 

someone doesn’t remove responsibility or onus from them. The role may help 

inform the executive’s perspective on DEI strategy, elicit under-represented 

voices, and make decisions that advance DEI goals.

Executives should not expect one person or a small group of individuals to 

correct toxic elements of organizational culture, break down engrained norms, or 

overhaul long-standing, organization-wide processes. This will ultimately be 

owned by all staff but will permeate best when executives strategically embed 

formal DEI ownership across the organization. When shifting culture around DEI, 

the executive’s role cannot be over-emphasized.

OUR TAKE

Source: Edelmen Trust Baromter, 2020

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

Trusted employers lead on change 

Communicating about these 5 topics has the largest impact on 

employer trust 

N=34,000+ employees 

Societal Impact

The organization’s contribution to the betterment of society
3.78

Values 

The organization’s values
3.24

The Future 

The organization’s vision for the future
3.12

Purpose

The organization’s mission and purpose 
2.85

Operations

Operational decisions, including decisions that may affect my job
2.62

Relative importance in building employer trust

(A coefficient of 2 or higher is signif icant)
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Three strategies to establish a culture that 
supports diversity, equity, and inclusion

We focus the remainder of this document on how executives should interact with 

and support their people to build a more inclusive culture. Here’s how to get 

started:

THREE STRATEGIES TO ESTABLISH A CULTURE THAT SUPPROTS DEI

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

01
STRATEGY 1

Lean into conversations about 
identity and inequity

02
STRATEGY 2

Address structural inequities in 
talent management processes

03
STRATEGY 3

Keep DEI on the leadership 
agenda

In the following pages, we’ll look at these three strategies in detail.
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Lean into conversations about 
identity and inequity 01

THREE STRATEGIES TO ESTABLISH A CULTURE THAT SUPPORTS DEI

The executive role is not to have the answers related to 

DEI, but to model honesty and openness about what 

they are learning and unlearning. This will mean 

prioritizing conversations on issues of inequity affecting 

employees and the community and confronting the 

organizations’ DEI missteps and historical shortcomings 

(e.g., lack of diversity in leadership).

Source: Edelmen Trust Baromter, 2020

71%
Of employees agree, “It’s critically important for 
my CEO to respond to challenging times – on 
industry issues, political events, national crisis, 
employee driven-issues.”

Executives, like most of us, tend to shy away from conversations about DEI for fear 

of saying the wrong thing or appearing bigoted for a mistaken comment, incomplete 

perspective, or misused language. Conversations about identity—especially when 

acknowledging hard truths of inequities—are difficult to have, but executives must 

prioritize these, both in moments of crisis and on an ongoing basis. Examples may 

include showing up to a discussion about recent events, leading a conversation on 

how to be a better ally, or discussing how they’re educating themselves on 

perspectives of under-represented staff. Executives should model for others that it's 

vital to be present even when the conversation might feel deeply personal and 

uncomfortable.

It’s easy to believe that politicized issues, like Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA) or the murder of George Floyd, shouldn’t be discussed in the workplace. In 

actuality, many staff are discussing these events and issues with each other and 

appreciate an employer who openly acknowledges that staff might be affected by 

the circumstances, invites conversation, and supports staff who speak up. These 

are the moments when an expressed commitment to DEI is tested.
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Source; Daniel Cox, Juhem Navarro-Rivera, Robert P. 
Jones, Ph.D., PPRI, 08.03.2016

1. Tokenism: The Result of Diversity without Inclusion

2. What is Tokenism, And Why Does it Matter in the Workplace?

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

Anchor conversations in organizational values

One way to approach challenging conversations about identity and inequity, 

especially those that are unavoidably politicized, is by connecting events back to 

the organization's mission and values. For example, remind staff that, as an 

organization, we are invested in combatting racism, sexism or homophobia 

because we are guided by our value of compassion. 

Foster authentic relationships 

Authentic conversations rely on authentic relationships. In order to have open 

and productive conversations about identity and inequity, diversify your circle of 

advisors. Often, our social and professional circles are detrimentally 

homogenous. Among white Americans, 91% of people comprising their social 

networks are also white, while five percent are identified as some other race, 

according to a study done by the Public Religion Research Institute.

In our professional and personal life, authentically connecting with people who 

have a different lived experience can help all of us improve our cultural 

awareness. Speak with people you might not normally connect with at large 

internal meetings or networking events, offer to mentor or sponsor an 

underrepresented employee or an employee resource group, or volunteer with 

an organization that serves marginalized communities. As you broaden your 

social and professional circle, remember that the value is in building a 

relationship over time, not in asking others to educate you about their lived 

experience1,2. Building relationships and continuing these 

conversations will model for others what inclusive leadership entails and will help

inclusive culture stick.

https://www.prri.org/staff/robert-p-jones-ph-d/
https://medium.com/@TonieSnell/tokenism-the-result-of-diversity-without-inclusion-460061db1eb6
https://business.vanderbilt.edu/news/2018/02/26/tokenism-in-the-workplace/
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Address structural inequities in
talent management processes02

THREE STRATEGIES TO ESTABISH A CULTURE THAT SUPPORTS DEI

Ultimately, programs and trainings focused on increasing DEI won't solve the lack 

of representation or inequities within any organization. Leaders must look at long-

standing processes like how they evaluate performance, how they promote, or how 

they hire to understand how to root out bias in decision-making and policies that 

advantage some groups over others1. While HR and DEI leads may execute these 

changes, executives need to champion them in the organization to get the 

necessary buy-in.

Start by diagnosing one or two aspects of your workforce strategy that you want to 

"debias." Invest in debiasing where your organization already has natural strengths 

or where you're already making investments within your broader talent management 

strategy (e.g., performance management). You may also look to your data to 

understand where you are seeing the greatest disparities (e.g., disparities in 

promotion, hiring, etc.). Access our maturity model for options.

Make systemic changes to embed DEI strategy in 

existing processes

CHECK OUT: Embed 
diversity and inclusion in 
your workforce strategy

Most importantly, as you make changes to these 

policies, the executive role will be to continuously 

discuss with leaders why these changes are 

mission-critical and provide the resources to make 

them happen. Executives can especially lean in on 

processes they are more involved in like 

succession management and leader development.

https://www.advisory.com/research/hr-advancement-center/resources/2019/embed-diversity-and-inclusion-in-workforce-strategy
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DEI leaders advance their strategy through influence. To be impactful, 

they need a certain amount of authority to be able to veto decisions when they 

see those decisions or processes run counter to the organization’s DEI goals. 

This means executives will need to be open to changing decisions that do not 

advance DEI.

Consider implementing decision-making frameworks, like a RAPID or 

RASCI decision model1, for key initiatives or projects that the DEI leads will need 

to provide input on, like succession management and talent development. 

Determine where the DEI lead should offer a recommendation, input, agreement, 

etc. and set these expectations with all involved. When the DEI lead has the right 

to veto, ensure all stakeholders understand the decision-making process from 

the outset.

Governance and reporting structure can help ensure DEI leaders have 

the influence they need to push forward strategy. Organizations may opt to have 

DEI leads report directly or via a dotted line to the chief executive instead of 

reporting to a lower-level leader. To ensure dotted line reporting relationship 

function effectively and efficiently, define at the outset the authority that dotted 

line relationships have, whether veto power on strategic goals, ability to inflect up 

to 50% of funding dollars, and so on.

1. RAPID and RASCI are responsibility matrices that aim to clarify responsibility for task-

execution and decision-making roles within processes and projects, where RASCI 
stands for Responsible, Accountable, Supported, Consulted, Informed and RAPID stand 

for Make recommendation, establish agreement, perform and execute, provide necessary 
inputs, and make centralized decisions and enforce them.

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative

Employ decision-making frameworks to clarify 

responsibility and authority
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Keep DEI on the leadership agenda03

THREE STRATEGIES TO ESTABISH A CULTURE THAT SUPPORTS DEI

To sustain progress, executives must maintain their involvement in DEI strategy, rather 

than shifting ownership to HR or DEI leaders. Executives should keep abreast on the 

organization's progress toward set goals and targets, and when planning and executing 

strategy across all areas of the organization, they should consider how it aligns with the 

organization's commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion.

Commit to DEI goals with concrete targets and transparency

Maintain ongoing accountability through public sharing of data and other 

information related to DEI. For example, consider setting targets on metrics like 

retention data broken down by demographic, diversity of new hires, percent of 

hiring panels with ethnic minorities, and promotion rate of white and non-white 

staff. Share information on how the organization is engaging the community, 

reviewing policies that serve staff inequitably, investing dollars, and so on. 

Executives should work with DEI leads to set metrics for improvement and 

regularly share progress with the organization.

1
Align with diversity in 

your community
Track progress 

toward your goal

42
Prioritize key roles to 

increase diversity 

3
Define your goal

• What does diversity look 

like in our community?

• What specif ic types of 

diversity do w e need to 

increase to mirror our 

community?

• What levels in our 

organizations are lacking 

diversity?

• What are in-demand, key 

positions that w e should 

prioritize?

• Identify process metrics 

e.g. number non-w hite 

candidates for roles

• Monitor retention of 

underrepresented staff

• Report progress tow ard 

your goal to board and c-

suite at least quarterly

• How  much do w e w ant to 

increase diversity over the 

next three years?

• How  w ill w e establish 

shared accountability?

• What talent management 

processes w ill w e have to 

change to support this goal?
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Parting thoughts

There’s a false notion that we must separate the personal and professional. 

Employees want to see their executives show genuine and passionate commitment 

to the things they care about. They want executives to understand and 

acknowledge hard realities that the world faces.

We know we’re not living in a world that is equitable on the basis of identity –

employees need to see that the organization that they are investing themselves in 

is investing in creating a better, more equitable world.

A commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion will challenge you personally and 

professionally. As you educate yourself, explore your biases, acknowledge your 

lack of understanding, and have conversations about inequity, you will be 

uncomfortable and you will inevitably get things wrong. Yet, when senior leaders 

assume that responsibility, and model the organizations' commitment through their 

own actions, they will be able to accelerate progress toward a diverse, equitable, 

and inclusive workplace. 

The Executive's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Imperative
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LEGAL CAVEAT

Advisory Board has made efforts to verify the accuracy of the information it provides to members. This report relies on data obtained from many 

sources, however, and Advisory Board cannot guarantee the accuracy of the information provided or any analysis based thereon. In addition, 
Advisory Board is not in the business of giving legal, medical, accounting, or other professional advice, and its reports should not be construed as 

professional advice. In particular, members should not rely on any legal commentary in this report as a basis for action, or assume that any tactics 
described herein would be permitted by applicable law or appropriate for a given member’s situation. Members are advised to consult with 

appropriate professionals concerning legal, medical, tax, or accounting issues, before implementing any of these tactics. Neither Advisory Board 
nor its officers, directors, trustees, employees, and agents shall be liable for any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating to (a) any errors or 

omissions in this report, whether caused by Advisory Board or any of its employees or agents, or sources or other third parties, (b) any 
recommendation or graded ranking by Advisory Board, or (c) failure of member and its employees and agents to abide by the terms set forth herein.

Advisory Board and the “A” logo are registered trademarks of The Advisory Board Company in the United States and other countr ies. Members are 
not permitted to use these trademarks, or any other trademark, product name, service name, trade name, and logo of Advisory Board without prior 

written consent of Advisory Board. All other trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos used within these pages are the 
property of their respective holders. Use of other company trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos or images of the 

same does not necessarily constitute (a) an endorsement by such company of Advisory Board and its products and services, or (b) an 
endorsement of the company or its products or services by Advisory Board. Advisory Board is not affiliated with any such company.

IMPORTANT: Please read the following.

Advisory Board has prepared this report for the exclusive use of its members. Each member acknowledges and agrees that this report and

the information contained herein (collectively, the “Report”) are confidential and proprietary to Advisory Board. By accepting delivery of this Report, 
each member agrees to abide by the terms as stated herein, including the following:

1. Advisory Board owns all right, title, and interest in and to this Report. Except as stated herein, no right, license, permiss ion, or interest of any 
kind in this Report is intended to be given, transferred to, or acquired by a member. Each member is authorized to use this Report only to the 

extent expressly authorized herein.

2. Each member shall not sell, license, republish, or post online or otherwise this Report, in part or in whole. Each member shall not disseminate 

or permit the use of, and shall take reasonable precautions to prevent such dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) any of its employees and 
agents (except as stated below), or (b) any third party.

3. Each member may make this Report available solely to those of its employees and agents who (a) are registered for the workshop or 
membership program of which this Report is a part, (b) require access to this Report in order to learn from the information described herein, 

and (c) agree not to disclose this Report to other employees or agents or any third party. Each member shall use, and shall ensure that its 
employees and agents use, this Report for its internal use only. Each member may make a limited number of copies, solely as adequate for 

use by its employees and agents in accordance with the terms herein.

4. Each member shall not remove from this Report any confidential markings, copyright notices, and/or other similar indicia herein.

5. Each member is responsible for any breach of its obligations as stated herein by any of its employees or agents.

6. If a member is unwilling to abide by any of the foregoing obligations, then such member shall promptly return this Report and all copies thereof 

to Advisory Board.
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