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Executive Summary
Despite significant investment and profile, corporate Diversity & Inclusion

(D&I) remains a war of attrition, with women leading only 4% of the world’s
largest banks, 3% of food processing companies and 6% of the world’s largest
pharmaceutical companies.
•

•

•

•

Within the 50 largest companies in the US &
UK, mentions of Diversity within corporate
reporting and female representation at a
leadership level (Executive Committee &
Board) in the same organizations are
negatively correlated, implying that those
who talk about D&I the most are often the
least effective at embedding it at a senior
level.
Inclusion, the practical application of
diversity or the “effective management of
differences”
remains
critically
misunderstood by many, with the
assumption that simply having the right
demographics alone is enough to harness
the power of a diverse team.
Unintended consequences of seemingly
relentless messaging on corporate D&I
include that of “D&I Fatigue”; wherein the
apparent lack of progress leads to a level of
inertia internally.
Incumbent staff at a mid-senior level can
also become disenfranchised by corporate
D&I, when they perceive that their
performance and promotion prospects are
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secondary to external candidates who “fit
the bill”.
•

•

•

Heads of Diversity & Inclusion, those at the
vanguard of these efforts, need to be
correctly positioned and adequately
resourced to help drive change. However,
both the positioning and the high demand
for these skills dictate that this is a role
perceived with mixed effectiveness and high
turnover, with the average Head of D&I
staying in their role a little over 2.5 years.
Despite these challenges, there remain a
number of highly successful initiatives within
the global market that indicate strides
forward are being made, including the
“Returnship” concept. Critical to the success
of such schemes is the positioning that they
are underpinned by live vacancies of actual
corporate positions.
Leveraging the contingent labour market
(or “gig economy”), building agile
organization structures and deploying coheaded functions at a senior level are also
all mechanisms to drive a more diverse
workforce.

Introduction
is proven,1 so shareholders should perhaps view
their expected year-end dividends as cold
comfort for the fact that they may not be
receiving the same amount, if anything, this
time next year. However, in an era where the
next quarter is as long-term as it gets for many,
trying to build a sustainably diverse workforce is
juxtaposed against this short-term thinking, and
in many cases it is the same people in the Csuite who are “on message” about Diversity,
that are driving this short-termism.

“If a tree falls in an empty forest and no
one is there to hear it, does it make a
sound?”
Like a lot of philosophical questions the answer
to this is debatable to the nth degree (along
with the name of the true author of the original
quote), which usually means the answer is not
clear cut. Spinning a modern-day variance on
that question for the purposes of this paper, we
might ask:

The World Economic Forum estimates that
closing the gender representation gap could
add $250bn to the UK GDP and almost
$2trillion to that of the US. With that at stake,
and if we truly mean what we say about
Diversity, we might well ask, why aren’t we
getting better at it quicker?

“If a listed corporation reports record
profits with a non-diverse leadership
team, do any of the shareholders care?”
In the interests of sustainable profits and an
innovative business model, the answer should
be unequivocally “yes”; the statistical
relationship between diversity and performance

//

In the paper below we examine the current
state, some of the challenges associated with
corporate Diversity & Inclusion and conclude
with suggested strategies for change.

The World Economic Forum estimates that closing the gender
representation gap could add $250bn to the UK GDP and
almost $2trillion to that of the US2. With that at stake and if we
truly mean what we say about Diversity, we might well ask,
why aren’t we getting better at it quicker?
1
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McKinsey (2015) „Diversity Matters“ , BCG (2018) “How Diverse Teams Boost Innovation“
2

World Economic Forum (2017)

The lesser-spotted female leader
Leading from the top on matters relating to culture and change is widely accepted as best practice.
In July 2018, Shemara Wikramanayake became something of a minor household name, as she was
appointed the first female CEO of Australia’s Macquarie Group, becoming only one of two female
CEOs within the Top 50 global banks by market capitalization 3 (Swedbank, for those wondering).
In the various press commentary that followed, those patiently reading down the page to paragraphs
two, three or four would note that Wikramanayake had transformed the Asset Management arm of
the company, creating a business that manages AUD 495bn ($370bn) and contributes two thirds of
group profits. These pieces of information are clearly critical to her elevation (alongside, one would
hope / assume, her leadership style) yet were buried beneath the observations that (i) she is female
(ii) she is the first female leader in Macquarie’s history and (iii) the only female leader within the Top
20 Australian companies by market capitalization4. Sad but true.
The appointment is something of a double rarity in that Wikramanayake takes office with the
profitability and stock price of Macquarie at an all-time high; research has shown that on average,
females are more likely to be appointed to lead a company at a time of extreme corporate challenge
and distress, thus increasing their risk of failure and magnifying the media interest if they do indeed
fail – a concept known as the “Glass Cliff”.

// Research has shown that on average, females are more likely
to be appointed to lead a company at a time of extreme

corporate challenge and distress - a concept known as the
“Glass Cliff”

3
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Forbes 2000 (2018)
4

Bloomberg

The lesser-spotted female leader (continued)
Exploring the argument that Financial Services and Banking are particularly negative poster-children
for Diversity at the top of the house, we can see that other industries suffer from remarkably similar
metrics:
Fig.1: Crashing the boys’ club
CEOs in the World’s 50 largest Banks

CEOs in the World’s 40 largest Food Processing Companies

CEOs in the World’s 40 largest Pharmaceutical Companies

Source: Forbes 2000
The Human Capital Specialists | www.leathwaite.com
London | New York | Hong Kong | Zurich

The lesser-spotted “I” in D&I
In a word-association game where the first word is “Diversity”, one could reasonably predict that the
words to follow might be “women”, “ethnicity”, “sexuality” or “disability” in any particular order.
However, in the same game where the first word is “Inclusion”, you would probably get both puzzled
looks and a far broader set of answers that follow next. The point being, Inclusion is underrepresented and its importance less understood in the D&I partnership.
Inclusion could be described as the practical application of diversity or the “effective management of
differences”. That is to say, ensuring that the optics around the table are right, is not enough –
inclusive management drives creativity and engagement within the workforce and ensures that the
backgrounds of the workforce are best-leveraged.
US alternative Asset Manager Bridgewater is something of an easy target in mainstream business
pages, for its unique culture and the associated “Principles” that underpin it. However, the core tenet
of “radical transparency” wherein employees are invited to openly share feedback and ideas with
each other on a spot-basis, regardless of rank, could be argued as one of the better examples of
Inclusion in the corporate world today. Critics would argue this is far easier to achieve in a 1500
person organization than a 60,000 person organization (and they would arguably be right), but
Bridgewater have already scaled this culture from a single-digit headcount to where they are today,
so prove it is possible.

D&I Fatigue
Like pounding the treadmill daily and still weighing the same (or more) at the end of the week, the
danger with corporate messaging on Diversity & Inclusion (D&I) is that it starts to feel very repetitive
very quickly if people do not see change and results.
Thereafter the concept of “D&I Fatigue” can start to creep in and diminish any returns the company
might see.

// D&I Fatigue is a real and worrying concept for the corporation to
contend with and could perhaps be broken down further into
brackets of hopelessness and marginalization.
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Fatigue #1: Hopelessness
Hopelessness can prevail where D&I starts to
feel like an unwinnable war, with the workforce
looking alarmingly similar to how it looked last
year (and the year before that), or where the
CIO misses out on the female technologist
who had five offers on the table and reverts to
the other 5 males on the shortlist, having given
Diversity a valiant effort. Equally, people can
start to lose hope when the message is
hammered home that they must build a
diverse team beneath them, yet feel they are
not given the tools, training and strategies to
achieve this. Most worryingly, people lose
hope when they start to suspect that the
leadership of their organization may just be
“saying what they should be seen to be saying”
without truly buying the argument when the
microphone is switched-off.

There is little doubt that D&I strategies misfire
badly when they are perceived as box-ticking
exercises. US (and female) author, Lionel
Schriver, recently made headlines for attacking
publisher Penguin Random House’s push for
statistical representation of the UK’s
demographic in its author roster at the
expense, she asserted, of talent and quality.

Fatigue #2: Marginalization

In the 2018 Leathwaite HR Leadership survey,
Diversity & Inclusion was cited as bottom of a
list of 10 business priorities for the year ahead.
The clear hope and inference from this is that
HR feels that D&I is so baked-in to the
organizational psyche today that it no longer
warrants special prioritization. However, if they
too are fatigued by the concept, then perhaps
the problem is larger than most of us think.

One of the unintended consequences of a
corporate “full court press” on D&I is that
incumbent staff and leadership start to feel
marginalized and something of a devalued
currency, particularly those of the white, male
variety. At its core, strategic D&I should retain
a focus on the best talent regardless of
gender, ethnicity, sexuality and disability;
where incumbent staff (male and female) start
to feel that talent is secondary to these items,
someone somewhere is missing the point.
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External anecdotal evidence suggests that
white male middle-management in certain
organizations is becoming disenfranchised and
where internal
promotion
paths
are
concerned, feel significantly impaired relative
to the external field before the race is even
run. This “marginalization of the many” is
clearly not an ideal state of affairs and a
number of organizations are now taking steps
to ensure that these people feel the Inclusion
component of D&I extends to them as well.

Talking the Talk, or Walking the Walk?

Fig.2: Comfortable we have got
D&I covered, or just bored of
talking about it?

“What are the Top 3 Business
Challenges Facing Your
Organisation over the next 12
Months?”

No one can say the corporate world isn’t trying where D&I is concerned, yet who can demonstrate a
better return-on-rhetoric, where Diversity at the top table is concerned? Whilst not an easy metric to
measure, we have attempted to put some visibility around this.
Taking the top 25 organizations in the FTSE 100 and the Dow Jones index, respectively, by market
capitalization (as at June 1st 2018), we have measured the female percentage representation in the
Executive Committee and Supervisory Boards (combined) against the basic use of the word
“Diversity” in the companies’ 2017 annual report.

// The level to which companies mention diversity in corporate
reporting is negatively correlated to the female representation within
their leadership layer, implying that the more people talk about it, the
less successful they demonstrably are at it.
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Talking the Talk, or Walking the Walk?
Highlighting stark differences between UK & US Listed Businesses (the average US annual report featured the word “Diversity” 4.8 times, against UK counterparts where the word featured in the annual
report, on average, 36 times), the research shows that the level to which companies mention diversity
in corporate reporting is negatively correlated to the female representation within the leadership of
their company, implying that the more people talk about it, the less successful they demonstrably are
at it.

Fig.3: Walking the Walk, or Talking the Talk?
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Here come the D&I Heads
At best, heralded as an inspirational
thought-leader and agent for change, and
at worst maligned as a professional
conference-hopper with no concept of
practical business operations, the Head of
Diversity & Inclusion receives a significantly
mixed-press in the corporate world.

Secondly, the D&I head is just one person;
very often operating with a skeletal (or nonexistent) team, a key part of their role is
providing the overarching frameworks,
strategies and policies and syndicating them
for the rest of the organization to most
effectively prosper within Diversity.

Perceived as a discipline without entry
barriers (although some might argue that
being a white male could be the solitary
one) and thus one that attracts as many
charlatans as it does experts, the Head of
D&I role is a high-visibility seat within the
HR function. It is a role that has evolved
from origins of being something that
certain HR or Business people held as a
“side-of-desk” job to a recognized specialist
function with a mandate to design tools,
policies and strategies that can make the
war winnable.

- they can draft fitness plans and suggest
dietary information, but not everyone in the
organization will embrace and apply it most
effectively.

At this point it is worth outlining some
points in staunch defence of the D&I Head.
Firstly, conferences are a necessary evil; the
sad reality of Diversity in the corporate
world is that, if you do not talk about what
you are doing, people assume you are
doing nothing. Conferences provide not
only a valuable shop window on the
progress being made but also a great
opportunity to meet peers and share
insights, successes, failures and plans.

Thirdly, whilst Business sponsorship at the
highest level is non-negotiable, D&I is a
specialism and should not be led by an
“enthusiastic amateur”; treating firm-wide
ills such as unconscious bias requires
specialist skills and knowledge. However,
recognizing that D&I is both a business
strategy topic and a human capital topic,
the key Business sponsor should form
something of a double-act with the D&I
head.
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“Placing the responsibility for D&I
progress on the shoulders of just one
person is akin to hiring a corporate
fitness coach and firing them when
everyone in the company doesn’t
lose a kilo.”

Finally, their positioning within the organization very often impairs their chances of success from the
very beginning. Whilst structural nuances exist from company to company, it is not uncommon to see
the Head of D&I as a direct report of the Head of Talent, who in turn is likely a direct report of the
CHRO, who in turn is a direct report of the CEO. In stark terms one could rhetorically question why, if
Diversity is such a key issue to the leadership of the firm, they would position it four layers off the CEO?
Clearly many people could make a case for being a direct report of the CEO, and D&I is a natural
complement to talent and culture, but some savvy organizations have spotted this possible weakness
by giving the D&I Head a dual-reporting line, meaning solid line into the HR organisation but often
with a dotted line into a board member or even the Chairman.

Want an Effective Head of D&I? Try calling it something different
Despite these points in mitigation, D&I heads
are still viewed with scepticism by many. This
was highlighted in strong terms anecdotally,
when in a recent conversation with a
prominent (and very well regarded) D&I
leader of a 100,000+ person organization, the
individual in question volunteered that in her
next role, she would ask to be titled
something other than “Head of Diversity &
Inclusion”, citing “Head of Cultural Change” or
“Head of Culture Transformation” as a more

digestible title for an organization, as fleeting
heads of D&I have somewhat tainted the job
title and genre in certain companies.
Cursory research shows a vast array of
alternative job titles within the market
globally, including “Head of Culture &
Engagement”, “Head of Equity”, “Head of
Community” and “Head of Corporate
Responsibility & Inclusion” and there appear
to be many more variations on the theme.

// Cursory research shows a vast array of alternative job titles
within the market globally, including “Head of Culture &
Engagement”, “Head of Equity”, “Head of Community” and
“Head of Corporate Responsibility & Inclusion”
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The Head of D&I – The Professional in a Hurry
The point that D&I heads are a transient group may hold water. Since January 2016 alone, Apple,
Amazon, McDonalds, StubHub, Goldman Sachs, Twitter and Dropbox have all appointed new Global
Heads of D&I, with only Apple being an internal appointment. Additionally, in a sample of ten of the
largest firms within the FTSE 100 and including GlaxoSmithkline, Vodafone, HSBC and Standard Life
Aberdeen, the average tenure of a Head of D&I was marginally over 2.5 years (31.5 months), adding
weight to the view that the abundance of demand in the market for their skills means Heads of D&I
are not staying put long enough to gain traction. When compared to the generally accepted view
that the average C-suite tenure is more like five years, this feels like an overly liquid part of the talent
market.

// Since January 2016 alone, Apple, Amazon, McDonalds,

StubHub, Goldman Sachs, Twitter and Dropbox have all
appointed new Global Heads of D&I, with only Apple being
an internal appointment.
Strategies for Change:

Design your organization for Inclusion:
•

The Future of Work is not just about MacBooks and Hammocks, and whether or not you fully
buy the arguments for the gig economy, accept that things are changing. At the time of
writing, the term “Agile” carries similar sit-up-and-take-notice cache to that of “Digital”; e.g.
insert either word in front of any traditional corporate term and you appear to have a readymade audience and business case internally (go on, try it. When your buffet canteen is
repackaged as “Agile Dining”, you’ll know we’ve hit peak Agility). However, whilst many large
corporates are keen to espouse the value of Agile as a means of change, they are still
building teams around traditional hierarchies and not treating teams as Human Systems with
interchangeable parts dependent on the shared goal. Flatter, open-forum hierarchy with
greater emphasis on flexible, on-demand human capital naturally lends itself to fostering
Diversity.
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Give yourself a chance via the recruitment process:
•

•

•

Named after Dan Rooney - who advocated in the US for the inclusion of at least one minority
candidate in the final shortlist of interviews when hiring an NFL coach - the “Rooney Rule” has
long been touted as a means in which to address Diversity, which is wholly transferrable to
business. Facebook and Amazon have already committed to a variance on this for hiring at
the board level, but could this work further down the house? Some might argue that there is
only one way to find out and increasingly executive recruiting firms are being asked to
commit to clients’ individual diversity charters as a pre-cursor to doing business.
Equally, think about your interview panel. Trying to entice truly game-changing diverse talent
by having them meet with a homogenous interview panel, where demographic is concerned
(eg six white middle-aged men), is probably going to limit your chances of success. Without
veering into tokenism, construct a panel that will reflect your organization’s aspiration and
simultaneously give you a diverse and insightful three-dimensional assessment of the
candidates.
Of course, simply hiring these people is not enough and it is key that retention becomes your
continued goal once they are in. Walking the walk is essential in ensuring these hires land-well
and add momentum to the organization’s D&I efforts.

Consider Quotas at the Pain Point:
•

As fishermen within the EU would testify,
quotas are nothing if not controversial. The
concept of female quotas at a board level is
not new and has been in effect in Norway,
for example, since 2008 (citing that 40% of
the board composition should be female).
Other European jurisdictions have followed
suit, notably the UK (via the “30% club”),
France and Belgium. However, despite
visible progress being made, like any quota,
there is a level to which this can be
“gamed”, either by reducing the total size
of the board or simply by hiring the known
female board-members incumbent in your
market, onto your own board as increment
to the mandates they already hold.
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Fig.4: Getting Women on Board

•

•

Most organizations will tell you that even by front-loading the graduate intake in favour of
women, the pain point is still acute at the mid-career level - 10-15 years’ post-graduate
experience - when females often leave the workforce to start families. Bringing quotas further
down the organization to Vice President or Director-level (at a manageable level so as not to
be an impediment to actually getting things done) would surely be an experiment worth
trying.
While quotas will remain controversial and should not be a permanent construct, they are
extremely effective at moving a heavy needle at speed.

Crowdsource what you can
•

Simple but valuable. In the spirit of Inclusion and with the benefit of technology, companies
can harness the thoughts and ideas of a vast audience. Items such as “name the new
meeting room” cost nothing, yet drive engagement. Global bank, Standard Chartered,
recently crowdsourced their new corporate Valued Behaviors and on the back of a 40,000+
response, has a new set of values that the organization collectively “owns” as a result.

Make “Returnships” Matter
•

•

•

•

Believed to have been coined as a term by Goldman Sachs in 2008, the Returnship was
designed to bring “lost” productivity back to the workforce, to experience a range of roles
and departments in an allotted period of time. In recent years the genre has exploded with
many corporates offering their own variance on the theme including Re-Connect by
Vodafone, Real Returns by Credit Suisse and Take2 by General Motors, to name but a few.
The concept has not been without critics, with hiring rates cited as too low (50-60%) and the
returnship wage cited as exploitative in some cases. However, it is clear that with tweaks, the
returnship can be a highly effective mechanism. Vodafone made positive headlines with ReConnect by ensuring (i) that all the roles offered as part of the scheme were live full-time
vacancies and that (ii) women were paid a 5-day week but worked 4.
It seems acknowledged that the value is applying these untapped resources, whether female
or not (military veteran schemes are also prevalent in the US) into real work within real roles,
to avoid the sense of tokenism associated with what starts to feel more like “work
experience” than work itself, if the scheme is badly conceived.
It is also worth pointing out that the intersection between HR, the Business and Marketing is
critical here – any initiative can look good on the whiteboard, but will largely fail if it lacks the
requisite sponsorship internally and/or visibility and understanding externally.
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Embrace Co-headed functions via job-share
•

•

Again, more commonly the preserve of banks such as Goldman Sachs and more commonly
in revenue generating functions, co-head structures have been proven to work over the
years but are still a rarity. Recently the Bank of England announced its HR Head (an ExCo
position) would be a job-share via two people and Visa have made a similar commitment in
the talent space. Clearly the chemistry of the two individuals concerned is critical, but, rather
than treat job-sharing as something for administrative staff, why can’t it work at C-level?
(and C-1, 2, 3, 4 etc.)
Corporate benefits considered additive in this regard include shared parental leave. Once
considered, a rarity by smaller businesses looking to make headlines, this is an increasingly
common concept in the corporate world today.

If size matters, break the organization into organizations
•

Headcount size and geographical footprint could credibly be argued as contributory to a
firm’s success or struggle within D&I. Recognizing that large, global organizations have no
one single culture, but are a composite of sub-cultures dependent on business-line and
geographical centre-of-gravity, why would we assume that one single, global D&I strategy
would work? Coupled with the challenges of the strain and spotlight afforded to a single
Global Head of D&I, some organizations have recognized this culture conglomeration and
de-commissioned the Group D&I role in the centre, instead allowing business lines to hire
embedded D&I specialists to treat their specific culture and D&I challenge appropriately.

Stick with Talent – everything else is secondary
•

Needless to say, and despite all of the above, Talent must always win the race; no one but
no one sleeps easy in a role they feel they did not 100% merit.
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