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with your labor attorney and your HR policy

and public relations strategists when in doubt.

You will need to adapt the plan because (a) you

will make progress, (b) the needs of your busi-

ness will change, and (c) the expectations of

your primary internal and external stakeholders

will evolve. I suggest that you re-examine Steps

Four and Five annually. Hopefully, you will find

that your long-term goals remain fairly stable.

Feel good about changing your objectives. It’s a

sign that you’re making progress and that

you’re staying in tune with business needs.

Develop your “short list,” keeping Steps Four

and Five in mind. Pick the critical few stake-

holders whose perspectives about how the

company is doing are most important to your

business success.

Step 4. 
Develop a Picture of 
What Success Looks Like
What would it look like at your company if

your key stakeholders felt that you were lever-

aging diversity successfully? Start with your

primary business drivers. For a corporation,

these may be revenue, expense, and compa-

ny/brand reputation. Your goal is to improve

these business drivers and better position your

company as an employer of choice and as a

company that values diversity. The inclusive

work environment questions in Step Two are a

starting point to develop this picture.

Of whom do you ask these questions?

Practicality is a factor here. You certainly can

go to internal key stakeholders. Assuming that

you have external people or organizations on

your list, can you go directly to them? If so,

that is the best approach. If not, use other

sources close to them. For example: Instead of

getting input directly from customers, you

might go to your consumer marketing team,

customer satisfaction surveys, or industry-

wide rankings. Other possible sources 

include the media “best” surveys (e.g.

50 Best Companies for _______) and 

benchmarking studies.

Step 5. 
Establish Long-Term Goals 
and Initial Objectives
You now have a good sense of what you need

to achieve. How do you get there? This is the

time for benchmarking to obtain the following

types of information:

• The business impact of working on diversity

• How other executives focus their time and

energy on a diversity initiative

• Best practices and practices to avoid

• How other companies have addressed the

processes important to you (i.e., recruiting,

performance management, mentoring,

career development, compensation, etc.)

• Timelines other companies have followed

• Sources of effective training, development,

and consulting expertise

• How other companies have communicated

to their employees about diversity 

• How 

companies

measure

their

progress.

Step 6. 
Monitor
Progress,
Communicate, and
Adjust as Needed
Develop a scorecard for

your annual objectives and

show your progress towards

them. Fit this on one page, and

back it up with charts and other

supporting information. Monitor

some goals quarterly (e.g., profile

representation, recruiting, supplier diversity

results) and others annually, based on how

often you think you’ll see meaningful 

change and the speed with which you want 

to adjust tactics if you’re not achieving the

needed results.

Keep everyone aware of the strategy, progress,

and results. Frame all your communications in

the perspective of identifying the need, the

overall plan, and the specific topic or results

under discussion. I call this “communicating in

the context.” There is tremendous value in con-

tinually reminding everyone of the big picture

and your continuing focus on diversity.

Assume that you must communicate at least

every six months, and preferably more 

frequently, about your diversity initiative to

keep it fresh in the minds of your audience.

Your communications plan needs to engage

everyone. Your best communication tools:

sample annual objectives, briefings with local

diversity councils, tools to enhance team effec-

tiveness, recruiting aids and the like. Always

consider the sensitivity of the information you

are about to communicate: some aspects of

profile representation data, staffing decisions,

and corporate policies and positions may be

too sensitive to communicate widely. Confer
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Recommended resources:
Resources to further your diversity efforts are
abounding, but you have to know where to look.
Mr. Bye recommends starting with:
Catalyst: www.catalystwomen.org
DiversityInc.com: www.diversityinc.com
Profiles in Diversity Journal: 

www.diversityjournal.com
Society for Human Resources Management: 

www.shrm.org/diversity
U.S. Census Bureau: www.census.gov

For a listing of available printed research 
materials that can help keep your diversity 
initiatives on course, please contact the author
at 973.533.0841.
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he purpose of this series is to identify the  

Ten Red Flags that undermine diversity 

initiatives and how to avoid or 

overcome them.

Surprisingly, these red flags fly even in many

“best in class for diversity” companies. But 

typically they aren’t recognized until the diversity

initiative stalls. At that point, Senior HR and

Diversity practitioners call us to discuss how to

“reinvigorate” their diversity initiatives, to “gain

traction.” They are understandably proud of

certain accomplishments in diversity—especially

those who have won the coveted Diversity

Awards. They are simply “seeking additional

tools to get to the next stage.” We hear: “This

year we’ve increased our entry level minority 

hiring, but …” “We’re doing pretty well for

women, but ...” “Our training program has been

well-received, but ...” “We have a broad set of

metrics, but …”.

After asking a few basic questions, we consistent-

ly find common denominators and our answer is

resolute: Stop what you are doing and take a step

back. No, take ten steps back. After stunned

silence, their question follows, “Why back—and

not one step but ten?” Because there are ten 

primary reasons for failure of a Diversity

Initiative and invariably their organization has

committed one if not more of them. Further,

not only are there ten opportunities for failure,

but these elements are inextricably linked and

must occur in a specific sequence. The failure or 

premature introduction of one will, at some

point, bring the whole plan to a halt.

RED FLAG #1 
Misunderstanding the Challenge:  
The Diversity = EEO/AA Paradigm
We cannot solve a problem or leverage 

opportunities if we (a) don’t understand and

clearly define the challenge or (b) don’t 

rigorously address the challenge we have defined.

As obvious as this may sound, these two 

scenarios frequently chip away at the success of

many diversity initiatives.

The first scenario—not understanding or clearly

defining diversity—is due primarily to the fact

that, for many of today’s corporate business 

leaders, the concept of diversity originally sprang

from concern over compliance with EEO laws,

Affirmative Action regulations and the 

associated emphasis on race and gender, i.e.,

T
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is not enough information already available for

the assessment. Before you come to this conclu-

sion, ask yourself if you’re getting “analysis

paralysis.” Avoid the tendency to over-collect

data in order to generate the “perfect” plan.

Collect enough for a reasoned assessment, and

move on. With these caveats, here are some

ways the team can collect new information for

its assessment:

• Focus groups. Consider running focus

groups (approximately 10 employees each) in

different parts of the company. Develop a

consistent set of open-ended questions so

that you can look at responses across the

groups. (The list at the beginning of this 

section is one starting point.) 

• Interviews. The interview explores more

deeply than a focus group. Since they require

more effort and typically are done 

individually, you may reach relatively few

people. Interviews can be used to gain a 

better understanding of recurring issues

raised in focus groups.

Now the team has a pile of data. Look for

recurring themes. Rank order them with a

combination of “magnitude of issue,” “impor-

tance to business results,” and “ease of change.”

Issues that score highly in all three dimensions

are clear candidates for immediate focus.

Step 3. 
Determine Stakeholders Most Important 
to Your Company
To be effective, the diversity strategy must be

tightly linked to business purpose and help

achieve business results. In this step, the team

develops a list of the people or functions most

important to your company’s business success.

You will probably create a long list that will

need scaling back—I suggest aiming for about

three or four key sets of stakeholders.

Possibilities include:

Employees

• Individual 

contributors

• Middle managers

• Team leaders

• Employee union

leaders

• Affinity group 

leaders

• Senior leaders

• CEO/President 

and COO

President about the business and competitive

advantages of diversity and the importance

she/he attaches to this work. (Best done

when the CEO or President is on the team or

commits to meet regularly with the team.)

• Develop agreement on how the team will

work together (e.g., be on time, fulfill com-

mitments, be open, address issues sincerely,

don’t hurt others, respect and consider

everyone’s opinions, focus on the good of

the company).

• Check if there are any key areas or functions

that are not represented on the team.

• Brief the team about diversity and its linkage

to business results. You might do this using

your business case research. Or you might

bring in an outside speaker—someone from

another company or a consultant.

• Agree on a work plan and a tentative 

schedule.

If your company is just starting on diversity, it

may be important to build awareness within

your team. The diversity briefing might

become a full day session. At this point, you

will have formed a team, focused it on diversi-

ty in a way that aligns with business need, and

agreed upon a work plan.

Step 2. 
Assess Current Work Environment
The action plans to come will be based on

your overall strategy, the current situation in

your work environment, and your desired

operating state. In Step Two, the team develops

an understanding of the current work envi-

ronment in the company. Take the time to

make an honest inventory for an inclusive

work environment:

• What is working well? Where is there room

for improvement?

• Does the representation of people of color

and women in our workforce compare

favorably to the U.S. Civilian Labor Force or

some other suitable benchmark? What about

in our executive workforce and particularly

in the key operating positions?

• Do people of color and women leave our

workforce in proportion or out of propor-

tion (high or low) to representation?

• Does everyone have equal access to develop-

mental opportunities and assignments?

• Does everyone see an equally supportive

work environment regardless of

background?

• Are there workplace tensions that limit 

peoples’ ability to work well together?

• Do people have the awareness and skills they

need to work well in diverse teams?

• In teams, are everyone’s ideas fully heard and

considered?

• Do we emphasize doing business with

minority, women, and veteran owned busi-

nesses? Is it easy for them to register and do

business with us?

• Do external organizations regard us well?

(Social change or community groups,

regulatory bodies, media, peer

companies/organizations.)

• Do we effectively design, market, and sell our

products for different market segments?

Where does the team get this type of informa-

tion? More than you suspect may be waiting

for a chance to be helpful (i.e., gathering dust

on shelves). To the greatest extent possible, I

encourage you to use existing sources. Some

information will be very sensitive; this may

have only limited availability. For example, you

will want to consider information gathered

from employee opinion surveys, information

from exit interviews, assessments or reports

from local diversity councils, customer and

supplier satisfaction surveys, workplace 

complaints and requests, and the like.

You may be told that some of this information,

especially workplace complaints, has no merit

and is not worth consideration; however, these

pieces do represent peoples’ perception of the

work environment. Regardless of merit, they

may represent the opportunity to make the

work environment more supportive, help

reduce the future number of complaints,

or help “zero in” on the real source of

the dissatisfaction.

Despite the list above, sometimes there simply
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External

• Shareowners

• Union leaders

• Suppliers

• Community 

organizations

• Prominent 

community leaders

• Regulatory 

authorities

• Legislative or 

executive branch of

federal, state and

local governments

Feel good about

changing your

objectives. 

It’s a sign that

you’re making

progress and that

you’re staying 

in tune with

business needs.

Ten Red Flags   The Changing Landscape

belief that despite what is claimed, diversity in

fact means special treatment for certain groups.

One Fortune 150 company, for 

example, touts a broad definition of diversity

and has a comprehensive website stating their

inclusive vision. But when asked the definition

of diversity during an interview, the Vice

President of Sales, a white male, exclaimed,

“everyone but white males.” He added, “I’m

perfectly serious. Look at what is really being

done and show me any attention or concern to

issues that impact white males.” But what

about what has been published and is in the

CEO’s speeches?  “That’s just window dressing.

What gets measured gets done. They should

just call it what it is.”

The only way to counter this negativity is to

create and fully realize a broad definition and

vision. Which leads us to the real challenge of

diversity: it is not a program or series of spe-

cial events. It is not a headcount. There is no

quick fix or magic recipe. A successful diversity

initiative requires a strategic process to change

“differences”-related behaviors and achieve

enhanced business results. And by behaviors

we mean actions encompassing the way all

aspects of business are done. Diversity,

therefore, requires nothing short of a 

corporate culture change.

The next question is, if it’s so difficult,

“Why change?” This will be the topic of the 

next article.

In our next issue:
“What We Don’t Know Can Hurt Us” 

Red Flag #2:  there is no compelling business
case for diversity

We’ll discuss the need for a customized,
rather than generalized, business case.  We’ll
discuss methods for a comprehensive internal
and external needs analysis and offer some
specifics on what gets overlooked, such as
sales potential and challenges by territory.

Simmons Associates is a nationally-known

resource team located in New Hope, PA. The firm

has provided consultation and training services in

Leadership, Diversity, Human Resources and

Organizational Development for Fortune 500

organizations for 25 years, and is known for its

integrity, client service and strategic, business

results-focused approach to diversity.
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making special efforts to ensure the success of

minorities and women. Unless these leaders

gain exposure to paradigm-breaking 

experiences which broaden their understand-

ing of diversity, they continue to think of it as

an extension of EEO and AA and fail to 

recognize the full meaning of diversity and the

tremendous business upside of managing it to

its fullest level.

If “Diversity” is understood as synonymous

with the laws and regulations, two potentially

lethal problems are bound to arise. The first

of these problems is that most white males will

feel excluded. At best this prevents buy-in of

key stakeholders who cannot see the

“W.I.I.F.M. (what’s in it for me?).” At worst it

causes the sidelining or scaring of white males

and encourages the view that Diversity is “just

a new, politically correct term for special 

treatment,” breeding cynicism and bad morale.

This point of view is rarely voiced publicly, but

is far more pervasive than one might imagine,

and as certain to eat away at the underpin-

nings of a diversity initiative as a termite 

infestation in a damp wooden house.

A less obvious, but equally damaging problem

arising from the Diversity = EEO/AA

paradigm is that programs, goals and

metrics are then designed with gender

and race in mind. Training programs

tend to focus on awareness so as to

combat racism and sexism. Goals

and metrics myopically center

around representation. If and when

everyone has been sent to training and incre-

mental progress is made against these metrics,

leaders believe “diversity” is done. One leader

of a Fortune 100 firm reports, “We don’t have

a problem with diversity. We have x percent

women, y percent Hispanics and z percent

African Americans. Our people do the right

thing, treat each other with respect. We had

diversity training for all of them.” While

important strides may have been made, this

executive is ready to abandon diversity efforts

before they have yielded their greatest benefits

to the organization.

In fact, becoming “more diverse” and “more

aware” does not necessarily make an 

organization better. If the

skills necessary to manage

diversity have not been iden-

tified and developed, it may

actually lead to decreased

commitment,

ineffective teamwork and 

lowered productivity along with major increas-

es in conflict and costs.

The second scenario—not addressing diversity

issues rigorously even when they are under-

stood and defined with appropriate breadth—

is pervasive among companies today. Many

organizations state an understanding of

diversity as going beyond race and gender to

include “differences among people including

background, thinking styles, culture, age,

family status, physical abilities, regional origin,

etc.,” and state visions along the lines of

“embracing and leveraging these differences,

enabling us to better compete and become an

employer of choice.” But, then, they fail to 

follow through with actions that would 

reinforce their well-crafted words.

Even a cursory examination of the organiza-

tion’s accountability system can be quite 

revealing in this regard. Despite all the 

visioning and carefully rehearsed rhetoric, what

is measured and what are leaders actually held

accountable for?  The answer is that in most

cases, leaders ultimately are still held 

accountable for measurable results in only two

areas: increasing the representation of women

and people of color and insuring that 

employees attend training. What about

accountability for associates once they attend

the training?  Usually, nothing specific and

nothing measurable. Hence, after all is said

and done, the focus of the organization’s 

diversity efforts still amounts to Affirmative

Action and sensitivity training. The true

meaning and challenge of diversity is,

therefore, circumvented, and for all intents 

and purposes the organization is once again

operating under scenario one.

Beyond the problems stated in scenario one,

this concept-practice disconnect causes an

additional problem: Powerful and destructive

cynicism among key stakeholders caused by the

first of a six-part series
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