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Essential Guide to Diversity, Equity & Inclusion

The topics of diversity, equity and inclusion related to
business and other organizations, by various names
and in many forms, have been around for decades. This
subject area has evolved with changing societal standards,
legal and regulatory developments, and the workplace’s
broadening understanding of the relationship of social
issues at work and the value of such initiatives to business.
This essential guide presents Syntrio’s own evolving
understanding of diversity, equity and inclusion as an
integral part of organizational culture and success. It
addresses ways that organizations can identify and evolve
their own points of view and envision initiatives that
recognize these issues in context to the workplace.

Two Dimensions of Diversity
Diversity can be understood along two dimensions: inherent and acquired diversity.
Both are distinctive and interrelated:
Inherent Characteristics
This includes the characteristics we are born

Inherent

Acquired

with, such as our gender, race or ethnicity,
and LGBTQ status; this also may include
non-hereditary characteristics such as our
nationality, our family’s religion that we
inherit, and our social class, among others.

Each dimension is important to a holistic understanding of
diversity, equity and inclusion and both are interrelated. For
instance, our inherited characteristics typically influence the

Acquired Characteristics

opportunities (or lack thereof) that influence our acquired
characteristics. Likewise, our acquired characteristics may

This includes the characteristics that we

reflect experiences that our inherited characteristics promote.

acquire through our life experiences. This

Conversely, our acquired characteristics may contradict biases

includes our education, including new

and stereotypes regarding what our inherited characteristics

languages we learn, our social class as we

suggest to others. Finally, our acquired characteristics perhaps

become adults, social and political views,

most influence the attitudes, perspectives and ideas that we

and perspectives and thoughts.

bring to work.
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The Role of Equity
Many organizations have adopted or renamed their
diversity and inclusion programs as “Diversity, Equity and

Equity

Inclusion.” In this sense, equity addresses the disparities
that historically marginalized and/or minority groups have
experienced in society and that can carry over into the
workplace or even arise in the workplace. This addition
of “equity” to the broader concept reflects the important
effect that social equity can have on organizations. In this
context, “equity “ can refer to, for example, the following:
• Social Justice –
Fairness and equality for all
• Equal Employment Opportunity –
Freedom from discrimination based
on a personal characteristic, often
defined by law

Diversity

• Fairness in employment conditions –
Impartial and just treatment in the workplace
These concepts may be partly addressed by, for instance,
an organization’s non discrimination, equal employment
opportunity, and/or affirmative action employment

Culture
Warrior
Inclusion

programs. Still, these programs may not respond to
non-discrimination or equal opportunity for the range of
diversity characteristics, especially where the law is silent.
These programs also may not focus on a hidden dimension
(that we will discuss shortly) that continues to create
inequity, such as personal and structural biases that
continue to limit individuals from historically marginalized
or minority groups. Nor might these programs address
other issues of workplace equity. The fact that society
continues to reveal new insights in how inequity manifests,
especially with respect to these historically marginalized
or minority groups, indicates that this is a continuing
challenge, both for society and for organizations. For these
reasons, “equity” fulfills an important role in the DE&I triad.
Many organizations incorporate “equity” objectives
and elements to advance and support other.
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The Critical Role of Inclusion
Attracting and hiring a more diverse workforce only is effective if individuals are included in the organization’s
activities. Once a broader diversity of staff is hired, the organization must find ways to include everyone (respective
of roles and positions) in business activities to garner the benefit of the diverse experiences and perspectives
that this staff brings. This inclusion of a more diverse staff means that projects, processes and related decisions
are infused with a stronger spirit of creativity and innovation due to a greater disparity of ideas and solutions.
One challenge that an organization likely will face is the tension between attracting and integrating individuals with
diverse characteristics into the organization’s unique culture. This effort to bring in “outside” perspectives while
still reinforcing an existing culture that has led to the organization’s success creates a seeming dichotomy unless
the effort is deftly handled. The most straight-forward approach is to recognize the need for all workplace cultures
to evolve as they integrate a wider range of perspectives, while still holding true to their essential principles.

An organization’s equity-related
goals can include efforts to:
• Help address broader social equity as a means to:
(i) Improve and expand an organization’s labor pool;
and (ii) Improve employees’ own social conditions
to lessen outside distractions that would otherwise
reduce their focus and effectiveness at work.
• Improve workplace fairness that can carry over
from outside social equity issues. For instance,
leaders who wince at news events on social
issues may be unconsciously influenced in how
they respond to related issues at work.
• Exhibit an organization’s commitment to social equity as
part of its broader commitment to customers and other
constituents. For instance, consumers and communities
increasingly expect that companies they buy from or
host broadly reflect their demographic makeup.
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Business Advantage
In recent years, organizations have better appreciated

DE&I better resonates when it offers the potential for

the business opportunity that true DE&I initiatives can

business success, such as garnering leadership’s and

contribute to an organization’s success. These benefits

staff’s attention and fitting with the organization’s

may include:

strategy and priorities.

Business Advantage

These benefits, in turn, can lead to:

• More competent, talented staff; opportunity to
promote more competent, talented leaders

• More engaged and loyal staff

• Staff with broader experiences (working in
certain communities, countries and cultures,

• Reduced operational (such as safety) errors and

greater language fluency, better understanding of
socioeconomic levels, different educations)
• Greater breadth of ideas and solutions via a
diversity of perspectives
• Better understanding of certain markets (for
instance, women make most household purchases)

• Lower staff turnover costs
other problems
• Greater product/service and operational innovation
• Protection, and even enhancement, of an
organization’s reputation
• Greater chance at attracting more skilled,
industry-trained employment applicants
• Higher scores in business customers’ reviews
of their vendors’ DE&I efforts

However, like with other initiatives,
an organization’s leadership must
be cautious about only investing in
DE&I programs that demonstrate a
direct, immediate financial return.
This may be short-sighted thinking
when such programs provide a
myriad of benefits, some perhaps
not easily quantified or tied to
financial rewards.
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Important Considerations in
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion
Central to promoting diversity, equity and inclusion is managing
associated behaviors and that can often go unrecognized. It is
this hidden dimension that often leads to the challenges facing an

Unconscious
Bias

organization’s inability to recognize, unwillingness to address and
lack of progress with addressing diversity, equity and inclusion
goals and outcomes. Such behaviors include the following:

Unconscious Bias
An individual’s unrecognized and ununderstood preferences

Structural
Bias

for certain people or things that don’t rationally reflect the
true criteria that should be used to evaluate opportunities.

Structural Bias
An institution’s policies and practices that inherently provide

Sensitivity
to Others

a preference for certain people and so may unfairly provide
opportunities to some over others and work counter to
diversity, equity and inclusion goals. One example includes
where employees from socially marginalized backgrounds
are less likely to be promoted than their peers because of
their misleading of socially accepted practices.

Group
Identity

Sensitivity to Others
One’s growing awareness of the unique and valuable
contributions that another can offer due to their unique
characteristics and/or the challenges another has faced
because of their background as part of an historically
marginalized and/or minority group.

Social
Privilege
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Group Identity
Individuals may not recognize that the groups they are
part of or gravitate to can put others at a disadvantage

In time, as the DE&I field
matures, other unrecognized
dimensions will be revealed.

by failing to include those outside the group, especially

This will provide an

when the group provides social status and benefits

organization the chance to

unavailable to the outsiders.

Social Privilege

address them and, in turn,
build a stronger DE&I program
that offers a competitive

Certain individuals may gain unrecognized advantages
due to their social identity not so readily available to
others, especially those in historically marginalized
or minority groups. This social privilege can make an

edge in attracting, hiring,
and motivating staff beyond

individual’s progress easier than for others, suggesting

competitor efforts and in a way

two implications — those without the same social

that strengthens its reputation.

privilege: (i) may have exhibited an uncommon degree
of grit to get where they are; and (ii) may embody
certain characteristics not obvious to the mainstream
and, that when identified, can provide unexpected
value to the organization and peers.
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DE&I Is a Process
We know by now that many businesses make the
mistake of initiating a program but fail to maintain
the momentum and focus on it. Staff well recognize

Clear
Definition

these “programs of the month” – they can tell
whether any program is worth their attention
based on the signals of whether leadership gives
it lasting support. Such factors may include:
• A clear definition of the program that links
with the organization’s mission and values

Program
Framework

• Leadership’s initial and ongoing
commitment to and support of it
• Regular communications
• Resources that support the program
• Recognition efforts for supporting the
program, including incentives

Leadership
Commitment

Incentives

Regular
Communications

Recognition

Resources

As with any program, the first effort is not
the best effort. Programs need to grow as:
• Leadership coordinates in its commitment
to and reinforcement of the program

This means an organization’s program

• Employees learn about the program
and connect it to their work

should mature along with society’s own

• Staff understands how to integrate program
goals into their business activities

growth and maturation, and the program’s

• Additional resources are developed

questions in this process include:

to support staff’s efforts
• The organization learns best practices
from peers and other organizations
Also, DE&I has evolved from the first programs
decades ago, and we can expect the concept to

changing expectations, the organization’s own
continued development. Some important
• How does the business case for DE&I inform
its DE&I journey? Typically, an organization
will evolve its DE&I goals as it sees the
value of early efforts and successes.
• Where is the organization in its DE&I journey?

continue to change. Likewise, an organization’s

This focus will help ensure that the DE&I

own program should move with the times.

program: does not become stale, the

For these reasons, organizations should treat

organization does not outgrow the program

DE&I programs like any other efforts for which

or that it otherwise becomes unresponsive to

leadership wants to have an important, lasting

the organization’s cotemporaneous needs.

contribution to the organization’s success.
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Organizational DE&I Maturity
Along with the focus on a DE&I effort as a process,
leadership should recognize the stage at which the
organization’s effort exists and where it wants to
take the program.

Prospective
Proactive

Responsive
Reactive
Defensive

The following is Syntrio’s model for DE&I maturity:

Defensive
Organizations that want to show to stakeholders they’re committed to DE&I,
such as through a DE&I statement, but the organization really hasn’t taken any
substantive action.

Reactive
Organizations just starting a DE&I initiative, such as through a policy, DE&I
council, and initial training. But they’re likely behind their peers.

Responsive
Organizations that have taken additional steps to promote DE&I goals, such as
through one or two employee resource groups, some procedures and perhaps
some communications. They’re probably in line with the industry average.

Proactive

An organization
does not move up
these stages easily
or quickly. Some
will decide not to
reach for the highest
stage if they don’t
see the value or

Organizations ahead of many peers, where DE&I is resonating well with

haven’t built the

leadership and staff.

case internally for

Prospective

the importance of

Best practice organizations where leadership and staff are strongly committed
to DE&I goals, practices and performance.

this effort.
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A DE&I Program
With this information in mind, an organization interested
in promoting DE&I goals should seriously consider building
and maintaining a DE&I program to keep the organization’s
attention and prioritization on this important topic.
A program might consist of the following:
Business Case
The reason that the organization is instituting the program and

Assessment

Training &
Communications

its expected value to the organization’s success.

Leadership Commitment
Leadership’s recognition of the value of DE&I, commitment to the program
and support for the program, including “walking the talk”.

Program Infrastructure

Program
Infrastructure

Among other elements, this can consist of the following:
• Statement, charter, policy pertaining to DE&I goals, efforts, responsibilities
• DE&I council and/or a DE&I officer
• Employee Resource Groups
• Alignment with EEO efforts, supplier diversity efforts and related programs

Leadership
Commitment

Training and Communications
Including daily, weekly and monthly program cadences.

Assessment and Measurement
Including an initial assessment of industry and organizational risks
related to DE&I (including failure to meet identified goals) and

Business
Case

measurement of the success of program activities.

By taking a holistic, informed approach to envisioning, planning and rolling out a
DE&I program, an organization’s leadership stands the best chance for success. The
organization does not have to determine everything at the outset — that’s part of the
process of evolving the program and the organization’s response to it over time.
But ensuring that the program garners leadership and staff’s attention, focus and
efforts will make the difference between the “program of the month” trap and a
strong, lasting commitment to diversity and inclusion goals.
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Starting the DE&I Journey
As DE&I has matured over the years, it has grown to incorporate
a greater body of research, expertise and sophistication. This
can appear daunting and overwhelming to an organization just
starting on its DE&I journey or to smaller companies that don’t
feel they have the resources to adequately pursue an effort.
But there’s lots of helpful insight that’s readily available without
much work. An organization’s staff is a terrific place to start —
they can provide terrific perspectives on DE&I issues. The DE&I
community is very welcoming and supportive of organizations
working to get started.

In the end, every
journey begins
with a single step.
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ABOUT SYNTRIO
Syntrio is a global leader in governance, risk, compliance and human resource solutions that
help 6,000 organizations manage risks, empower culture and accelerate performance in 50+
languages. Easy, affordable and innovative Syntrio solutions include a robust reporting hotline
and more than 1,000 elearning courses in Employment Law, Ethics and Compliance, Diversity
and Inclusion, Health and Safety, Business Skills and Cybersecurity.
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