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INTRODUCTION

ENDING WORLD HUNGER, PART ONE

Diversity isn’t because of me; diversity is because of us. All of us.

I am not diverse.

“What?” you might ask, having looked at my photo on the back flap of the book jacket.

What I mean is I alone am not diverse.

If you take nothing else away from this book, it’s essential that you never again look at an individual—any individual—as “diverse.” A “diverse” hire. A “diverse” employee. These are not things. And getting that is foundational to understanding what diversity recruiting is, what it is not, and what it ultimately can be.

It makes sense if you think about it. “Diverse” means different. You can’t be different from yourself. As individuals, none of us are diverse, no matter our identity. But my claim is not merely a grammatical or even existential statement. It’s a statement of clarification. Diversity is not because of me; diversity is because of us. All of us.

Without you and me, there is no diversity, because if diverse means different, diversity means variety. Even if I were standing beside my hypothetical identical twin sister, we’d be different in some way. It could be appearance. She may not have a beauty mark above her lip the way I do. I might laugh at jokes she doesn’t find funny. She might love a song I can’t stand. But we’re diverse, together. And only together.

ENDING WORLD HUNGER

I spoke to a virtual audience recently about how recruiters have the power and the influence to create more positive outcomes within their diversity recruiting and retention programs. During the workshop, a recruiter in the audience spoke up and said that finding solutions to end bias in hiring feels as difficult as ending world hunger. She meant that the problem of deeply rooted bias in hiring seems so pervasive, it feels much bigger than our individual capacity to extinguish it. It feels insurmountable. And this got me thinking about the very idea of world hunger.

Hunger and famine operate like relentless, untiring engines, churning away 24/7. I would imagine that there are as many plans out in the world for addressing world hunger as there are for addressing bias. Even if we could find a silver-bullet donation, like the $6 billion Elon Musk suggested (but did not donate) in 2021, it would only offer temporary relief, especially without any larger systemic or mindset changes.1

This is also true for eradicating bias in hiring and retention programs. I teach about diversity recruiting and retention out of both responsibility and necessity. The parallel between eliminating world hunger and eliminating bias is the shared need not only for a mindset shift, but also for continuous commitment and constant initiative rather than a one-off intervention. Just as hunger is a relentless machine, the quest for equitable representation at all levels in an organization is a perpetual journey. It’s not a motivational seminar you attend once and forget. It’s not a box you check and move on. It’s like marriage, where each day you must decide to say yes to doing the real work that sustains the commitment made on the wedding day. The decisions we make today—the ones we all individually make—are what will create sustainable equitable representation at a systemic level. Much like the battle against hunger, the struggle for representation is an ongoing process that requires continuous effort, constant nurturing, and unwavering dedication.

The reason I don’t simply throw in the towel in the face of these immense challenges is because I understand the massive potential that lies on the other side. Just as investing billions into navigating world hunger is about preserving human dignity and promoting a more equitable world, the commitment to increasing diversity is about harnessing the power of a variety of perspectives and eradicating historical barriers. Both are symptomatic of deeper systemic issues that will only be addressed through sustained collaboration and a profound shift in our societal values and structures.

YOU CAN CALL ME JENN

In a recent interview with Success magazine, I was asked for my perspective on the sea of career advice flooding social media, often dispensed by self-proclaimed experts. I told the journalist the biggest problem I see is that most people out there giving career advice have only played one or two of the many roles in the hiring and promotional process. These “experts” approach hiring and promotion from a single vantage point, so naturally they have limited perspective. This often leads to strategies that don’t work and ineffective advice. Just because you secured a job while in the role of a candidate doesn’t mean your advice from that vantage point will land the next person a role, too. And here’s the dangerous part: When the advice doesn’t work, who will the job seeker blame, you or themselves? Because the advice worked for you, most likely they’ll blame themselves. But we will get to that topic soon enough.

I’m Jennifer Tardy, but you can call me Jenn. Over the last seventeen years, I’ve played all the parts during the hiring process. I’ve sat on every conceivable side of the interviewing table. I’ve been the candidate who had four job offers in hand at once, as well as the candidate who was rejected after the initial phone screen. I’ve been the person making the business case fighting to get a candidate hired, and I’ve been the person on the opposing side defending why a candidate should not be hired. Even within an organization, I’ve been the recruiter and I’ve led recruiting teams. I’ve had my name come up during behind-closed-door conversations about new workplace opportunities, and I’ve sat at tables during behind-closed-door meetings where decisions were being made regarding who should be considered for a promotion.

I grew up in human resources. I’ve been in the trenches with all these roles, constantly refining approaches for attracting competitive talent and keeping them engaged, motivated, and loyal. This hands-on experience has given me a 360-degree view of the career life cycle of an employee, from the moment they consider joining the team to the time they move on to new adventures. And if that isn’t enough, I’ve played these roles across many different industries, from tech and education to energy, health care, railroad, and professional services. Each one of them gave me an essential perspective that I apply to my work today. I’ve seen a lot of things. So, unlike many of the individuals we witness giving generic, one-size-fits-all career advice online, the advice I share comes through a different lens, one that helped me understand that not all hiring processes are the same, which means not all candidate experiences will be the same.

And I carry this multifaceted perspective into the work my team and I deliver within our research and training firm, Jennifer Tardy Consulting (aka Team JTC), where our mission is to help employers increase diversity and retention without harm. Big brand names have turned to us to assist them in coming up with the exact steps to increase diversity and retention in their workplace. I’ve had straight-up, eye-to-eye conversations with C-suite executives about the bias in their hiring systems and how to mitigate them step by step. I’ve even turned down working with some blue-chip companies because their approach to diversity was less “thoughtful improvement” and more “PR disaster waiting to happen.”

Our work at Team JTC supports a breadth of experience on both sides of an issue: those of employers and job seekers. We stand at the unique intersection of the job market, where we closely collaborate with both. It’s critical to us to grasp what makes both sides tick.

When it comes to the challenges in today’s hiring and retention programs, it’s not just corporate boardrooms that should be under the microscope. We all have skin in this game. Workplace leaders are certainly accountable, but employees and job seekers share the responsibility too. I’ll be pulling back the curtain on all of this as we dive into the chapters ahead.

Team JTC’s vision boils down to accomplishing one thing: to normalize diversity recruiting and retention so that all workplaces get to realize the intelligence that comes with unique lived experiences fueled by increased representation.

Your answers to two key questions—“What’s the obstacle course?” and “What do we do about it?”—can potentially dismantle systemic barriers to job access. These questions, which we’ll revisit time and again, can be a powerful catalyst for dismantling the centuries of marginalization, bias, and discrimination deeply embedded in the hiring process.

We must not forget, as we journey through this book, that our real battle is against bias, not each other. It’s like we’re all teammates fighting against a common enemy. Everyone—and I mean everyone—has a part to play in increasing diversity and retention.

Listen, I geek out over this work. The guidance in this book comes from the thousands of people we’ve trained and conversations with them that have truly shifted their mindsets, from our research into a rich and deep history, and even from my own lived experiences and knowing what it feels like to be ambitious but always be perceived as different and how that has impacted my own career path. This is the lens through which I see the world of diversity recruiting and retention.

As a learner myself, I engage best when people speak in plain language and can mix their learning with levity and real stories of struggle and success. So my goal with this book is to leave you feeling like we’re having a conversation—just you and me. One friend to another. I’m sharing my own personal stories, our research, and tools and tips. If you notice that my tone is different from that of other practitioners, just know that it is intentional. All these methods are why our firm is award-winning and sought after. We create deep transformations in how organizations think about and approach the work of recruiting and retention.

ABOUT THE BOOK

The Equity Edge will spotlight biases that block an organization’s ability to increase diversity through its hiring and retention programs, viewed through the obstacles those programs surface. My biggest gripe with bias training today is that it is too generic, often leaving the learner to figure out for themselves how bias shows up in the daily work they do. I want to show you how bias shows up in the day-to-day activities of leaders in business, of leaders in human resources, of leaders in diversity, equity, and inclusion, of recruiters, and of interview teams, all of whom are working to increase diversity and retention. It’s important that you can identify bias when it is happening so that you can mitigate it on the spot.

Intriguingly, when we talk about bias, our minds often stop at the interviewing process. But bias is pervasive throughout the hiring and promotional processes. It is something that must be overcome so more individuals from underestimated communities can enter our workplaces and stay and grow within them. 

The Equity Edge is divided into three parts.

Part I, “Building the Framework,” establishes the infrastructure to help you grasp the fundamental components essential for increasing diversity and retention. Additionally, I introduce the concept of the obstacle course.

Part II, “The Hiring Obstacle Course,” takes us through the intricacies of the hiring process. Its aim is to help hiring managers and job seekers navigate the barriers within the recruiting machine and its myriad components.

Part III, “The Retention Obstacle Course,” delves into the challenges encountered by leaders and employees alike as they navigate promotions, lateral moves, high-profile projects, and other opportunities.

HOW YOU CAN BENEFIT

No matter what role you are in today, The Equity Edge can be a powerful tool to support you in increasing diversity and retention in your workplace. To get the most benefit, read the entire book, even the chapters that you think do not apply to you. But I also recommend that you place a special focus on the chapters that address issues where you find your workplace particularly struggling:

Need foundational information? Are you new to diversity recruiting and retention? Struggling with effective language to use when discussing these topics? Do you find it challenging to understand the historical context of bias and its connection to current diversity recruiting practices? Chapter One will help you build a solid foundation, teaching you how to communicate effectively and think critically about diversity recruiting.

Need help identifying barriers to the success of your diversity initiative? Not sure why your program isn’t working or what beliefs must be dismantled to remove obstacles to your program’s success? Chapter Two talks about unquestioned assumptions that keep workplaces stuck—and job seekers, too.

Want more information about the obstacle course? Maybe you have been curious about what the obstacle course really is and how it impacts marginalized communities. Check out Chapter Three, where I explore what it feels like to be ambitious but perceived as different (and how that scenario intersects with the obstacle course).

Struggling to source talent from marginalized communities? Are your outreach efforts failing? Can’t find top talent from untapped communities? Chapter Four offers unique sourcing opportunities and strategies to expand your talent pool, helping you discover where and how to find the best candidates.

Now that you’ve found them, you can’t get enough candidates to apply? Wondering how to make your organization an employer of choice and attract more applicants to your open positions? Chapter Five provides insights into building a compelling employer brand and crafting job postings that draw in top talent.

Unsure if your interviewing practices are compliant or inclusive? Do you have trouble understanding why marginalized candidates are leaking out of your interview process? Do you need help figuring out who is genuinely qualified for your organization? Chapter Six will help you identify and address the barriers in your interview process and refine your methods for evaluating candidates.

Insecure about selecting the right candidates? Are you struggling with how to ensure representation within your selection process without unintentionally doing something illegal or discriminatory? Chapter Seven offers strategies for fair and legal candidate selection, for promoting diversity without compromising compliance.

Not sure your promotional practices are equitable? Having difficulty thinking about representation in your promotional practices without causing harm to all employees? Chapter Eight will help you navigate the complexities of internal promotions, ensuring fair opportunities for advancement while maintaining a positive work environment.

Are talented employees leaving your organization as quickly as they are being hired? Do you find it challenging to create an environment where all employees feel like they belong while maintaining shared values? Chapter Nine provides strategies for building an inclusive culture that fosters belonging and retains top talent. 

Do you wish to dive deeper into this learning? Don’t skip the Resources for Continuing Education at the end of the book. I’ve got you covered! 

A LONG DAY AGO

Don’t forget to read the box in each chapter titled “A Long Day Ago.” This is a phrase used by my sons, Austin and Aiden, when they talk about something that happened in the past. Whether it was yesterday or three years ago, it’s all “a long day ago” to them. I particularly enjoy this phrase because it carries the sentiment that time is relative to the individual experience, and even if something happened in the past, it wasn’t all that long ago. It was simply “a long day ago,” so it still impacts us today. With these boxes, my goal is to share the history of how we began to think about the modern-day workforce or about all things hiring and retention, and why we use tools that today feel conventional, such as resumes, job descriptions, and interviews. I’ll also discuss how the workforce came to be, how women and people of color began entering the workforce, and how all of this connects to the evolution of recruiting practices and strategies. As we use these tools to assess qualifications, it’s crucial to understand where they originated and why.

ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

As I embarked on writing this book, I knew I couldn’t overlook those of you currently navigating the job market. It always struck me how frequently leaders, recruiters, and interview teams, after benefiting from my insights on hiring and retention, sought career coaching themselves. It’s clear that discussing diversity recruiting and retention should also include guidance for those in the midst of the job search journey.

If you’re eagerly seeking your next opportunity or eyeing that coveted promotion, don’t miss out on the “Advanced Lessons for the Job Seeker” box at the end of each chapter. Here, I’ll guide you through processing the chapter’s insights from the perspective of a job seeker. By connecting past events with present knowledge, I’ll unveil how hindsight can illuminate patterns that seemed invisible in the moment. It’s akin to donning glasses that reveal the future, albeit after the fact. Drawing from my own experiences, I’ll share actionable insights and strategies to empower you on your job quest. With these tools, you’ll navigate the job market with newfound confidence and craft strategies for career advancement. Understanding the interplay between past and present dynamics will position you to seize opportunities and propel your career forward.

As we turn the page to embark on this journey together, my wish is that you gain hundreds of lightbulb moments and tools to help you follow through on your workplace initiative to increase diversity. Remember that each chapter is designed to dismantle the obstacles preventing true diversity and inclusion in our workplaces. So as we move into “Part I: Building the Framework,” let’s get ready to delve into the foundational elements of diversity recruiting, setting the stage for everything that follows. By understanding these core principles, you’ll be better equipped to navigate and conquer the challenges ahead. Let’s start transforming our approach to hiring and retention, one insightful chapter at a time. The path to a more inclusive future starts here and now.







PART I

BUILDING THE FRAMEWORK







CHAPTER ONE

HOW DO I SAY THIS?

RECOGNIZING THE POWER OF EFFECTIVE LANGUAGE

Language is so powerful, it can either move us all forward or leave some of us behind and feeling left out of the conversation.

My earliest memory of diversity recruiting was back when I worked in the energy industry. I was a baby recruiter then, with only a couple of years of experience under my belt. At that time, diversity recruiting seemed to be this elusive role dedicated to a team of two that primarily focused on campus relations. Decades later, it doesn’t appear that the needle has moved that much forward. I find it interesting to ponder just how few strides have been made in the field of diversity recruiting. One of the reasons we aren’t further along is that, as an industry focused on diversity recruiting, there’s no real alignment on how we got here, how to effectively communicate about it, and how to identify and navigate the many myths surrounding this work, including those answers that tend to go unquestioned.

If we’re to get better at diversity recruiting, there’s no better place to begin than with history. In this chapter, I’ll show you the roots of our current need for diversity recruiting. Although it’s often overlooked, history holds the key to understanding where we are today. Next, I’ll guide you through the use of effective language and definitions in this field. We’ll explore how to talk about diversity recruiting in ways that are impactful. Let’s kick things off with a crash course in history.

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

History is written by the victors.

During elementary school, I remember coming home super excited to tell my parents about a new phrase I’d learned called “manifest destiny.” My parents were always so amenable to hearing about the newfound knowledge I brought home, and this day was no exception.

When teaching about slavery in the US, my teacher, in a way, taught it as being sanctioned by God’s decree—which is at the root of the idea behind manifest destiny. She presented the history of slavery as if it were somehow divinely justified. This skewed version of history painted a picture that made the horrors of the past seem like mere stepping stones to a greater good, rather than the profound human tragedies they were. So I internalized the lesson to mean that slavery wasn’t a problem. After all, God ordained it. And having grown up in church—going to Bible study on Wednesdays and Sunday school on Sundays—I had learned that whatever was ordained by God was good. My developing mind wasn’t able to uncouple the two messages. I walked away seeing the enslavement of people who looked just like me as a necessary evil for us to become who we are as a country today.

My parents did not intervene or challenge my newfound concept of manifest destiny. In retrospect, a part of me wondered if they might have thought I was too young to understand the complexities, or perhaps they trusted the education system to teach the truth about our history. But I quickly realized that they had fallen into the same trap I had. This narrative, unchallenged in my young mind, shaped my early understanding of American history in a way that normalized and even justified oppression.

Unfortunately, this concept I learned in elementary school—the idea of manifest destiny—stayed with me even as I stepped onto the campus of Virginia Tech. As a freshman taking in all the newness of the people, places, and things I was about to experience, one thing I could not help but notice was the number of Black people who were upset about our history of enslavement in the US. I recall naively thinking, “Why are they so upset? Don’t they know that slavery was manifest destiny?”

I want you to sit with that for a moment. I graduated from high school in the top of my class believing that slavery was okay because it was sanctioned by God. The first two decades of my life were rooted in an understanding that my ancestors who were kidnapped and enslaved for nearly 250 years had not been wronged. It was manifest destiny, so it was justified, which brings me back to the point that started this chapter.

History is written by the victors. Those responsible for the enslavement of millions of Africans got a chance to write history. They got a chance to make those heinous acts appear justifiable, and this history is so pervasive that it reached even me as a young girl. But what is important to note here as well is that history—told through the lens of the victors—reached my parents before it reached me and prevented their ability to intervene to correct my lens. So the more I hear about these debates over critical race theory and what version of the truth should be and not be shared in schools, I want you to pay special attention to the legacy of harm this type of gaslighting creates, because where we are today is profoundly connected to our history. And if you do not learn the accurate version of our history, it makes sense why most people are confused about our present. Here is an example.

Underrepresentation did not just happen.

It is not a coincidence.

We did not just wake up recently to this phenomenon. It is woven into the fabric of our history and how we think about employment. Here’s a question: How did we get to a place where specific groups are underrepresented in our workplaces today even though they are readily available in the workforce?

The answer is racism. Because we’ll unveil biases in each chapter, let’s address racism here.

Yes, we’ve got to talk about the big old elephant in the room. Racism. There’s no way around it. But let me try and explain it to you in my own Jenn Tardy kind of way.

Racism allowed slavery to survive and thrive for two and a half centuries. Dr. Ibram X. Kendi defines racism as “a marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that produces and normalizes racial inequities.” He defines a racist policy as “any measure that produces or sustains racial inequity between racial groups” and a racist idea as “any idea that suggests one racial group is inferior or superior to another racial group in any way.”1

That was powerful to me. A racist idea is any idea that suggests one racial group is inferior or superior to another racial group in any way. It is not simply about eliminating the idea that Black people are inferior, but eliminating the idea that any group is superior or inferior—and eliminating it in all the ways that the ideas of superiority and inferiority manifest.

Did you know that the first workers in our US history were identified as both indentured servants and enslaved Africans? And guess how they got to America. Through employment agencies.

Employment agencies originated in England alongside early investment capitalism and evolved from government-run entities to private, profit-driven institutions.2 Initially established to support economic growth and flexible employment, they became crucial in providing labor to emerging stock exchange companies. This concept, significant in the transition to modern capitalism, spread widely, particularly in English colonial territories like North America.

It was a business model similar to present-day employment agencies or staffing agencies, where employers pay employment agencies to augment their staff. The difference with today’s employment agencies is that humans are referred to an employer and must interview. Employment is not against the will of the candidate; they must consent, and they are compensated—unlike those who were kidnapped, trafficked, and sold.

The abolishment of slavery in 1865 did not abolish racism; it only forced racism to find a different way to manifest itself, especially as previously enslaved Africans began seeking work. So racism further manifested itself via discrimination in the workplace.

Through crusades like the civil rights movement, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and similar legislation were passed that banned discrimination in the workplace. The laws were very descriptive with regard to whom they were intended to protect. This is when we begin talking about protected classes. Though the list has expanded, the initial protected classes were based on race, color, national origin, sex, and religion.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964, although banning discrimination, did not eliminate racism. It forced racism to manifest in new ways. By this time, African Americans, women, and immigrants were already part of the workforce. However, the act marked a significant legal shift toward equality, confronting systemic barriers that had long affected these groups and reshaping the workplace dynamics.

Now we know how we got here. Underrepresentation did not just happen. We got here through racism. But how are we still here today?

The answer is bias. Bias is a preference for or against a person, place, thing, or idea. It’s tricky because we like to think that our preferences are logical, that we have thought them through before making decisions. But here’s what racism has on its side: human conditioning.

Racism manifests most frequently in what we today refer to as bias. That is why in order to become bias-free in hiring and retention programs, we all have to do the work (internally) to be antiracist.

Personifying racism and acknowledging that racism is the ancestor of bias helps us to further connect the dots regarding why it is so important to eliminate bias in all its forms. Racism cannot die with bias still living. To end bias, we must cut the strings of the racist ties that bind us, making us question which groups are superior and inferior. We all need to be on the same side of the table, facing the problem, rather than being on opposing sides.

Have you ever found yourself as an adult trying to chip away at a mindset instilled in you before you could decide whether you even wanted it? Take the money mindset as an example. What beliefs about money were planted in your brain before you could choose whether you wanted them? The same goes for love, marriage, having kids, and the colors you were dressed in as a child. How about the way you were labeled—smart or not, boy or girl? And going deeper still, what about the ingrained perceptions you held of people from different races, sexual orientations, or gender identities?

The list is endless. As adults, we’ve grown aware of some of these conditioned preferences—let’s call them our explicit biases. These biases are known to us. When we are conscious of our mindset and how we have been conditioned, we can change our mindset to one that best serves us and serves humanity—or at least serves the bottom line in our workplaces.

But then there are the bits of our conditioning that remain hidden even to us—our implicit (versus explicit) biases. These biases are not known to us. When we are unconscious of our mindset and how we have been conditioned, and how it impacts our preferences for or against a person, place, or thing, it is that much harder to adjust our mindset to one that best serves humanity—or, again, at least the bottom line in our workplaces.

Now think about how these biases creep into our hiring processes. Because most of them do not present themselves as big bad wolves, they are tough to spot.

These biases show up along the hiring obstacle course for many, especially for those from historically underrepresented backgrounds. They make it difficult and sometimes impossible to gain access to workplace opportunities.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

“I love your dreadlocks!” I said to a woman leaving the restroom as I was about to enter. The woman, her locs cascading down her shoulders, looked back at me.

“There’s nothing dreadful about locs,” she said with a gentle tone. “But thank you.”

I paused, caught off guard. I hadn’t intended harm. My smile waned to embarrassment and shame. Despite the awkwardness, she gave me a warm smile before she walked out the door. That was one of the many moments in my life that reminded me of the true power of words.

Words are fascinating and powerful. But they’re also dangerous. Some words pack a mighty punch. Others blend into the background; they’re more diffuse. Imagine for a moment you’re in a pitch-dark room, so vast it could hold the entire world. Inside that room, words are like sources of light. Their brightness and their reach depend on their power to shine.

Some words are like laser beams, sharply focused and literal. They have clear, straightforward meanings. Others carry high-watt baggage, filled with historical context. They don’t just shine a light; they’re like thousand-watt bulbs illuminating the past. They don’t merely highlight a little corner or a wall; sometimes they light up the entire room. One such word is “love.” The same can be said for “hate.” Words used as computer codes can map the city, while nuclear codes can annihilate the planet.

A word is never just a word. Each one carries a history, a legacy that can be reenacted when the word comes out of the mouth of someone who might not fully realize its power. We must learn to understand the glaring intensity of each word and control the brightness before we speak.

This woman, a stranger with stunning locs, gave me a lesson wrapped in an uncomfortable package. I hadn’t even embarked on my own loc journey yet, which was still fifteen-plus years down the line. My knowledge was limited, and my lexicon restricted, when it came to speaking about locs with respect and appreciation. Yet what mattered was the unspoken understanding between us. She recognized my good intentions despite the negative impact my ineffectively chosen words had created. Her understanding and compassion were what truly made that brief exchange meaningful.

USING EFFECTIVE LANGUAGE

I recently conducted a LinkedIn poll to uncover job seekers’ biggest hurdles when chasing a promotion or career advancement.3 Here’s what people had to say:


• 31 percent said they find it difficult to prove they’re ready for the climb.

• 41 percent said they struggle to find internal opportunities.

• 19 percent said they wrestle with showing their experience effectively on a resume.

• 8 percent said they are challenged by accessing training or development opportunities.



It’s not only the job seekers who struggle; recruiters have their own set of challenges. When learners enter our Qualified Diversity Recruiter (QDR) Certification program, we start with an important question: As a recruiter, where do you struggle the most with issues related to diversity recruiting and retention? We give them a list with instructions telling them they can check more than one box. Here are the top two most challenging areas:


• 54 percent enter our program saying they struggle with feeling comfortable having the right words to use.

• 50.6 percent say they don’t feel comfortable, capable, or qualified to discuss matters related to diversity and inclusion.



Needless to say, recruiters and job seekers have their own pain points. While we should strive to ease anxieties on both sides, the real opportunity lies in addressing recruiters’ challenges first. When recruiters can access qualified candidates without bias or obstacles, it significantly reduces job seekers’ anxieties.

So where do you start? You start with training—one of the most common diversity initiatives and one of the most often debated.

Whenever I get an opportunity to speak with talent acquisition (TA) leaders, I tell them this: The best thing you can do for your recruitment team is to assume every single person on your team needs training in the two most challenging areas listed above. If you can help your team to determine effective language to use when doing the work of diversity recruiting, they will lean into the conversation more. Do not wait for your recruitment team (or your leaders and hiring teams in general) to tell you they need your help. That rarely happens. It is unusual for employees on a recruiting team to approach their TA leader proactively and say they feel uncomfortable about having the most effective words to use, or they don’t feel qualified to discuss matters related to diversity and inclusion.

You know how I know this? Talent acquisition leaders—or, in general, leaders—pull me aside to confide in me that they feel inadequate to jump-start their roles in increasing diversity. It takes a very safe space to feel comfortable enough to share that you don’t really know what you are doing as it relates to increasing diversity. And so, rather than asking your team if they need help, assume that everyone needs at least a crash course on foundational elements in increasing diversity and retention. It is one of the reasons why I tend to address this topic in my workshops, in the QDR course, and now in this book. There is no justification for skipping effective language acquisition in diversity recruiting—or training, for that matter—simply because some of us might consider it clichéd.

In this chapter, I get to share with you the context and language that can guide your learning as you work to increase diversity and retention in the workplace. Let’s begin with a few principles for how to determine the most effective language to use.

Principle One: Learn to Recognize and Use Effective Versus Ineffective Language

It is easy to fall into the trap of binary thinking: right versus wrong, good versus bad. However, as the philosopher Jacques Derrida proposed in the 1960s, deconstructing this binary lens is crucial to effective communication. There’s more to the landscape of language than just the extremes; there’s a spectrum.

For this reason, I view language as either effective or ineffective—rather than right or wrong—with many degrees in between, such as “more,” “more than,” “less,” and “less than.” This provides us with a range of qualifiers to discuss the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of using a particular word or phrase, even though no two experts in the field might agree on the same assessment.

When language is effective, it moves us toward an intended outcome. If it is ineffective, it moves us away from it. If my intention is to transform how you think about increasing diversity and retention so that you want to become more engaged in this work and are able to create a more immediate and positive impact, then effective language means language that makes you feel included—no matter who you are and how you identify.

Using ineffective language frequently hurts in two ways. First, too many people feel left out or left behind in the conversation about increasing diversity and retention, especially cisgender, heterosexual, White men. We need cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, White men to want to be a part of this conversation. When people feel left out, they are more resistant to leaning in. And second, too many people, especially people who identify as part of marginalized communities, are made to feel like “the different ones” in the process of increasing diversity and retention.

It is important that the language you use adheres to three basic guidelines. First, it justifies the accuracy of history that gives it power. Second, it ensures that no group or population feels excluded or left out of the conversation. And third, it promotes understanding and respect among populations, fostering a dialogue that acknowledges and values different perspectives and experiences. Here are two examples:


“Slave” versus “enslaved”: Using the term “slave” objectifies individuals, reducing their identity solely to their condition of enslavement and implying a permanent state, thereby stripping away their humanity and individuality. Referring to someone as a “slave” perpetuates the dehumanization and objectification they experienced, ignoring their identity, history, and the violence imposed on them. This language reduces their personhood to their condition of oppression, causing pain. A more effective alternative is “enslaved person,” which acknowledges the individual’s humanity first while describing their condition as something imposed on them, not their inherent identity. For example, instead of saying, “The slaves were brought to the plantation,” it is more effective to say, “The enslaved people were brought to the plantation.”

“Addict” versus “person with a substance use disorder”: Using the term “addict” reduces individuals to their addiction, defining them solely by their substance use and carrying negative connotations that imply moral failure or an inherent character flaw. Referring to someone as an “addict” perpetuates stigma, shame, and discrimination, ignoring the complex factors contributing to addiction and causing pain by reinforcing negative stereotypes. A more effective alternative is “person with a substance use disorder,” which acknowledges the individual’s humanity first and describes their condition in medical terms, emphasizing that addiction is a disorder, not a defining characteristic. For example, instead of saying, “The program helps addicts recover,” it is more respectful and accurate to say, “The program helps people with substance use disorders recover.”



Principle Two: When in Doubt, Ask and Explore.

When we talk about diversity, equity, inclusion (DEI), and sensitive topics, the words we choose matter. They can either uplift us or weigh us down. Many people lean on widely accepted language, but it’s important to note that “widely accepted” language may still cause harm because it is ineffective. For example, some people, even DEI professionals, use “diverse” to describe individuals from underrepresented backgrounds. That only perpetuates the harm.

To create a more effective and thoughtful dialogue, we should prioritize asking and exploring. This means asking individuals about the terms they prefer to describe their identity and experiences, and exploring why certain terms resonate more than others. By inviting people into the conversation about the language that represents them, we show our respect for their voices and perspectives. Through this collaborative approach, we can continue to evolve our language to better reflect and honor the communities we engage with and serve.

Our language can grow as our awareness grows. Language evolves, and so does our understanding of what’s considered inclusive or effective. This principle highlights the need to stay updated on language that best represents the identities and experiences of different groups, especially underrepresented groups. Choosing words that are respected by the people they describe ensures creating a more empathetic and understanding environment. It also helps avoid unintentionally excluding or misrepresenting anyone. This strategy doesn’t just prevent us from falling into the trap of using outdated or insensitive language. It also shows our dedication to being allies with, listening to, and learning from the communities we want to support. Our words should be as inclusive and thoughtful as our DEI initiative and function not to create barriers but to forge connections for better understanding and unity.

Principle Three: Make Peace with Your Own Learning Curve

Another way to think of this principle is to remember that we are all on a learning curve. Nobody is immune to the need to learn something new and to face the challenges that come with it. Some of us may be further along on the topic of increasing diversity and retention, and some of us are just beginning the journey. You have to make peace with the notion that there may be some things you do ineffectively at first (because you are learning), but you can and will get better.

If you hear me speak, you will likely hear me say at some point, “This isn’t the word I’m looking for, but it is the closest I can get to it right now.” I am in a constant search for more effective language. Even considering the way the use of language changes and evolves, there may be things I say today that tomorrow will be less effective, or I may learn more effective ways of saying the same things or thinking about these topics—and I have to make peace with that. The goal is to not get stuck on the perpetual cycle of guilt. It only keeps us distracted. Learn what you came to learn, and keep moving forward. Just like you, I am still on this learning curve, and I’m good with that. Are you?

Now that you understand these principles, let’s discuss what language to avoid and why.

LANGUAGE TO AVOID (AND WHY)

Let me tell you about a practice we enforce at Team JTC. There are certain words we avoid using in the work we deliver. I share this list of words with new team members and new vendors so that we are all on the same page.

One word in particular we avoid is “minority” when referencing marginalized groups. We believe it is an ineffective word. Although it is commonly accepted, and our team would likely never be faulted by our community for using it, our company philosophy is to lean more toward words and phrases that move us closer to our goal, which is to help organizations increase diversity and retention without harm.

Minority is defined as “the smaller part or number; a number, part, or amount forming less than half of the whole.”4 The meaning of the phrase “minority group” is a group of people whose practices, race, religion, ethnicity, or other characteristics are fewer in number than those of the main group.

Let’s understand why “minority” is an ineffective word by applying the three guidelines outlined in the preceding section under Principle One. First, the term does not accurately convey the historical and social dynamics that have led to certain groups being marginalized. The reality is that these groups have been actively minoritized, a process influenced by larger social, political, and economic forces, rather than being merely fewer in number or inherently lesser in importance. Second, the term can inadvertently perpetuate feelings of marginalization or of “less than” status. It maintains the idea of inferiority, which is connected to a racist idea. It reduces the complex experiences of certain groups to a simplistic numerical status, ignoring the power dynamics that have contributed to their marginalization. And third, using “minoritized” instead of “minority” can foster a more accurate understanding of the systemic forces at play. It shifts the focus from a passive state of being “less than or fewer” to the active processes of marginalization.

The definitions of “minority” and “minority group” I spelled out earlier in this section refer to a number that is less than half of the whole. However, I have observed that regardless of a group’s numerical representation in comparison with the main group, both individuals and groups can be considered minorities. For example, women in the United States make up slightly more than half the population, yet they are often referred to as a minority group because of their historical and ongoing underrepresentation, and their unequal treatment in areas such as leadership positions, earnings, and social status.

Similarly, in the United States, non-Hispanic Whites are considered the “majority” group, with all other racial and ethnic groups categorized as “minorities” even when their combined numbers make up the majority of the population. The concept of “minority” extends beyond simple numerical values to encompass those who have less power or are subject to discrimination.

Additionally, we avoid using the term because it fails to reflect the complex, evolving nature of racial and ethnic identities in contemporary America. The concept of a White majority and a non-White minority might be outdated in a society where biracial, multiracial, or racially ambiguous cultures are prevalent. Racial intermarriage is common, leading to an increasing number of individuals with mixed heritage. Moreover, the majority-minority narrative in the US fuels national polarization by portraying society as split between a declining White majority and rising minority groups. This perspective fosters competition and has “bolstered White anxiety and resentment” toward “minorities.”5

In fact, the word “minority” and the phrase “minority group” are often used ineffectively as euphemisms for “other” groups that are non-White and male. In my opinion, “minority” carries with it the connotation of inferiority, especially when the term is used in situations where the marginalized group is in greater number.

So, rather than using the word “minority,” here are three alternatives that I share with our team and that I want to share with you. For simplicity, the words “group” and “population” are used interchangeably.


• Underrepresented population: This includes groups that have a greater representation in the workforce than is represented in most workplaces. Members of this group want to work and are qualified but have historically had limited access to job opportunities due to discriminatory and biased practices.

• Marginalized group: A group that has been treated as less significant or insignificant and decentered as a point of priority. A great example of an attempt at marginalization would be “all lives matter” marches when the focus was on how Black lives matter equally. In this example, we are pushing vulnerable groups to the margins rather than centering their stories.

• Untapped group: A group whose members have not yet been leveraged for the true value they have to offer. When companies drop pedigree requirements, they can source from untapped groups that may also include more women and people of color. The greatest challenge we face as recruiters and hiring managers is our inaccurate view of what someone should look like (that is, their packaging and pedigree) to demonstrate that they are qualified.



When in doubt, just say exactly what you mean. This is my favorite recommendation. You do not need to use groupings all the time, especially when you are only referring to one type of identifying factor. For example, it is completely acceptable and even effective to say “an Indigenous, nonbinary queer individual with a disability,” especially if the context of the conversation demands that we understand how that person identifies.

THE LANGUAGE OF DEI RECRUITING

When I first started as a recruiter, I used two terms: “diversity” and “inclusion.” You already know from the Introduction that “diverse” means different, and “diversity” means variety. Diversity is a variety of differences. And inclusion is the integration of this variety of differences, or the incorporation of diversity.

So far so good. But when it came to talking about equity, I found myself confused. “Equity” used to be one of those words that was lost on me because I couldn’t see beyond the word “equality.” If equality in terms of recruiting means “equal access,” and we continue to hear and read about “equal opportunity employers,” why do we still cry out for “equity”? And what the heck is it, really?

Put simply, equality means giving everyone the same resources or opportunities. Equity means removing the barriers that prevent certain groups from accessing the available resources so they can experience equality too.

Is it possible that the mere existence of laws and proclamations of equality doesn’t automatically dismantle the deeply ingrained systemic barriers and biases that have been built over centuries? Could it be that these declarations of equal opportunity, while noble in intent, fail to address the nuanced realities of individuals who still find themselves on the fringes of these opportunities? We need to ask ourselves a direct question: If all employers are genuinely equal opportunity employers, what prevents many people from experiencing this equal access to open employment opportunities?

The answer is simple: hurdles. Or you can consider them barriers. When we think of hurdles and barriers, we think of obstacles on the way to our destination. Well, equity is the removal of the hurdles or barriers that prevent many job seekers from experiencing the equal access that is necessary to enter a workplace and that allows employees to advance. Equity is about leveling the playing field of hiring and promoting in order to increase diversity and retention without harm.

There is one more element to add to the familiar DEI acronym: belonging. I love talking about belonging because so many people misunderstand what it really means to belong. Belonging is the ability to bring your entire self to the workplace and still feel like you have a place. If an employee has to take an action (any action) in order to belong, that is the antithesis of belonging. Belonging is the output that’s created by diversity, equity, and inclusion.

But here’s something to think about: Belonging can also be where it all starts. If we create an environment where everyone feels like they belong, diversity naturally follows. Inclusion and equity are the tools we use to build that sense of belonging, and when we do it right, diversity grows. However, it’s not about arguing whether belonging or diversity comes first—it’s about making sure our workplaces are ready for diversity. If we focus on creating that welcoming environment, diversity will happen. At the same time, it might be diversity—especially when it’s supported by lived experiences and intentional actions—that helps us truly achieve belonging. It’s all connected, and each piece supports the others.

A solid diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging (DEIB) program (or office, team, department, partnership—however it is set up in your workplace) safeguards the intersectional human experiences of those whom we want to hire and retain in our workplaces. The essence of such a program lies in its ability to recognize and embrace the multifaceted nature of human experiences. It understands that individuals do not come to the workplace as blank slates but as complex beings with histories, cultures, identities, and experiences that intersect in unique ways. This intersectionality means the challenges and barriers faced by one individual may be vastly different from those faced by another, even within the same marginalized group.

Keep in mind that there are a lot of people working directly or indirectly in the field of diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging. I’m sure you’ve noticed it. And sometimes, I think all the shifting efforts can become hard to comprehend. We have antiracism consultants, restorative justice consultants, cultural and intercultural consultants, social justice organizations, historians, professors, authors, speakers, and influencers. Suffice it to say—there are a lot of people doing this work.

Then there’s diversity recruiting and retention. That’s my world. Many perceive diversity recruiting and retention as shoulder to shoulder with DEIB. I have come across many workplaces that view diversity recruiting and retention as a full DEIB solution, often overlooking the fuller work that comprises a solid DEIB program. The truth is that a solid diversity recruiting and retention program is only one component of a fuller DEIB program. It does not replace the DEIB program itself.

Diversity recruiting is the process of actively identifying and eliminating systemic hiring and promotion-related barriers that job seekers and employees, respectively, face so that hiring teams can equitably find, assess, hire, and promote candidates who possess the essential skills that qualify them for the role.

I think of diversity recruiting in the same way that I consider Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs). Because of a history of exclusionary practices that kept marginalized communities out of universities, HBCUs, HSIs, and women-serving institutions were formed to center these groups. It is the same thing with recruitment. Because of a history of exclusionary practices that marginalized people and kept them out of the recruitment pipeline, diversity recruiting was formed to center these groups.

FROM MARGINALIZATION TO INCLUSION

One of the most important takeaways from this foundational training on effective language is the following: Diversity recruiting wasn’t created by chance. It has always existed in direct response to historical marginalization. As we look back through the history of recruiting practices, we can see the evolution from marginalization to inclusion.

Exclusion is often mistakenly thought of as the direct opposite of inclusion, but this binary view overlooks the complexities of human interaction and organizational dynamics. In reality, there exists a spectrum with multiple states: exclusion, indifference, tolerance, and inclusion.

Exclusion (which I define as “me not you” recruiting) is the most blatant form of nonacceptance. It’s an active process whereby certain groups or individuals are deliberately left out, marginalized, or denied access to opportunities and resources. Exclusion is often based on prejudices, biases, and systemic barriers. It clearly demonstrates a lack of willingness to acknowledge or embrace diversity.

Between exclusion and inclusion lies a state of indifference (“you’re invisible” recruiting). This is where diversity is neither actively rejected nor embraced. There’s a lack of engagement or interest in understanding and valuing different perspectives and experiences. Indifference can be as damaging as exclusion because it perpetuates a status quo that ignores the needs and potential contributions of underrepresented groups.

Moving further along the spectrum, we encounter tolerance (“me or you” recruiting). Tolerance is often mistaken for a positive state, but it merely implies a grudging acceptance of differences. It’s an acknowledgment of diversity without genuine engagement or appreciation. Tolerance can often be a passive position, where differences are endured rather than celebrated. In this context it is about making a deliberate effort to counteract discrimination by ensuring that a diverse range of identities are represented. However, this approach doesn’t necessarily involve a deeper engagement with or appreciation of diverse groups of identities. It’s more about achieving a balance. Tolerance, therefore, is a step toward diversity but without the full integration and celebration of differences that true inclusion embodies.

Inclusion (“me and you” recruiting) is the ideal state, where diversity is not just acknowledged but valued and leveraged. Inclusion means creating environments where individuals feel welcomed, respected, and supported to fully participate and contribute, regardless of identity. It involves active efforts to understand, appreciate, and utilize the unique insights and perspectives each person brings.

Shifting from exclusion to inclusion is not a simple, flip-of-a-switch decision. It requires moving through various stages of understanding and acceptance. Each stage—exclusion, indifference, tolerance, and inclusion—represents a different level of engagement with diversity, and it’s essential to recognize and address each to create truly inclusive environments.

Now that we’ve learned about these four places on the spectrum, I get to explore representation through the lens of underrepresentation.

Ready? Let’s go!

THE LANGUAGE OF REPRESENTATION

We have talked about how our history has led to underrepresentation. Let’s look at it through an additional lens by discussing three important terms: demographics, workplace, and workforce.

Demographics communicate the characteristics of a population. When we talk about demographics in DEI, we are typically talking about characteristics like race, ethnicity, gender identity, veteran status, age, and sexual orientation, among others. We generally mean characteristics related to one’s identity.

When I define a workplace, I think of it as the company for which I work. A workplace houses the employees that have been hired by a company. The workforce, on the other hand, is where we go to find the employees that we want to hire into our workplace. Many have definitions for workplace and workforce that differ from these, but for the sake of simplicity, I chose this method. Simple enough, right? Demographics are your characteristics or identity, workplace is your company, and workforce is the greater external talent market, the space you came from before being employed.

As we begin to explore the demographics of a workplace, we may find that certain populations are in greater supply in the workforce than are represented in our workplace. When this happens, we consider these demographic groups to be underrepresented in our workplace.

The opposite is also true. When we explore the demographics of a workplace, we may find that certain demographic groups are in greater supply in the workplace than in the workforce. We consider these demographic groups to be overrepresented in our workplace.

In diversity recruiting and retention, our aim is to have a well-represented workplace. To achieve this, people often like to set numbers and define goals because it is challenging to abandon the binary thinking that says, “We are right if we reach this number and wrong if we do not.” But directional thinking—like when we talk about “effective” versus “ineffective”—uses language such as “well-represented” and “good-faith outreach efforts.” Whatever the intent, the plan should be about moving forward effectively and positively.

Though underrepresentation in the workplace varies globally, in the United States, women, people of color, veterans, people with disabilities, and people who identify as LGBTQ+ have been historically underrepresented in our workplaces, even though they are notably available in the workforce. This is why I often refer to these populations as “historically underrepresented groups” or “individuals from historically underrepresented populations.”

Let’s take this language one step further. I made a bold statement in the Introduction: Diversity includes everyone.

If diversity includes everyone, underrepresentation highlights the gaps. Therefore, I spend more time speaking in terms of representation and underrepresentation than talking about diversity as a whole. And this is what makes my work distinct from that of many other practitioners in the field. My responsibility as a diversity recruiting and retention practitioner is to find out where you are underrepresented and support your process to increase representation and retention in those areas.

Here is an unpopular truth. Increasing diversity and retention can and does look different from workplace to workplace. And believe it or not, there are some workplaces or industries where increasing diversity means increasing representation of cisgendered, able-bodied, heterosexual, White men.

Think about the DEIB industry, for example. Individuals identifying as cisgendered, able-bodied, heterosexual, White men are deeply underrepresented here. To increase representation in the DEIB industry, one space where our good-faith outreach efforts can go is to this group. My goal in diversity recruiting and retention is to help individuals and employers alike be able to see where they are being called to add value and to build the bridge between workplaces and job seekers.

So if diversity includes everyone, then underrepresentation highlights the gaps. And far too often, organizations view diversity recruiting as a euphemism for hiring more Black and Brown people. The companies who approach this work in a narrow manner are unfortunately missing the point of diversity recruiting, and in so doing, they are excluding anyone who does not identify as Black or Brown. This is exactly what causes individuals who do not identify as Black or Brown (in this example) to lean out of the conversation or to simply feel left out or left behind. To move us all forward while doing the work of increasing diversity and retention, we’ve got to do a better job of identifying the areas of underrepresentation, using data as a starting point. Using language like “increasing representation” in lieu of “increasing diversity” gets everyone closer to the goal of moving the whole organization forward and leaving no one behind or out of the conversation. It places us all on the same side of the table.


A LONG DAY AGO

From Slavery to Modern Diversity: Tracing the Roots of Workforce Underrepresentation

As I contemplate the history of labor and employment in the US, a crucial question arises: How has the workforce evolved over time, and what does this tell us about the origins of underrepresentation?

Through in-depth research, we can gain a better understanding of these dynamics and, as DEI practitioners and diversity recruiters, raise the bar for diversity and inclusion in our organizations.

Let’s start by looking at the historical development of the workforce in this country, with a particular focus on how certain groups became underrepresented.

Colonial America and Its Legacy of Slavery (1607–1783)

The colonial era’s legacy of slavery is central to American history. The transatlantic slave trade brought millions of enslaved Africans to the Americas.6 By the time of US independence, Black Americans made up around 20 percent of the population, with nearly seven hundred thousand enslaved African Americans counted in the first US census in 1790.7 Additionally, the lesser-known practice of Native American enslavement persisted throughout the colonial period.

The Antebellum Period and the Civil War (1812–1865)

Slavery expanded until its abolition in 1865, with the number of enslaved African Americans reaching four million.8 The post–Civil War Reconstruction era initiated rapid modernization, yet centuries of slavery and oppression profoundly shaped the identities and opportunities of these communities, effects that are still felt today.9

The Second Industrial Revolution (1870–1914)

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw technological advancements, urbanization, and the growth of corporations, transforming work in the US. In 1850, agriculture employed 60 percent of the nation’s workforce. By 1920, that share had dropped to 25 percent, while manufacturing’s share had grown significantly.10 Yet industrialization’s new opportunities were not equally accessible. Women’s labor force participation increased gradually, from 14 percent in 1870 to 20 percent in 1910, but social attitudes limited their occupational choices.11 African Americans faced exclusion from education and labor unions, restricting their access to higher-paid jobs.

Two World Wars Transform the Workforce (1914–1945)

World War I created an economic boom, leading to increased employment for women and African Americans. However, many jobs were short-lived, and racial and sexual harassment were common. The early twentieth century also saw the development of employee benefits like paid leave and retirement plans.12 World War II further diversified the workforce, breaking stereotypes of “female” jobs as five million women entered various industries.13

The Modern United States (1945–Present Day)

The postwar period saw the greatest increase in female labor force participation and significant immigration changes, influencing today’s DEI landscape. Historically, non-White women worked out of economic necessity and were concentrated in low-paying jobs, highlighting the importance of considering intersectionality in diversity recruitment.

Afterword: The History of Working Women in the US

If we dig into the history of working women, some eye-opening trends pop up. A Dartmouth College analysis of US census data going back to 1880 shows that non-White women—especially Black and immigrant women—were historically much more active in the labor force than White women.14 Unmarried White women lagged behind their non-White counterparts in workforce participation until 1940, and for married women, this gap persisted until 1990.

The study points out that many non-White women were working long before the women’s movement, which mainly spotlighted White women. This was often due to the economic pressure of lower wages being paid to non-White men, pushing more of their spouses into the workforce, frequently in low-paying jobs. Another overlooked factor is the “double legacy” of slavery: Many African American women were forced to work, creating lasting expectations about women’s work that were passed down through generations.15

These points drive home the need to consider intersectionality in addressing underrepresentation and diversity recruitment.

Final Thoughts

Understanding these historical trends sheds light on the complex roots of workplace underrepresentation. Acknowledging these realities as recruiters and hiring teams can improve our engagement with specific groups, helping us serve them better.



ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Embracing Your Journey

Dear Job Seeker,

Let’s face it: The job search can be grueling, especially when you’re up against biases rooted in centuries of racism and discrimination. It’s disheartening to think that despite being highly qualified, you still face these pervasive challenges. I understand how draining this can be, and I’m here to help you navigate these waters with resilience and strategic thinking.

One of the most common questions I get from job seekers is how to effectively handle bias in real time. It’s a tough question because bias is so ingrained at a systemic level. Here’s the advice I always share, and it’s a twofold strategy that can empower you.

First, recognize bias when you see it. This awareness is crucial. However, remember that it’s not your responsibility to change the biases of a recruiter or hiring manager—that’s their journey, not yours. Second, equip yourself with the tools to navigate these biases so effectively that your true skills and potential shine through. Think of it as influencing someone’s perception: You can’t force them to see things your way, but you can guide them toward it by understanding what makes them tick.

Building a skill around influence is powerful. By learning how bias manifests in hiring and retention, you gain insight into what drives decision-makers. This knowledge allows you to subtly steer outcomes in your favor. Throughout this book, you’ll discover unwritten rules and strategies that can turn the tide for you. Use them to your advantage.

You deserve to experience the joy and fulfillment of landing the job you’ve tirelessly prepared for. This book is your companion on that journey, providing the insights and encouragement you need to succeed. So take a deep breath, dive in, and let’s embark on this path together.

Here’s to your success and the exciting opportunities that lie ahead. You have all my support and encouragement.









CHAPTER TWO

UNQUESTIONED ANSWERS

IDENTIFYING HIDDEN BIASES

Systems can put a person at an advantage or a disadvantage based on two factors: their ability to access the system and their ability to navigate the system.

Maybe you’ve already heard a lot about systems. Or at least you’ve heard people talk about how things are so deeply rooted that they are systemic. Either way, here’s a quick, simplified lesson to kick-start this discussion.

In this context, systems are the interconnected policies, practices, processes, and behaviors through which work is organized and accomplished within an organization or other structure. These elements collectively determine how objectives are achieved, resources are managed, and outcomes are produced. Some of the most powerful systems in the world are the housing system, the legal/criminal justice system, the system of mass media, the educational system, and the health care system.

We may be employed by one of these systems, but we may not say it that way. We may say that we work in a certain industry. We may know someone who works in one of these industries. On the other side of the same coin, we experience these systems as humans. We are tied to them. More specifically, our outcomes (quality of life, sense of safety and security, and even opportunity) are tied to these systems. These systems can put individuals at an advantage or a disadvantage based on two very important factors: the ability to access the system, and the ability to navigate the system.

In addition to the powerful systems I mentioned above, do you want to guess another all-too-powerful system? The employment system. I often refer to it as the hiring and promotion system. My entire business is built on researching and training people about this system.

THE HIRING AND PROMOTION SYSTEM

When I’m training interview teams, I often say something like the following:

As part of the hiring and promotion system, you have top-level access to one of the most powerful systems that impact the outcome of human lives. Some people tie the systems of hiring and wealth together because one supports the generation of the other (that is, employment supports the generation of money). That is how powerful it is. Having access to the hiring system means having the power and influence to decide who gets to have a job that can put money in their pockets. The money that goes into their pockets is tied to the money that supports their homes and families. It is tied to the money that is poured into neighborhoods and communities. It is tied to the money that fuels states and ultimately economies.

So I want you to take a moment and consider just how powerful you are in your role, simply because you have access to the hiring system. And in case you didn’t realize it, even if you are not a part of the interview team and thus do not have direct access to the hiring and promotion system, simply being a company employee makes you a lot closer to the ability to influence outcomes. This means that no matter the role you have at your company, you have access to a system that has a deep impact on society and the outcome of lives. That is power and that is powerful. What are you going to do with it?

Keep in mind that to be the most effective in increasing diversity and retention, you must also be positioned where you can best influence the hiring system so that there’s fairer and more equitable access for people to get hired and promoted. But I would not be shocked if you hadn’t made that mental connection on your own. There are many reasons why you wouldn’t have. The message that we constantly hear in the traditional workplace is that we are 100 percent accountable for our own success or failure. This message happens to be one of the answers that must go unquestioned in order to preserve these massive systems. I know that I did not question whether or not I was well-positioned, even as a recruiting leader.

I conclude by telling the following story. As mentioned, many of us think we’re wholly accountable for the outcomes of our roles, and that our outputs are in direct response to our inputs. This conviction often stems from the widely accepted concept of meritocracy: If you work hard enough, you’re bound to succeed. However, my perspective shifted dramatically one day when a trusted mentor and thought partner, Nichelle (not her real name), made a simple yet profound statement to me: You were not positioned for success in your role.

The idea of being positioned for success in my role was not something I had considered before. Up until that point, I felt 100 percent accountable for whether my role produced successful or unsuccessful outcomes. But Nichelle changed that logic with one sentence. I have been mulling over that interpretation ever since that conversation with her. My understanding of her message continues to evolve year over year.

The success of a deliverable, especially one that impacts an entire company, like diversity recruiting, requires resources. Often, when we think of resources, we think in terms of people, time, and money. But resources can also be access and authority. What Nichelle opened my eyes to and the connection she drew for me highlighted one of the reasons I had been unable to fully deliver on the scope of my role as the head of talent acquisition. It was because I did not have the access and authority necessary to be successful. I was not positioned for success in my role.

If I hadn’t heard this exact sentence from her, I would have believed that I failed because I struggled to increase representation. At the time, I genuinely believed that increasing representation in our workplace was 100 percent my task to figure out, and I never questioned that assumption. I also believed there was a certain level of authority and access that automatically came along with one’s job level and title. That means if I didn’t receive the access and authority I needed, it had something to do with either me or my performance.

At some point in your career, you may have experienced a lack of access and authority and thought that you were the problem. But maybe there were other answers that you never questioned. This can impact us all at some point. There are answers we hold true that we do not question. We probably do not realize we are holding them as factual. Maybe that’s because we want to comply with the company’s policy. Or maybe we want to avoid backlash for questioning the status quo or being perceived as the troublemaker. Perhaps we feel too small to question the perceived so-big or so-high. Whatever the cause, we may all have had a moment when we realized the only reason we were doing something the way we were doing it or believing something to be true or factual is because it was the way it had always been done.

The same thing happens in recruiting. We fail to question certain assumptions about the status quo.

Today I believe so strongly in the power of positioning for success that our team has created a free diagnostic tool we use with employers to help them identify unquestioned answers. It’s called the JTC Increase Diversity Framework (IDF for short) and is built on the premise that to increase diversity, your recruiting and retention program has to be well positioned. It focuses on three levels: you, your work, and your company.

Dismantling any system (an employment system or otherwise) requires us to ask questions, especially tough ones. It requires us to ask questions about our past, like “How did we reach a place of underrepresentation?” It requires us to ask questions about our present, like “Where is bias hiding in our hiring process?” And it requires us to ask questions about the future, like “What actions must we start and stop taking to increase diversity and retention in our workplace?”

But questioning any system, including an employment system, can feel deeply intimidating. So rather than challenging it, we work with the flow, complying with all policies and practices.

ASSUMPTIONS EMPLOYERS RARELY PUT TO THE TEST

Want to see some examples? Here is a list of common answers I’ve observed that workplaces tend not to question. These particular beliefs unintentionally preserve underrepresentation. As you review them, and as you identify other unexamined assumptions, I challenge you to ponder two very important additional questions: What is the challenge with this belief? How does this belief preserve underrepresentation?

Let’s dive into some of the unquestioned answers employers often hold without scrutiny.


1. Diversity recruiting is only about finding new spaces to source. It’s astounding to observe how many employers believe that diversity recruiting equates to diversity sourcing. These workplaces even build their diversity recruiting programs around sourcing. The challenge with this belief is that when the sourcing model fails to sustain the full diversity program, the employer says that diversity recruiting does not work and that they have tried everything. It is not diversity recruiting that does not work; it is the fact that sourcing is only a tiny component of what it takes to increase diversity. And this fragmented perspective preserves underrepresentation.

2. I will be able to tell who is qualified for this position. This view implies that qualifications can be assessed at face value. The challenge with this belief is that it fails to recognize the subtleties and nuances of what makes a person truly qualified for a role, beyond what can be gleaned from a resume or interview. It can inadvertently lead to bias, as it overvalues familiar traits and undervalues the potential benefit of unique experiences and perspectives. When a person does not come packaged in a familiar way, they can be seen as unqualified. And unfortunately, too many individuals from historically underrepresented communities are overlooked for this reason, which preserves underrepresentation—and the cycle continues.

3. If a person isn’t comfortable working in this environment, the person is the problem. The notion of “fixing” someone suggests that the issue lies with the individual and not the environment. The challenge with this belief is that it overlooks systemic problems in the workplace culture that may be contributing to discomfort or exclusion. When an employee quits or is terminated because they “don’t fit in,” it can preserve underrepresentation. Instead of encouraging individuals to conform to an uncomfortable environment, we should focus on cultivating a culture where individuals, no matter their identity, can work at their best. Stop trying to fix the person; rather, fix the environment that supports the person to be their best.

4. Diversity recruiting means I am supposed to hire the underrepresented candidate. While it’s true that diversity recruiting aims to increase representation within candidate pools, it does not imply hiring based on a person’s identity. The challenge with this belief is that, first, in the US, hiring a person based on identity alone is illegal, and, second, it tokenizes candidates from underrepresented communities, further perpetuating the idea that someone only got the job because of their race or gender, for example. The goal of diversity recruiting is to increase representation in the candidate pool and eliminate biases so that you can hire the most competitive person for the role.

To dodge the regulatory arrows, some workplaces might try a last-ditch effort to leverage what are called bona fide occupational qualifications (BFOQs). In US employment law, BFOQs allow employers to hire (or refuse to hire) individuals based on certain characteristics if those characteristics are essential to the job. Federal laws such as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA), and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibit discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, or disability. BFOQs provide a super narrow exception. For instance, a job might require a specific gender for authenticity or privacy reasons, such as hiring female attendants for a women’s locker room or hiring based on adherence to a particular faith for certain roles in a religious institution. Employers can hire such individuals in these cases. However, the burden of proof falls on the employer to show that the qualification is important for their business’s normal operation and not based on stereotypes or preferences—even customer preferences. It might seem tempting to use a BFOQ when hiring, but tread very carefully. BFOQs are tightly regulated, allowing for discrimination based on age, religion, sex, or national origin only when absolutely necessary for business operations. Stretching BFOQ to cover affirmative action–like strategies could backfire, leading to potential legal challenges.

5. You are not supposed to have access to demographic hiring data if you are in the recruiting department. The challenge with this belief is that restricting access to hiring data can limit transparency and hinder efforts to pinpoint where candidate pool underrepresentation may exist. Without this critical information, recruiters cannot identify patterns or biases in hiring or adjust their strategies effectively—again, often preserving underrepresentation. Open access to hiring data is essential to track progress and ensure accountability in diversity initiatives. The better questions to ask are who has a business case to view demographic hiring data, and what is the best method to analyze this data without interfering in the outcome of a hiring decision?

6. Recruiters are solely accountable for increasing diversity in the workplace. In workplaces that have dedicated recruitment teams, recruiters are accountable for candidate pool diversity, ensuring it is well represented, especially in areas where the workplace is underrepresented. The challenge with thinking that recruiters are 100 percent accountable is that recruiters are often not the final decision-makers. Hiring managers and interview teams are also involved in the process. So why hold a recruiter accountable for that which they have no ultimate control over? And getting into the blame game around who is at fault for underrepresentation further distracts from finding a solution, ultimately preserving underrepresentation.

7. General unconscious bias training is the only training needed to increase diversity. In order for bias training to resonate, it must be provided in the context of how it shows up in one’s day-to-day job function. The challenge of failing to provide this context is that a recruiter or hiring manager—or anyone else who contributes to hiring within your workplace—will have a greater chance of missing the real-life realities of the ways in which bias manifests in their daily work. And when bias is missed, harm is created and great candidates from underrepresented communities are overlooked—yes, preserving underrepresentation.



ASSUMPTIONS JOB SEEKERS RARELY PUT TO THE TEST

There are two sides to this coin, so let’s switch roles. The preservation of underrepresentation isn’t a phenomenon that occurs solely due to the beliefs that go unquestioned by employers. I used to think this was the case until I became a career coach. Job seekers, especially from untapped groups, also sometimes fail to question certain assumptions. In other words, in order to preserve underrepresentation, a part of the buy-in has to come from those who are searching for employment. Think about the messages that individuals looking for jobs or promotions might believe without question. Here are some examples to get you started.


1. I was rejected for a job offer, so I must not be qualified. Many job seekers take rejection personally and equate it with their own inadequacy. However, a rejection for a job does not necessarily reflect a candidate’s skills or potential. It could be due to factors they are not privy to, such as a biased hiring process. The challenge with this belief is that if you are not careful, it can lead to feeling discouraged and dropping out of the labor market altogether. If enough individuals who identify with this thought remove themselves from the labor market, underrepresentation can be preserved.

2. My manager said I was not yet ready for management, so it must be true. While feedback from managers is valuable, it is not the final verdict on one’s skill or capability. Employees should question this belief, because the challenge is that many times unconscious bias or miscommunication can cloud a manager’s judgment. The evaluation of readiness can be highly subjective. Self-advocacy, seeking a second opinion, and checks and balances to govern leadership decisions are crucial for employee growth. Without these, preservation of underrepresentation prevails—especially at leadership levels.

3. I must meet every single qualification to apply to the job opening. Many job seekers will not apply to a job if they don’t meet all the listed qualifications, but this is a limiting belief. The challenge is that if you are not careful, you may find yourself discouraged by job descriptions that only list the “ideal” candidate versus focusing on the minimum qualifications necessary to do the job successfully. And the more individuals who don’t apply to these positions, especially those from historically underrepresented groups, the more underrepresentation is preserved.

4. Asking for a competitive salary or negotiating an offer will get me rejected from the hiring process. This is a common misconception that prevents many job seekers, particularly those from underrepresented groups, from advocating to be compensated at the full value of the role. This lack of self-advocacy can affect career growth and opportunities. And that is the challenge with holding this belief without questioning it. Presently, most employers expect to negotiate; doing so shows that a candidate has confidence, knowledge of the market, and belief in their value. Job seekers and employees vying for promotion should never fear that negotiating an offer will lead to rejection; instead, they should view it as part of the standard process.

5. Telling my boss what I need to be successful on the job will get me fired or ostracized. Fear of retaliation often prevents employees from voicing their needs, which is detrimental to both the individual and the organization. Open communication fosters a healthier work environment and enables employees to perform at their best. Employees should understand that asking for what they need is not a sign of weakness or incompetence; rather, it’s an essential part of professional growth and achieving success on the job. Without it, employees may be more vulnerable to quitting—thereby preserving underrepresentation.

6. My unique cultural background doesn’t matter in my job. Some candidates downplay the value of their rich cultural background, assuming that it is irrelevant to their role. This mindset can lead to a loss of lived experiences and insights in the workplace, which reinforces homogeneity. When individuals from underestimated backgrounds feel that their unique perspectives are not valued, they are less likely to share their ideas and experiences. This can stifle innovation and limit the range of viewpoints considered in decision-making. Additionally, when employees do not feel empowered to bring their full selves to work, it can lead to disengagement and a higher turnover rate among underrepresented groups. This turnover further reduces the representation of cultures and experiences within the organization. Over time, the lack of voices from underrepresented communities can create an environment that feels exclusive or unwelcoming to others from similar backgrounds, making it harder to attract and retain talent from underrepresented groups.

7. I shouldn’t apply to a company that doesn’t seem diverse. Seeing a lack of representation in a company, candidates might assume they won’t be welcome or fit in, leading them to self-select out of opportunities. This assumption can further reinforce the lack of diversity in such companies, which is detrimental, especially if the company is genuinely trying to increase representation and actively supports equity and inclusion.



These are not exhaustive lists of unquestioned answers from employers and job seekers. I could go on and on. What’s important is that, in order to genuinely contribute to the dismantling of practices and behaviors that preserve underrepresentation, both parties need to increase their awareness of the unquestioned rules and models they are following.

Now that we’ve reviewed the fundamental elements of history, effective language, and the systems that create unquestioned answers, the next chapter unpacks exactly what we mean when we refer to an obstacle course and how it plays out in reality.

A LONG DAY AGO

The Evolution of Diversity Recruiting:

From Civil Rights to Modern DEI Practices

Diversity recruiting emerged as a strategic response to address the historical and systemic underrepresentation in the workforce, which has roots extending back to the colonial era and the legacy of slavery. The push for diversity in organizations took off in the 1960s with new laws banning discrimination based on ethnicity, gender, national origin, race, and religion.1 Significant changes began with President Lyndon Johnson’s Executive Order 11246 in 1965, which established the Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) to enforce antidiscrimination laws, marking the formal beginning of diversity recruiting efforts. Employers were required to adopt equal opportunity initiatives, but these programs often lacked a deep understanding of the historical and systemic barriers that had created underrepresentation.

The concept of “equal opportunity managers” was initially introduced following passage of the Civil Rights Act and its implementing legislation.2 However, the real momentum for diversity initiatives in the contemporary sense rose to prominence in the 1980s, in response to the Reagan administration’s dismantling of affirmative action. Researchers at the time began to study discrimination in recruiter evaluations, highlighting the fact that employers have struggled for decades to balance compliance with affirmative action laws and the need to find selection methods perceived as fair to all job candidates.3

The growth of scholarly research on labor history and the increasing adoption of diversity, equity, and inclusion programs in recent decades have brought a deeper understanding of these issues. Academics and practitioners examined the origins of underrepresentation, recognizing the profound impact of historical practices and attitudes on current workforce demographics. But it gets even more interesting: Some perspectives suggest that the roots of efforts to address workplace diversity actually go back to the aftermath of World War I.4 This highlights just how complex and deep-seated these initiatives are.

Diversity recruiting has evolved as an essential strategy to address the entrenched inequalities that have shaped the US workforce. By understanding the historical context of underrepresentation, diversity recruiters and DEI practitioners can develop more effective strategies to attract and retain talent from historically marginalized groups. This approach not only helps create a more equitable workplace but also leverages the diverse perspectives and skills crucial for innovation and growth in today’s global economy. The historical perspective reminds us of the deeply rooted sources of underrepresentation and inequality, and with better knowledge of the past, we can take aim at those roots to make a real difference in the future.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Breaking Barriers and Shaping Your Narrative

Dear Job Seeker,

I hope this chapter has invigorated you. I want to take a moment to reflect on some important insights and provide some guidance and encouragement.

First and foremost, take a step back and examine the answers you have accepted as facts without questioning them. Consider how these unchallenged beliefs may be influencing your approach to your job search. Do you hold any limiting assumptions about your capabilities or potential that need to be reevaluated? Recognizing and challenging these assumptions is a crucial step in reshaping your mindset and strategy.

Reflect on your history and how your understanding or misunderstanding of it affects your self-perception and how you present yourself in the job market. It’s important to acknowledge that underrepresentation and bias are not mere accidents but the results of deliberate actions spanning centuries. This historical context should empower you, reminding you that the challenges you face are part of a larger narrative of resilience and resistance.

Think about the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the continuous struggle against bias. This perspective underscores the importance of language. The way you describe yourself and what you allow others to call you can either reinforce marginalization or propel you forward. As we discussed in the last chapter, language is a powerful tool—use it wisely to shape your narrative and assert your worth.

Understand that you are on your own learning curve, especially in comprehending the complexities of the hiring process. History teaches us that overcoming biases and winning over an interview team often involve navigating ingrained conditioning. More than just being a qualified candidate, your ability to understand and strategically address this conditioning can be key to your success.

As you continue your journey, remember to be kind to yourself. This process is not just about finding a job; it’s about embracing your identity, challenging the status quo, and asserting your place in a world that has been shaped by long-standing biases.

You’ve got this. Remember that your efforts can help break barriers and forge a path for others to follow. Keep pushing forward with confidence and resilience.

With warm regards and unwavering belief in your potential.









CHAPTER THREE

THE OBSTACLE COURSE

NAVIGATING THE PERCEPTION OF WHO IS QUALIFIED

The greatest challenge we face as recruiters, hiring managers, and interview team members is our perception of how someone should look or behave to demonstrate their qualifications.

I am very proud of the newsletter that we offer on LinkedIn called Increase Diversity. It has a community of eighty-plus thousand subscribers (and growing). One of the first articles I published there, titled “The Hiring System,” was a composite case study depicting the career experience of someone who is ambitious but always being reminded that they are different. For the case study, I created a character named Keesha. Here’s a slightly revised passage from the article, which I still use at workshops:

To have a career, Keesha must interact with the hiring system and with all the policies, practices, and behaviors that companies have historically complied with to preserve that system. The system presents a series of challenging mental and emotional barriers that can be both covert and overt, creating an obstacle course that Keesha must overcome, internally and externally.

Internally, she wrestles with a personal dialogue that says, “Am I enough? Should I take a chance and bet on myself? Am I qualified enough for this job description?” Externally, she encounters perceptions that cause people to ask, “Is she enough? Will she have what it takes to fit into our culture?”

The only way to get through this obstacle course is to navigate it well. Navigating the hiring and internal recruiting system can mean jumping over land mines that dictate appropriate versus inappropriate behavior, dodging microaggressions, swimming through unconscious biases, and balancing the tightrope of assimilation versus authenticity, just to be likable and make others feel comfortable enough to hire her.

After landing the job, Keesha faces an intricate set of challenges during the onboarding process. As she steps into the office, she immediately senses the skeptical glances from her colleagues, the unspoken question hanging in the air: “Is she here because of her ethnicity or gender?” This doubt weighs heavily on her, overshadowing her hard-earned qualifications and skills. Keesha’s vibrant personality and unique style, which includes her natural hair and bright, meticulously designed nails, suddenly feel out of place in the monochrome corporate environment. She quickly realizes that to blend in, she needs to tone down her style, swapping her colorful nails for a more subdued look and considering ways to make her natural hair less conspicuous. This forced adaptation feels like a small betrayal of her identity, a necessary concession to fit into a culture that doesn’t reflect her.

As time goes on, Keesha continues to navigate the complex landscape of her workplace. When it comes to advancement, she encounters a series of disheartening setbacks. She watches as a peer, whose qualifications match hers, is promoted to a role that was never even posted, leaving her to wonder why she wasn’t considered. The next time a promotion opportunity arises, her manager discourages her from applying, citing vague qualities she supposedly lacks. These elusive standards make it nearly impossible for Keesha to know how to improve or what exactly is required to advance. The repeated disappointments and unclear feedback cause Keesha to question her place in the company and whether her efforts will ever be recognized.

The constant battle with systemic biases and unclear expectations takes a toll on Keesha. She begins to wonder if it might be better to go back on the job market and search for a new role where her skills and qualifications are genuinely valued, and where she can be her authentic self. This thought brings her full circle, forcing her to confront the same internal and external struggles that she faced during her initial job search. The internal dialogue resurfaces, filled with self-doubt and questions about her worth and qualifications. Externally, she braces herself for the potential biases and microaggressions of a new workplace. The cycle of navigating the intricate and often unfriendly terrain of corporate life seems unending, leaving Keesha to ponder her next move and whether true acceptance and recognition are possible within this system.

Though Keesha herself is a composite character, built from bits and pieces of various experiences, every challenge, success, and nuance in her story is grounded in real-life situations I’ve encountered through years of coaching job seekers and consulting with workplaces. Each moment recounted above reflects truths I’ve witnessed and in some cases experienced firsthand, weaving together a narrative that’s authentic and relatable for anyone navigating similar paths. Keesha’s journey may be fictional, but her struggles and triumphs are anything but imaginary.

RECOGNIZING THE OBSTACLE COURSE

Picture this: You’re ambitious, aiming high in your career, but it feels as though others regularly see you through a distorted lens. It happens in obvious ways, like when we label an individual “diverse.” It happens in nonobvious ways, too, like when we reject a person for lacking professionalism because they wore red lipstick during the interview. This is all part of the obstacle course.

The obstacle course of one’s career journey erects a set of hurdles—for example, being unfairly judged because one doesn’t fit some outdated mold or a current image of what is acceptable in the workplace. The obstacle course exists because we’ve mixed up the idea of hiring and promotion standards with hiring and promotion norms. Unquestioned standards make it harder for those who don’t match a traditional image of people already in the workplace to get hired and to advance.

Remember from the history of how we got here that for the obstacle course to stay in place and to keep able-bodied, White, heterosexual, cisgender men in power, the internal and external recruiting teams must perceive that group as qualified and all others as less than qualified. Notice that I said “less than qualified” rather than “unqualified.” We’re back to language again. Focus on the phrase “less than.” The interview and selection team must perceive candidates outside the historically favored group as not ready yet, not ready now, not enough, or not on par with candidates within the historically favored group. Keeping this in mind, I want you to think about the obstacle course as a reflection of the following equations:


Ambitious and Similar = Qualified

Ambitious and Different = Less than Qualified



The hiring and promotion processes affect ambitious individuals—those reaching for more. One study involving over eighty-three thousand fictitious job applications sent to 108 major US employers found that applicants who had distinctively Black names were 2.1 percentage points less likely to receive a response compared with those who had distinctively White names.1 The extent of this racial bias varied significantly across companies. Discrimination was found to be persistent within specific companies and industries, with 23 companies identified as discriminating against Black applicants. The research highlights that racial discrimination in hiring is concentrated in a select group of large employers—those already cautious of potential legal issues and of the risk of being discredited online. In the broader American scenario of small, midsize, and large employers, the closer you resemble an able-bodied, White, cisgender male, the more you are perceived as qualified and the fewer obstacles are presented to you. Conversely, the less you resemble that image, the more you are perceived as less than qualified.

This is not to say that the more you resemble an able-bodied, White, cisgender male, you’ll have no hurdles. One of the negative impacts of a system that marginalizes individuals is that it affects all of us—that is, it unintentionally erects hurdles for all of us. Those hurdles just seem fewer in number or lower in height for some of us. Even though the obstacles may be less visible or impactful for those fitting the traditional archetype, they nonetheless exist, subtly undermining the workplace for everyone.

When you enter the obstacle course during hiring, it is almost like having to ask the question: Who do I have to be in your eyes to get this position? And when you are working on a promotion, you have to ask the question: Who do I have to become in your eyes to get this promotion?

Think about how draining it is to be both ambitious and seen as different. On every rung of the ladder you climb, you see fewer people who identify similarly to you, and you encounter more people who expect you to assimilate into the identities overly represented at that level. Many clients that I work with—especially those from underrepresented groups like women, people of color, veterans, those with disabilities, and LGBTQ+ individuals—know this struggle all too well.

I grow very disheartened when I hear recruiters and hiring leaders dismiss the negative experiences that they, or their workplace’s hiring process, create for candidates. This often happens because it was not their intention to create the barriers, it was not what they personally experienced, or it was not the experience of the majority of job seekers.

Consider this statement: No other person is experiencing this exact situation in this very moment the same way you are.

If you can really internalize that fact and let it resonate, you will be far ahead of your peers in understanding how the obstacle course affects your workplace’s hiring and promotion processes.

No other person experiences any situation the same way you do. You could be standing side by side in the path of an approaching tornado, but your experience of that moment would be different from everyone else’s. Your perception would be colored by your past experience with tornadoes, your willingness to take risks, and even your genes. Your emotional response would play a crucial role: You might feel a surge of adrenaline, while your friend is gripped by paralyzing fear. Your unique knowledge about, relationship with, and understanding of tornadoes would also shape your experience. A meteorologist might analyze the patterns and formations with scientific curiosity, and a videographer might feel lucky that day, whereas someone unfamiliar with tornadoes might be overwhelmed with confusion and awe. In each case, layers of personal context and perspective render your experience of the tornado uniquely your own.

So as we think about diversity recruiting and retention, we have to understand that every person who enters your hiring process has their own unique experience. Some of it has to do with what they are experiencing in the present in your hiring or promotional process, and some has to do with what they have experienced in the past—which has nothing to do with your workplace. These two factors combined make no two experiences the same. Ever.

It’s not just the experiences themselves that differ; the spectrum and intensity of the experiences also differ. Even if you have endured obstacles to getting a job or promotion, your peer down the hall might have endured what they perceive as higher obstacles. Again, it’s important to remember that someone who presents as a cisgender, heterosexual, White male will have hurdles too. It turns out that eliminating the obstacle course for our most vulnerable and marginalized communities is a solution that can positively impact us all.

HOW THE OBSTACLE COURSE LIMITED MY DAD’S OPPORTUNITY

“I am worth more dead than alive,” my dad said in a casual conversation with my mom during a normal weekend drive along the backroads outside Hurt, Virginia—my sleepy hometown, which is tucked in a rural southwestern part of the state. My parents, sister, and I used to take those weekend drives as a way to spend quality time together. With my dad working the graveyard shift, we didn’t see him much on weekdays. Sometimes the drives were a quick dash to get ice cream; other times we had no destination at all—and I was happy to be along for the ride.

From the back seat’s quiet cocoon, I often eavesdropped on their grown-up conversations. One such day, Dad’s words floated back to me, heavy and peculiar. “Worth more dead than alive.” At age ten, I found the phrase oddly fascinating and asked what he meant. Dad, caught off guard by my prying ears, explained. His life, he said, in terms of cold, hard numbers, held more value in death than in the grind of life, at least to our family’s finances.

He shared that, in view of the cost to support a family of four, the salary he earned was less than what my family would gain through a life insurance policy if he were to die. He wasn’t saying this in a morbid or dramatic way, rather as a statement of fact. It is one of my earliest memories of a discussion around money and finances.

My father worked with the same company, at the same facility, for thirty-three years. He dedicated his life to one employer until his body physically could no longer support the wear and tear required to run third shift as a supervisor of operations. He was known for running an immaculate shift and team. When operations faltered at the level of his manager or above, he was the go-to person for coming up with solutions to challenges that lay outside his pay grade—though not outside his skill set. With his solid reputation and experience, he tried on numerous occasions to be promoted from supervisor to manager, always with the same outcome: He had reached his glass ceiling as a supervisor, and without a bachelor’s degree, his opportunity was stifled. His being held back was not for lack of effort or ability. Upon his exit in 2011 at age fifty-one, after more than thirty years of service, his career ended with him earning a salary of around $55,000, when his contributions were infinitely beyond that amount.

Three decades later, that conversation still burns fresh in my mind—worth more dead than alive. And it became part of the foundation upon which I built this book.

My dad’s access to a higher salary was predicated on a bachelor’s degree, though his lack of that degree was always overlooked when he was pulled into the most challenging assignments to keep the manufacturing plant running successfully. For decades, he watched as his peers advanced into higher-level positions and called on him for advice, coaching, and mentoring. Their salaries eventually increased into six figures and even multiples of six figures. His remained relatively the same.

I once asked Dad if love was what kept him tethered to his job for over three decades. His answer came like a thunderclap in a clear sky: He didn’t just dislike his job; he hated it. As a seventeen-year-old musing over future careers, I found this puzzling. How does one endure such a profound disconnect—staying at a job you hate for over thirty years?

The key lay in my dad’s sense of responsibility (the same can be said of almost any parent). My father sacrificed several decades to a job he hated—one that constantly undervalued and undermined his knowledge, skills, and experience—solely to ensure that his family could reap the benefits of having a stable income. This story, Dad’s story, is a lens through which I view the trials and tribulations of countless lives in my work with employers and potential employees. I am fortunate to have been blessed with a dad like this.

His thirty-year salary also stays with me. His view that he was worth more dead than alive stays with me. I hope it stays with you, too, because perspectives like his are real and can change the course and quality of one’s life and the lives of their loved ones.

OBSTACLES IN EVERY PHASE OF HIRING AND RETENTION

The obstacle course has the power to block individuals from great jobs and developmental opportunities based on one factor: qualifications. At every milestone of the hiring and promotional process, always remember the hurdle presented by the question “Who is qualified?” With that in mind, let’s consider the list of obstacles we will examine in the following chapters.


In the chapter on the find phase of hiring, we’ll learn how bias can creep into sourcing through, for instance, reduced support for diversity initiatives and overreliance on platforms historically dominated by specific demographics. To list one example, confirmation bias can make hiring managers resist diversity initiatives, limiting good-faith outreach capabilities.

In the chapter on the attract phase, we’ll discuss how biases like homogeneity bias damage the ability to attract marginalized candidates. For instance, assuming that everyone perceives the company’s brand the same way can lead to a failure to recognize its unique appeal to different communities.

In the chapter on the engage phase, we will explore how biases like pedigree bias and talent pool bias affect candidate engagement. For example, judging candidates based on their educational background rather than on their actual ability can cause a hiring manager to overlook skilled individuals from nontraditional backgrounds.

In looking at the select phase, we’ll see how biases such as assumption bias and complacency bias can skew hiring decisions. For instance, disregarding structured decision-making tools can introduce bias and expose the organization to risks.

In the chapter on the promote phase, we’ll spotlight the challenges of identifying an internal candidate pool and distinguishing between employees who are ready for the next role versus those with potential. Biases like proximity bias and informal referral practices can influence these decisions.

In examining the retain phase, we’ll address biases that hinder career advancement for marginalized employees. For example, a bias that assumes universal happiness can lead to ignoring disparities in workplace experiences, affecting retention efforts.



These examples offer just a glimpse into the various obstacles we’ll delve into throughout the rest of the book. Each chapter will provide a deeper understanding of how these biases and barriers manifest and how we can address them to create a more inclusive hiring and promotion process.

HOW THE OBSTACLE COURSE LIMITED MY GROWTH

During one of my remote work days, the head of human resources called for a department-wide meeting. Minutes into the meeting, a special announcement was made. Lacy (not her real name) had gotten a promotion.

This was Lacy’s second promotion in the same number of years. When I’d joined the company as a recruiting leader, she and I reported to the same person. She was a human resources manager at the time. She was soon promoted to HR director, moving us into peer status for about a year. This new promotion, however, would make Lacy a senior HR director, placing her one level higher than me.

Lacy and I were of similar age, and we had similar work tenure in HR. I had a master’s degree, while Lacy had a bachelor’s. And I had gained work experience across multiple companies and industries, while 90 percent of Lacy’s HR experience had been within the company where we worked.

There was also another notable difference. Lacy was a White woman, and I was Black. We both were industrious and worked well together. Ambitious about our individual goals, with a desire to reach the next level, we undoubtedly had a bit of imperceptible rivalry. But the challenge at our company was that no one could tell either of us how to get to the next level. Gaining the title of senior director would move either of us to the executive level, but no process had been outlined for doing so. At least I didn’t think so.

And so when Lacy’s promotion was announced, I felt discomfort brewing inside of me. I was upset by a few things. First, no vacancy had ever been posted. Lacy apparently had access to unwritten rules that created an advantage for her. Second, the announcement was made with a disregard for empathy for other employees who would have otherwise applied for the role but were denied the opportunity.

Soon after the meeting, I contacted my manager, who was the vice president of human resources and Lacy’s manager as well. I wanted to know what was within Lacy’s skill set that made leaders perceive she was more qualified for the senior-level role—to the point that she didn’t even have to apply; the promotion was given to her as if unsolicited. The response to my question started a sequence of events that ultimately led me to the off-ramp from corporate employment and toward entrepreneurship. It led me into wanting to make sure others never had to experience the same pitfalls I did.

Though Lacy and I reported to the same manager, the decision to promote her was made through the authority of the executive vice presidents. The company’s chief operations officer drove the decision in partnership with the chief HR officer, both of whom were White men. The message was simple: Lacy was rewarded with promotion due to her long-standing working relationship with the COO.

I could connect the dots. Months prior, Lacy had confided in me that the COO expressed a preference that she attend any meeting I had with him. The COO never had to say he was uncomfortable meeting with me one-on-one. His body language said it all. A part of maintaining a relationship with him meant navigating his discomfort with me, which left me at a disadvantage.

Though this story about Lacy’s promotion is my most memorable experience in coming face-to-face with the obstacle course, it certainly wasn’t the first.

IDENTIFYING AND DISMANTLING THE OBSTACLE COURSE

To fix an inequity, you must first see it. Identifying and naming the problem creates the spotlight. But again, the spotlight doesn’t repair the problem; it reminds you that the problem still persists—unresolved. When you see the same pattern or symptoms arise again, you can more easily identify the issue. And once you do, you are better prepared to fix or navigate it.

The solution to a systemic problem like the employment obstacle course requires taking one of two paths. You can either fix the inequity or navigate it. That is why on Team JTC, we work with both employers and job seekers to do both. We work with employers to fix the systemic inequity created by the hiring obstacle course, and in parallel, we work with job seekers to help them navigate the inequity—while we work to fix it on the employers’ side. The problem is so pervasive there is no time to spare; we have to take the two paths simultaneously.

Part of the challenge presented by Lacy’s promotion was understanding that it involved two events: Lacy getting the promotion, and my hearing about the opportunity only after the role was filled.

I understand that an event like this one might feel personal and even trigger grudges. But I was not upset with Lacy. I was proud of her for getting the promotion, and I believed her to be qualified for the role. The problem was that the option was never given to others, including me, to demonstrate that we were equally qualified. I felt frustrated because Lacy received the promotion based on an unwritten rule: A qualified leader will have a solid relationship with a top company executive, in this case the COO. I was upset there was no empathy or acknowledgment of the fact that the way Lacy gained access to the role meant that a pool of internal talent, myself included, could never vie for the same opportunity.

In this example, creating equity in the hiring process would have meant talking openly and honestly about the open position and publishing the unwritten rules. If building a relationship with the COO was a requirement for the role, two things needed to happen. First, that expectation should have been clearly communicated to all potential candidates. Second, the COO should have given candidates equitable access to him for the purposes of developing an authentic relationship with him. That in turn would have meant that he needed to be held accountable for any areas of discomfort he had in building relationships with people he felt uncomfortable with—in this case, a woman of color.

Dismantling the hiring obstacle course means creating equity. It is more than creating equal access. Everyone can have access to a job opening, but the obstacle course makes it harder to take advantage of the access. Dismantling barriers involves more than identifying conscious and unconscious bias. Bias must be identified in the context of the frequent moments of bias that arise in each of us. That is how they are disrupted and dismantled. There’s a lot of work to do, but I am hopeful we will all move in the same direction toward reaching that ideal.

My dad and I aren’t the only ones affected by the employment obstacle course. People all over the globe hit glass ceilings and other barriers to opportunity, much like my father did, due to people’s perceptions of what does and does not make a candidate qualified. Some, like my dad, know what it feels like to be overlooked for a management position due to lacking a bachelor’s degree. Others have lost job opportunities because they did not attend an Ivy League school. Others have faced rejection because of their accent, name, or the geographic region of their diploma.

These barriers impact people in ways that extend well beyond the immediate salary loss. Your earnings affect your personal finances, which influence your household income, your neighborhood’s economic health, and the broader economy.

FEELING AMBITIOUS; PERCEIVED AS DIFFERENT

Even though the corporate world is scrambling to increase diversity, job seekers’ journeys are still uniquely challenging, especially when they come from historically underrepresented backgrounds. Bias and discrimination, sometimes blatant, are real, everyday struggles for many job seekers. And if they’re ambitious and perceived as different, they’re more likely to bump into employment barriers. Why? Because they’re seen as exceptions to the norm.

But what does “different” really mean? It means being perceived as out of alignment with so-called professional standards, which are deeply rooted in a White, male, able-bodied, cisgender narrative.

As job seekers from underrepresented backgrounds aim higher and seek more, the path gets steeper, each level bringing a more daunting obstacle course. And if they’re a woman, a person of color, someone with a disability, a veteran, or someone who identifies as LGBTQ+, the challenges presented by being ambitious yet perceived as different feel all too familiar—the sting of being doubted, the nagging self-questioning after repeated overlooks, the exhausting reality of working harder for less recognition.

How do we know that these individuals are perceived as different in the workplace? The signs are profuse: unannounced promotions given to others, interviews where no one on the hiring team resembles them, workplaces where leadership doesn’t reflect their identity. Individuals from underrepresented backgrounds often find themselves being the lone representative of their uniqueness in many rooms.

These experiences are by-products of a biased hiring landscape. I’m frustrated by how many career coaches and advisors skip over this crucial discussion. How they avoid covering topics such as the distinctive challenges faced by Black, Asian, Latinx, or Indigenous job seekers in predominantly White companies; the transitions for military veterans into civilian roles; the employment obstacles for individuals with disabilities; the dynamics of being the first woman in a male-dominated team; or the nuances of evolving pronouns.

When we “other” individuals, it can trigger a psychologically pervasive sense of feeling stuck: ambitious but always considered different. I witness this phenomenon in group coaching all the time. When you have been conditioned to think of yourself as different, and when hiring teams have been conditioned to think of an untapped group as different, it shapes both how the candidate shows up in the hiring process and how they are perceived by hiring teams.

THE OBSTACLE COURSE CREATES A MARGINALLY ATTACHED WORKFORCE

The obstacle course in the job market is a powerful force. To understand its influence, we must consider three terms used by the US Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS): “unemployed workers,” “marginally attached workers,” and “discouraged workers.”2

The US labor force comprises individuals who are either employed or actively seeking work. Those considered unemployed are actively looking for a job and have searched within the past month. However, anyone who is unemployed and has not looked for work in the past month is excluded from the labor force.

Let’s focus on a particularly intriguing group: the marginally attached workers. These individuals are available and willing to work but have not searched for employment in the past four weeks, although they have looked within the past twelve months. Marginally attached workers are not counted in the labor force; therefore, they do not factor into the official unemployment rate. Despite their desire to work and readiness to accept job offers, something is preventing them from actively job hunting.

Within this group lies an even more disheartened subset: discouraged workers. According to the BLS, discouraged workers are those who are not in the labor force but want and are available for work. They have searched for a job sometime in the past year but have ceased looking in the past four weeks because they believe no suitable jobs are available or they lack the necessary qualifications. These individuals are often demoralized by repeated rejections, biased hiring practices, and systemic barriers that make job seeking an arduous and seemingly futile endeavor.

In April 2024, there were around 1.5 million marginally attached workers.3 Interestingly, this number is close to what it was when the department started collecting data in 1994.4 The number of discouraged workers is currently estimated at about three hundred thousand, which is similar to the same statistic in the mid-2000s. The baseline size of both groups has remained largely unchanged over the past thirty years, apart from increases during 2008–2010 and 2020–2021 due to the Great Recession and the COVID pandemic, respectively.

The obstacle course marginalizes significant portions of the workforce. A government report from 1978 found that “worker discouragement due to job market factors in 1975 was about three times as great among Black as among White workers.”5 During 1994–1999, African Americans represented 26.1 percent of marginally attached workers and 32.9 percent of discouraged workers, but only around 12.5 percent of the overall population.6 In 2009, a BLS report again revealed that Black people were the most overrepresented group among marginally attached workers, accounting for 22.2 percent of them, compared with 12.2 percent of the general population.7

Studies reveal that systemic biases, lack of access to quality education, and unfair hiring practices contribute to Black people’s higher rates of discouragement and marginal attachment. Understanding the stories behind these statistics is crucial. The lived experiences of individuals from underrepresented groups reveal a persistent struggle against a system stacked against them.

CRIME AND UNEMPLOYMENT

Many discouraged workers often end up unemployed. With little to no chances of circling back to job hunting, some even take shortcuts to earning. As a result, crime rates go up. Studies have found a direct link between certain forms of crime and unemployment. During the coronavirus pandemic, a sharp rise in unemployment led to more violence in US cities. Analyzing data from sixteen major cities between January 2018 and July 2020, researchers discovered that as unemployment spiked, incidents of firearm violence and homicides increased significantly—cities could have seen an average of 3.3 more firearm incidents and 2 additional homicides per month if unemployment had hit its peak levels.8 Interestingly, this rise in unemployment didn’t significantly impact other crimes like aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, motor vehicle theft, or robbery.

Contradictorily, an old 2001 study reveals a strong link between unemployment and property crime rates in the US.9 The study found that higher unemployment rates led to a significant increase in property crimes such as burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft. The impact on violent crimes like murder and rape was less clear, with mixed or insignificant results. Even though these studies show mixed links between the type of crime and unemployment, it is clear that unemployment boosts crime in general. More so, it highlights the importance of addressing overall economic conditions to mitigate crime rates effectively.

Additionally, being employed reduces the chances of recidivism, the tendency of a convicted criminal to reoffend. A 2018 study found that increased job demand in low-skill construction and manufacturing reduced recidivism among released male inmates in California.10 Specifically, one additional construction hire per thousand working-age individuals led to a 1.8 percent decrease in recidivism, while manufacturing hires resulted in a 1 percent decrease. This highlights the role of employment opportunities in lowering reoffense rates.

“If you want to reduce crime, don’t lock a person up, give them a job.” This powerful statement is often attributed to US Senator Cory Booker. Reflecting this belief, Senator Booker and Representative Tony Cárdenas introduced the Smart Sentencing Adjustments Act.11 This bill aims to cut incarceration rates and boost public safety by offering $2 billion in federal funds to states that reduce their prison populations by 20 percent over three years. It aims to encourage states to support ex-prisoners, invest in crime reduction strategies, and steer clear of harsh sentencing laws. If successful, the act could lower the prison population by 179,000 people, illustrating a shift toward rehabilitation and economic opportunity as tools for crime reduction.

SO, WHO IS QUALIFIED?

If you decide to read no further than this and take home no other message from this book, this is what I want you to remember each time you assess whether someone is qualified:

The greatest challenge we face as recruiters, hiring managers, and interview team members is our perception of how someone should look or behave to demonstrate their qualifications.

Qualifications help determine who is most capable of doing a job successfully. We must be clear about the minimum qualifications for the role before we start recruiting; otherwise, biases will creep in. Biases are shortcuts built by the human brain to prevent reflective thinking in the decisions we make. All self-proclaimed logical and rational people have biases, both conscious and unconscious. These biases distort thinking and sway people’s decisions. But this is not what biases do best. The most powerful effect biases produce is to make people believe they’re never biased. Only upon closer examination does it become apparent that all humans are biased. In fact, to be human is to have biases. Hence, the pertinent question is not whether we’re biased but how we’re biased and how to find ways to remedy our biases.

As we think about the employment obstacle course, here’s something I want you to know. Bringing our whole selves to the workplace requires the ability to first bring our whole selves to the workforce. Keep this in mind as we enter the next chapter, “Find,” in which we will consider where in the workforce to begin sourcing candidates to increase representation.

A LONG DAY AGO

The History of Educational Requirements in Recruitment

Let’s delve into a critical topic in recruitment: the evolving landscape of educational qualifications and their impact on diversity in hiring.

Consider this statement about employment in the late nineteenth century: “There was nothing that could be done with a bachelor’s degree that could not also be done without one.… There was not a single urban occupation that required a bachelor’s degree, and few where it might be an asset in finding employment.”

This observation was made by Roger L. Geiger, a scholar of education at Pennsylvania State University.12 During the period he was describing, only 5 percent of young men attended college, with women largely excluded. His statement starkly contrasts with today’s job market, where degrees are often mandatory. How did we arrive at this point?

The shift began in the early twentieth century, when technological advancements and a burgeoning national economy drove the need for specialized skills. Employers started looking to higher education to meet those demands. Although that era saw some expansion of education access to women and African Americans, significant discrimination persisted, particularly at the baccalaureate level. This bit of history hints at the roots of today’s underrepresentation of certain groups in professions that require advanced degrees.

By World War II, only 15 percent of high school graduates pursued higher education.13 The trend of attending college gained momentum post-WWII, with a notable increase between 1945 and 1975. However, even by the 1970s, most jobs required no more than a high school diploma. It was during the 1970s and 1980s that employers increasingly began to mandate college degrees, a trend highlighted by the Harvard Business Review.14 By the early 2000s, degree requirements proliferated even for jobs that hadn’t previously needed them, and despite the job roles themselves remaining unchanged.

This trend disproportionately affects marginalized communities. Arbitrary degree requirements exclude over 70 percent of Black, Latinx, and rural workers from jobs they are otherwise qualified for.15

Historically, many successful individuals have achieved greatness without formal degrees, learning their trades on the job. Practical skills and on-the-job learning were often more valued than formal qualifications. Abraham Lincoln became a lawyer through self-study and practical experience rather than through formal education.16 Thomas Edison had only a few months of formal schooling. His curiosity and hands-on experiments led to revolutionary inventions like the phonograph. Benjamin Franklin, a founding father of the United States, was largely self-taught and became a renowned inventor, writer, and statesman.17

More recently, Steve Jobs, cofounder of Apple, dropped out of college and pursued his passion for technology and design.18 His innovative vision and practical experience revolutionized the tech industry, proving that skills and creativity matter more than formal education. Mark Zuckerberg, cofounder of Facebook, dropped out of Harvard to build the social media giant.19 Globally, figures like Richard Branson, founder of the Virgin Group, and Amancio Ortega, founder of Zara, also succeeded without traditional educational paths.

Randall Collins’s influential book The Credential Society argues that most occupational skills are acquired on the job, and the educational system perpetuates inequality. Degrees often serve as proxies for skills employers seek, yet only 16 percent of US adults believe that a four-year degree prepares students well for careers. Increasingly, employers recognize this fact and are shifting toward skills-based hiring.

The skills-based approach is gaining traction, championed by major publications like The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, and adopted by companies like Google and General Motors. Skills-based hiring promises to help level the playing field for underrepresented groups, reduce costly hiring mistakes, and better identify true talent.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Strategies for Ambitious Job Seekers

Dear Job Seeker,

I hope this chapter sparks you with determination. As you reflect on its insights, I want to provide you with some encouragement and practical guidance to help you navigate the unique challenges you face in your job search.

You’ve likely realized by now that the job market can feel like an obstacle course, especially for those of us who are ambitious and perceived as different. This duality creates a constant battle—causing us to internally question whether we are enough while we externally face others’ doubts. Yet like Keesha, whose story I shared early in the chapter, we must navigate this course to achieve our goals.

Consider the equations mentioned earlier:


Ambitious and Similar = Qualified

Ambitious and Different = Less than Qualified



Do you feel the impact of these realities in your own journey? Deep down, you know you are more than qualified for the roles you seek. The chapter pointed out that success in the hiring process often hinges more on our ability to navigate it than on our qualifications alone.

Here are three crucial As to help you on this path:


Awareness: Continuously educate yourself about what bias looks like in the hiring process. By understanding these biases, you can develop strategies to counteract them. Books like the one you’re reading are excellent resources to enhance your awareness.

Access: Intentionally grow your network. Your network is your net worth. With so many jobs existing in the hidden job market, it’s essential to know how to gain access. This hidden market consists of opportunities that aren’t advertised publicly and are often filled through internal referrals or networks.

Advancement: Work with a qualified career coach to understand the unwritten rules of advancement within a company. This knowledge will help you seize opportunities for lateral moves, promotions, and highly visible projects once you’re in.



While on your job search, remember to surround yourself with a supportive coach, a strong circle of friends, and a vibrant community you can network within. These support systems will be instrumental as you bet on yourself and push forward.

Believe in your worth and capabilities. You are more than enough, and your unique perspective is a strength, not a weakness. Keep navigating, keep learning, and keep growing.

With unwavering belief in your success!








PART II

THE HIRING OBSTACLE COURSE







CHAPTER FOUR

FIND

TOP-OF-FUNNEL SOURCING STRATEGIES

Increasing diversity means you must make a good-faith effort to understand where people are coming from in order to learn where they are going and why.

Have you ever wondered which identities most influence how you show up in this season of your life? I do. I’ve been thinking about it even more lately.


I identify as Black.

I identify as a woman.

I identify as a daughter.

I identify as a boy-mom.

I identify as a partner.

I identify as a leader.



I identify in many other ways too, yet the intersection of identities that shapes my thinking most powerfully today is being Black, a woman, and a mom. I could have mentioned that I also identify as brown-skinned. I identify as a single mother of two young sons. I identify as heterosexual. I identify as spiritual. These identities intersect and coalesce to form the whole me.

The ways I self-identify shape how I think about work, about being a friend, about money and finances, about matters as serious as trust, and about matters as trivial as styling my locs for the day. How I self-identify shapes how I approach many things. Even my decision to bet on myself as an entrepreneur was shaped most powerfully by the three factors of being a mom, being Black, and being a woman. And the identities that are most significant to me in any given moment are also shaped by the season of life I’m in. When my sons are thirty years old, the identity of being a single boy-mom may be less defining than it is now. That’s the fun of changing seasons and retaining the ability to learn and grow throughout one’s life.

Here’s my main point as we embark on this chapter:

Increasing diversity in your workplace means making a good-faith outreach effort and understanding where people are coming from in order to learn where they are going and why.

In the context of sourcing to increase diversity, this means we must make an honest effort to understand how one’s identity (where they come from) influences how they show up in their job search (where they are going), especially within communities that have been impacted by marginalization. The goal is to meet these candidates where they are and invite them to apply for your open opportunities. This approach will address your top-of-funnel sourcing challenges and help your team increase candidate pool representation.

WHAT IS TOP-OF-FUNNEL SOURCING FOR DEI?

One of the biggest challenges in finding new talent is that we often design sourcing strategies around the open position. We think we have checked the box if we develop an inclusive job description (which we’ll talk about in the next chapter), and if we talk about diversity during our recruitment planning meetings with hiring managers. However, top-of-funnel sourcing for DEI is about going beyond that—it means finding candidates from underrepresented backgrounds at the very beginning of the hiring process. This early stage is called the “top of the funnel” because it’s where people first enter the pool of potential hires. By reaching out to people from a variety of backgrounds right from the start, we can create a hiring process that is well represented as candidates move through each step.

So, for inclusive sourcing, we must consider who we are inviting to apply to our open position. This means first asking where we (as a workplace) are underrepresented. Second, it means exploring how the communities we’re recruiting from generally approach networking and engagement for job opportunities, both online and in person. Although these communities are not monolithic, some shared experiences and external pressures can lead to similar approaches on the surface. It’s important to honor the diversity within each community, recognizing that at a deeper level, there are varied perspectives and strategies among its members.

If you are seeking to increase representation in your organization among historically underrepresented groups, three key points are crucial to understand.

First, a member of an untapped community may not identify as an active job seeker even if they are open to new opportunities. Their lack of activity on platforms like LinkedIn doesn’t mean they are unavailable. Identifying as an active job seeker can stir up negative emotions due to the obstacle course, potentially damaging a person’s self-esteem and causing them to count themselves out of a search. Navigating experiences like being the only person with a certain identity in a networking space or during a panel interview can be exhausting and unnerving, causing some to opt out altogether.

The second factor centers on safety and trust. At a recent workshop, a manager expressed confusion (more like frustration) over why some candidates use niche job boards rather than nationally recognized platforms like LinkedIn. I replied that although many people create profiles or upload their resumes on large-scale job search platforms, they may prefer to actively engage in spaces where they feel safe enough to be themselves and have a sense of belonging. Safety and trust can be enhanced by representation, which means finding people who share similar identities, especially those that most influence how they show up in this season of their life.

And third, we must understand that some individuals face systemic barriers and biases that can make traditional job-seeking methods less accessible or appealing. They might be part of underestimated groups who have been undervalued and overlooked due to stereotypes, prejudgments, and biased practices. Bringing your whole self to the workplace first requires the ability to bring your whole self to the workforce. Recognizing this reality allows us to develop more inclusive sourcing strategies that genuinely reach and resonate with underrepresented or marginalized communities.

Let’s apply these factors to your new sourcing strategy. Once you determine where you are underrepresented in your company, I want you to create a profile that intersects the underrepresented group or groups with the open position so you can get a better idea of who you are targeting. From there, you will draw up a plan for where to focus your sourcing efforts. Here’s an example:

Let’s say you have an open position for a software developer. It is one thing to build a sourcing strategy around software developers. It’s another to build a sourcing strategy around software developers who also identify, for instance, as having a disability. When you intersect these two factors, it shifts your mindset. Because we have not been fortunate enough to see software developers with disabilities well represented in most workplaces, our first instinct may be to disconnect the two factors. Creating a sourcing strategy that intentionally connects them changes our frame of reference.

But not only does it change our frame of reference; it transforms our overall strategy as well. A revised approach might suggest that while LinkedIn is valuable for sourcing software developers, exploring niche platforms like AccessComputing is equally important. Platforms like this one help people with disabilities pursue undergraduate and graduate degrees and employment in computing fields. They work to increase the capacity of postsecondary institutions and other organizations to fully include people with disabilities in computing education and employment.

Sourcing is always secondary to planning. It is important to identify where you are underrepresented before you begin sourcing. Your sourcing strategy should aim to address these gaps in representation, and this goal should be communicated clearly to your team.

I’ve observed far too many workplaces that fall into one of the following categories. The first is to adopt an overly broad goal by simply saying, “We need to increase diversity.” Recruitment teams need more direction; without clear aims, hiring teams may tilt diversity efforts toward White women in largely White settings. Although White women have made notable strides, holding nearly 19 percent of C-suite positions, racial and ethnic “minority” women hold only 4 percent, as reported by a McKinsey study. DEI efforts have disproportionately benefited White women.1 To drive a true mix, plans must be both broad and targeted, and they must include all overlooked groups.

The second strategy is to say, “We have a goal to hire more Black and Latinx employees.” Although this strategy is more direct, it lacks a connection to underrepresentation. It positions your recruiters to believe that they are hiring Black and Latinx employees for the sake of hiring them and at the expense of other groups. It leaves groups that are not Black or Latinx feeling left out of the equation, which ultimately creates harm. This is an example of why effective language and connecting to underrepresentation is important.

A more effective strategy is to first identify areas of underrepresentation within your workplace. Then, collaborate with your hiring teams to develop a good-faith outreach strategy. This strategy should be focused on increasing representation of specific underrepresented groups within your candidate pools, and it should be integrated into your overall sourcing plan.

REDEFINING THE HUNT

The find milestone is really the first place where we come face-to-face in the hiring process with the question of who is qualified. When we continue to source candidates from platforms that are overrepresented in areas where our workplace is already overrepresented, we are unconsciously saying that these spaces are the only ones that qualify as viable sourcing options. Additionally, if the people aren’t present or engaged in these platforms, we tend to conclude that it is their fault, not ours, and that they missed an opportunity, not us.

I get so exhausted reading books by and listening to podcasts with authors who have no clue what it is like to recruit, let alone to increase diversity through recruitment practices. They seem to all give the same old sourcing strategies, which allows recruiting teams to say, “We’ve tried everything, but this strategy is not working.” It’s not that the well-used strategies have become cliché; rather, they are no longer effective to promote the goal of inclusive sourcing.

To normalize diversity recruiting, everyone in an organization must understand that increasing diversity isn’t the role of just one person with a particular job title, like a diversity recruiter. Increasing diversity is everyone’s responsibility. I’ve found that if a recruiting leader tells employees and other leaders exactly where they hold accountability and what actions to take to support this work, they are more than willing to lean in to make a difference.

Below are ten uncommon sourcing strategies, and none of them involve the overhyped suggestions to conduct Boolean string searches or only recruit from Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). These strategies have tripled or quadrupled our clients’ ability to increase diversity at the top of their recruiting funnels, regardless of which groups they’ve identified as underrepresented in their workplace.

TOP TEN UNCONVENTIONAL SOURCING STRATEGIES


Engage with local churches. Many large churches, and even some smaller ones, have started career ministries to support job seekers in their congregations. To tap into this trend, begin by identifying churches in your local area and beyond that offer these types of services. Establish a connection with the church’s leadership, and offer to provide job-related resources, workshops, or recruitment events. This could involve setting up information booths during community events or offering training sessions on topics such as resume writing or interview preparation. Building a relationship with church communities based on mutual respect and benefit can be the key to success.

Launch a boomerang program. A boomerang program is a strategic initiative to rehire former employees, or “boomerangs.” These individuals already understand your organization’s culture, systems, and products, giving them a significant advantage over external candidates. Rehiring boomerangs can reduce onboarding time and costs, leverage their existing knowledge, and boost morale by showing that the organization values and welcomes back its talent. In addition, former employees may have realized that the grass is not greener on the other side, and the only thing preventing their return is an invitation from your workplace to reapply.

Collaborate with DEIB offices at nearby college campuses. Universities and community colleges often have diversity and inclusion (D&I) offices dedicated to supporting students from underrepresented backgrounds. These departments can provide valuable connections to multiple underrepresented student populations. At a large university, you may have to locate the D&I office within a specific college—for example, the college of business or the school of journalism. Reach out to these offices and propose a collaboration, which might involve giving talks, sponsoring events, or providing internships. By doing so, you’ll be positioning your organization as an attractive choice for diverse groups of students and potentially creating a pipeline of candidates for future vacancies.

Work with DEIB alumni departments within universities. Similarly, alumni D&I departments focus on maintaining relationships with diverse groups of graduates. Connect with these offices and propose collaborative initiatives. This might involve sponsoring alumni events, providing mentorship programs, or offering exclusive job opportunities. Alumni departments can help you reach a wide pool of candidates, which may bring a diverse range of experiences and perspectives to your organization.

Start a DEIB ambassador program. Current employees can contribute to your diversity sourcing efforts by acting as D&I ambassadors and reaching out to people within their networks and communities. Start by identifying employees who are particularly engaged with D&I issues, and invite them to participate in the program. However, remember that anyone, not just employees from marginalized communities, should be encouraged to raise their hand and get involved in this work. You will need to provide training on effective sourcing and recruitment strategies, and educate your ambassadors on how to accurately and positively represent your organization’s commitment to diversity and inclusion. They can attend career fairs, networking events, or online forums, and even help with reviewing resumes or conducting preliminary interviews. This grassroots approach to sourcing can lead to a more diverse range of candidates and make your organization more appealing to potential applicants.

Initiate an executive outreach program. An executive outreach program allows top leadership to get directly involved in recruitment. This can involve executives attending networking events, speaking at colleges or industry conferences, and personally reaching out to potential candidates. Having your leaders at the forefront of recruitment sends a strong message about the value your organization places on diversity. Plus, candidates often appreciate the chance to connect directly with leaders in their potential workplace.

Launch an affinity group outreach program. Affinity groups, also known as employee resource groups (ERGs), are groups of employees who join together based on shared characteristics or experiences, such as race, gender, or sexual orientation. They can provide valuable insights into how to make your workplace more inclusive and can also be powerful allies in sourcing candidates from underrepresented communities. By leveraging the networks and connections of your ERG members, you can reach a broader audience of potential candidates. Additionally, ERGs can help foster a more inclusive company culture that will attract candidates from all backgrounds. To make the partnership mutually beneficial, consider recognizing ERG members’ contributions in performance reviews or offering incentives, and ensure that their involvement is voluntary to prevent them from feeling tokenized.

Partner with an influencer: Leverage partnerships with career influencers to source job seekers, especially from marginalized communities. Collaborating with influencers who have strong connections and credibility within these communities can amplify your outreach efforts. They can help promote your job openings, share insights about your workplace culture, and highlight your commitment to diversity and inclusion. This strategy not only broadens your candidate pool but also builds trust and engagement with underrepresented groups. By working with influencers, you tap into their networks and influence, making your recruitment efforts more effective and inclusive.

Utilize social media recruitment campaigns: Social media platforms offer unprecedented access to global audiences. They can be used to share engaging, dynamic content that showcases your company’s culture, values, and commitment to diversity and inclusion. Use a range of platforms (LinkedIn, Facebook, X/Twitter, Instagram, and even TikTok) to reach different demographics, and consider launching campaigns specifically aimed at attracting candidates from various backgrounds. For example, you might create a series of employee spotlight posts featuring staff from various backgrounds, or a campaign around a hiring event focused on increasing diversity. You might even develop a free guide of unwritten rules for veterans, for example, that they can download to learn exactly how to stand out when interviewing at your company. Remember to use hashtags relevant to inclusive hiring to help interested parties find your content. And make your posts interactive and engaging—encourage questions, comments, and shares to broaden your reach even further.

Establish connections with HBCUs, HSIs, and women-serving institutions: This is my personal favorite. But I need to clarify my earlier message about HBCUs, HSIs, and women-serving institutions. HBCUs are a vital part of any serious diversity recruiting strategy; however, they are not the only part of the strategy, which is how many workplaces treat them. Many historically White colleges and universities are so large that, even if marginalized groups make up only a fraction of the overall population, they still represent a significant candidate pool for sourcing. So don’t abandon campuses where you’ve already built strong relationships. Instead, double down and focus on engaging within their untapped communities.



Now that we’ve outlined solid strategies for sourcing talent from marginalized communities, the next chapter will focus on how to attract them to apply for your open positions.

A LONG DAY AGO

The Evolution of Job Descriptions in Recruitment

The story of the job description begins over a century ago, during the Second Industrial Revolution, a period of rapid change. Modern management structures emerged as large corporations needed to organize growing workforces with increasingly specialized roles. Around the early twentieth century, “job analysis” was developed as a tool to manage these changes. This concept can be traced back to industrial-organizational psychology pioneers Frederick Taylor and Lillian Gilbreth. Taylor, known as the father of “scientific management,” published The Principles of Scientific Management in 1911, advocating for efficiency and productivity in industrial settings. Job descriptions as we know them emerged around World War I, evolving from Taylor’s idea of job specifications, detailed summaries of a job’s characteristics.

Job descriptions have undergone significant changes over time, as highlighted in a recent scholarly review that identified three generations of job descriptions.2 Initially, they focused solely on work tasks and activities, reflecting their industrial origins. The second iteration, which emerged in the 1960s, incorporated employee characteristics and competencies, linking job performance to workforce skills. The third generation, extending to the present day, includes non-job roles and competencies, recognizing the importance of teamwork skills and other factors beyond basic job functions.

An important aspect of job descriptions has been the specification of minimum qualifications, such as a bachelor’s degree. The prevalence of jobs requiring degrees increased gradually from the 1930s and accelerated in the 2000s, a phenomenon known as credentialism. This trend has significant implications for diversity and underrepresentation and underscores the need for reform in job descriptions.

Conventional job descriptions face three main criticisms. First, they are outdated, having been originally designed for industrial jobs, which now make up a smaller portion of the US workforce. Modern job descriptions should reflect the broader roles and skills required in today’s knowledge economy. One alternative is to use job scorecards, which can offer a clearer picture of expectations.

Second, job descriptions tend to be too generic, attempting to cover too many bases and ending up vague and uninspiring. This lack of specificity fails to attract sought-after candidates or to convey the actual experience of working for the organization.

Finally, job descriptions focus too much on qualifications rather than skills. With the shift toward skills-based hiring, some employers are dropping degree requirements, a move that benefits candidates from historically underrepresented groups who face barriers to higher education. Research indicates that focusing on skills will become increasingly important. LinkedIn reported a 25 percent change in job skill sets from 2015 to 2022, with the job demands and the skills needed to maintain them projected to double by 2027. McKinsey identified over fifty foundational skills essential for the future of work, many of which are not necessarily linked to formal education.3 The message is clear: Employers need to emphasize skills over tasks in recruitment efforts.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Insights into Sourcing

Dear Job Seeker,

I hope reading this chapter filled you with optimism and determination. As you reflect on its contents, I want to offer encouragement and point out how the insights intended for hiring teams can also empower you in your job search.

The chapter emphasizes the importance of increasing diversity through genuine outreach and understanding. For you, this means recognizing how your identity influences your job search. This awareness can help you navigate the process more effectively and position yourself where you need to be found.

Here are a few key takeaways and unwritten rules:


• Make yourself visible. While recruiters are learning where to find you, it’s crucial that you position yourself to be found. Don’t be apprehensive when recruiters reach out. Determine if they are corporate recruiters (working directly for the company) or agency recruiters (hired by other companies to find candidates). Checking their LinkedIn profiles can help you verify their legitimacy and understand their role.

• Engage on key platforms. To increase your visibility, engage on platforms where recruiters are actively searching, such as LinkedIn. Companies invest heavily in these platforms to find candidates, so ensure that your profile is up to date and showcases your skills and experience effectively.

• Bring your whole self. Consider whether you are ready to bring your full, authentic self to the workforce (and workplace). This means being open about who you are, including your values, identity, and unique perspectives, even when they differ from those of others. For example, you might discuss a personal passion for community service or your journey with learning a new skill that shaped your perspective. Authenticity can set you apart, but it’s also important to weigh this step against the potential risks. If you feel ready, let your true self shine through in your applications and interactions. If you are not yet ready, make peace with that fact while knowing that when the time is right and it feels safe enough, you will take the step forward to bring your whole self to the workforce and the workplace.

• Leverage uncommon strategies. Reflect on the ten strategies listed in this chapter to help recruiters find you, and consider how you can use them to your advantage. For instance, if you know someone who is part of an affinity group or ERG at their company, ask them to pass your resume to the recruiter. Or if you belong to a church that lacks a career ministry, think about starting one and becoming a bridge to job opportunities.



These strategies can significantly enhance your job search, helping you stand out in a competitive market. Remember, your journey is unique, and your experiences and perspectives are valuable. By understanding the dynamics at play and strategically positioning yourself to take advantage of them, you can navigate this obstacle course with confidence and resilience.

You are more than capable, and your next opportunity is on the horizon. Keep pushing forward with faith in your abilities and a clear strategy in hand.

With unwavering support and belief in your success!








CHAPTER FIVE

ATTRACT

BE THE EMPLOYER OF CHOICE

You attract who you signal.

Lighthouses act as the traffic signals of the sea. They flash unique patterns to help sailors determine their position. You can check out these patterns in nautical charts or light lists.1 Some lighthouses use colored lights to give extra information—a red light says “danger,” while a green light says “safe water.”2 And when the fog rolls in, they switch to sound mode, using foghorns or bells to keep ships safe. Each signal, whether a steady glow or a quick flash, has its own message, and each one guides the ships differently. That’s why they’re often called guiding lights.

Like lighthouses, organizations also send out “signals” to their target customers and potential job candidates. Or they do not. These signals come in various forms: through branding, marketing campaigns, corporate culture, hiring and firing history, and online presence. The intention behind these signals—and how well they succeed—can determine whether they attract their target audience. That audience could be customers who resonate with the brand, or talented job candidates who align with the company’s values, mission, and vision. A strong, positive signal can draw in loyal customers and top-notch candidates, much like a lighthouse’s beam guiding ships to safe harbor. Mixed or weak signals can lead to confusion and missed opportunities, leaving companies adrift in a sea of competition.

EMIT THE RIGHT SIGNAL TO ATTRACT YOUR TARGET CANDIDATES

Companies have different ways to signal to their target audience. Consider as examples Black Girls Run, Black Girls Surf, and Black Girls Code, three unique organizations in three very different industries: running, surfing, and tech.3 Intentionally or not, each has used its name and brand to increase awareness and representation in its respective industry through one deliberate action: signaling.

To signal is to speak to a particular audience in a way that tells them you are aware of their presence and that they belong. Or not. When Toni Carey and Ashley Hicks-Rocha founded Black Girls Run (now run by Jay Ell Alexander), when Rhonda Harper started Black Girls Surf (after realizing she was the only Black girl in her surfing circles), and when Kimberly Bryant created Black Girls Code—what were they signaling and to whom? To paraphrase the Black Girls Run website, they were declaring, “Of course Black girls run/surf/code!” The audience you choose to signal can be anyone—and these companies have chosen to signal those who have historically been left out of the running, surfing, and coding worlds: Black women.

At some point, a mistaken belief took hold that Black women don’t—or can’t—run, surf, or code. Although I’m certain that a history of limited access and inequitable opportunities in these industries fueled this misunderstanding, the misconception is so deeply ingrained that some Black women may believe it.

It is not just the running, surfing, and coding industries that are underrepresented; many industries and workplaces face the same challenge. I’ve consulted with ocean conservation companies that are focused on increasing diversity among marine biologists to help restore our oceans and their wildlife. I’ve spoken with blood and transplant organizations in health care that are aiming to boost diversity among Black donors to save lives. As a Black woman talking to representatives of these organizations, I recall thinking, “I didn’t even realize this was a thing.” More specifically, I didn’t see these jobs as career paths for Black folks. Growing up in rural southwest Virginia, it never came up in my home, among family, or with friends and classmates to dive into oceans to save whales, to surf, or even to code. I don’t remember seeing commercials or pamphlets featuring people who looked like me in those careers. Interestingly, it was only when I attended one of the top engineering schools in Virginia that I realized the field went beyond train engineers. A knowledge of electrical, computer, and mechanical engineers, unfortunately, wasn’t part of my lived experience.

Even though my experience may not be shared by all Black people, it leads me to a critical conclusion: The messages sent by society, and the institutions that shape narratives, can influence people’s dreams, ambitions, and aspirations. Hence, when sourcing for employees, organizations should remember the mantra “You attract who you signal.” The way you present your organization via branding—from your job postings to your company culture—acts as a beacon.

We’ll discuss three types of beacons later in this chapter: the attracting beacon, the not-attracting beacon, and the deterring beacon. For now, let’s ask three crucial questions: Who is your industry signaling? Who is your workplace signaling? Who are you, the leader, signaling?

Expand on these questions when considering your potential candidates from various identity groups, especially those underrepresented in your workplace. Here are a few more questions to test who your organization is signaling and how effectively:


• Is your workplace inviting candidates from underrepresented groups?

• Do your job descriptions and requirements encourage applications from a diverse talent pool? Are they free from biased language or unnecessary qualifications?

• How is your brand reflected on social media and within practitioner networks? Does it showcase a commitment to diversity and inclusion?

• What do your current employees say about your workplace? Are there testimonials or stories that highlight an inclusive culture?

• How do your recruitment and interview processes ensure fairness and equity? Are measures in place to reduce bias and increase diversity?

• What career development and advancement opportunities are available for employees from underrepresented backgrounds? Do mentorship programs or initiatives exist to support their growth?

• How do your company’s leadership and decision-making bodies reflect diversity? Is there representation from various groups at all levels?

• What are your company’s policies on diversity, equity, and inclusion? Are they clearly communicated and actively implemented?



If your answers to these questions show that you’re positioned to attract your target audience, that’s fantastic. But if they don’t, or if who you signal doesn’t resemble the people you’re trying to attract, it’s important to recognize the disconnect and make sure you understand the obstacle course (introduced in Chapter Three). This awareness is crucial as we move on to the next topic: attraction.

As you think about the groups you want to signal with your organization’s recruitment beacon, consider your ability to reach marginalized groups. You can certainly find individuals from these communities through your sourcing efforts, but if your brand isn’t appealing enough to get them to apply and eventually accept an employment offer, all that effort will fail to pay off. In other words, it’s not just about sourcing; you have to think about attracting, too. The two go hand in hand.

Here’s the thing: If you don’t take into account your workplace’s brand, you will find it hard to connect the strength (or lack of strength) of that brand to why you might be struggling to increase representation. And just in case the connection isn’t clear, both signaling and attracting fall under the big umbrella of branding. So, as we discuss the attract milestone, we will spend some time unpacking your employment brand and talking about what proof and connection mean—and why both are important to marginalized groups.

YOUR EMPLOYMENT BRAND BEACON IS ALWAYS ON

Branding is all about setting a company apart from other organizations and showcasing its unique features with a goal of influencing its target audience to take action. This definition holds true not only for your company brand, but also for other brands you should be equally interested in, especially your employment brand.

Among the various kinds of brands, the employment brand is often the least talked about. While your company brand is crafted to captivate customers, your employment brand targets ideal job candidates. It’s meant to make your organization irresistible—to encourage the right talent to apply and eagerly accept your job offers. From this perspective, your content and communication should be so candidate-centric that successfully attracting your target candidates feels as rewarding as closing a sale.

Even though customers and job candidates are different audiences, they’re similar in that they both need equal attention, prioritization, and celebration. The challenge is that many workplaces invest only in their company brand and overlook the power of having a strong employment brand. What might attract customers to make a purchase may not be compelling enough to get desirable candidates to apply. For these reasons, attracting your target audiences involves strategizing for both your company brand and your employment brand.

But what about big, household-name organizations? Do they need to pay as much attention to their employment brand as they do their company brand? The answer is a resounding yes! Even companies with strong brands, like Google or Disney, need to attract both customers and job candidates. However, their size might mean that a different mechanism is at play. In these cases, the company brand often blends into and strengthens the employment brand, and this synergy can work well for them.

This might only be true when big-name brands are at their peak. During their prime, it’s not just about attracting talent; people might be drawn to the company for the promise of better pay and brighter career prospects. But when these companies face market challenges, perform poorly, or slack off, a strong employment brand becomes crucial. It can keep the talent flowing into their pipeline, even when the company brand alone might not be enough.

Google’s employer brand, for instance, has remained robust despite the company facing criticism and regulatory challenges. Google emphasizes innovation, employee perks, and a collaborative work environment, leading to an employee retention rate of about 90 percent.4 Similarly, Netflix, known for its unique company culture, has recently faced competition, market loss, and content challenges.5 Still, its employer brand has allowed it to retain 95 percent of its staff.6

The median employee tenure at Texas Instruments is 8.4 years.7 It has been recognized as a Glassdoor Best Place to Work, one of Forbes America’s Best Employers for Diversity, and a Best Place to Work for LGBTQ Equality by the Human Rights Campaign Corporate Equality Index.

By contrast, Apple, Amazon, Meta, and Tesla, all known for their strong company brands, have some of the lowest employee retention rates in the industry, with a median tenure of 1.7 years (Apple), 1.8 years (Amazon and Meta), and 2 years (Tesla). This statistic suggests that while a company brand may attract talent, it may not be enough to retain it.

What does your employment brand communicate? And what type of employer brand should you aim for? To attract a wide range of talent based on candidates’ skills and lived experiences, the answer is clear: You need an inclusive employment brand. If you’ve yet to establish an inclusive employment brand or are in the process of developing one, check out the strategies and insights that follow.

THE A.N.D. BEACON MODEL FOR EMPLOYMENT BRANDS

Our A.N.D. Model can help you assess your employment brand. A.N.D. stands for three types of beacons your workplace lighthouse emits: attracting, not attracting, and deterring.

In your effort to boost diversity among marginalized groups, which beacon is your organization emitting to guide potential candidates to apply? If it’s an attracting beacon, you’re on the right track. The goal is to have the company’s ideal candidates apply for its open positions. Now you need to find out why and how you’re attracting them so you can refine your methods or double down on what’s working.

The not-attracting and deterring beacons each have their own characteristics. The not-attracting beacon leaves candidates indifferent. They aren’t taking any decisive action regarding the company’s employment brand, which can be frustrating for recruiters. This is a perfect moment to go back to the drawing board to determine why.

Even more concerning is the deterring beacon. If your brand is repelling candidates, it means they have no desire to apply or work at your company. Here are some common reasons why your brand may be deterring candidates:


• The company has a reputation for recruiting merely for optics. It may be known for increasing diversity, but only to boost headcount and tick boxes. For example, the excitement about hiring a Latinx woman for an executive role might be more about her ethnicity than her actual talent.

• The interview teams are known for using ineffective language that leaves people out of the conversation regarding diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging. Their words can make people feel excluded, and when they use the term “diverse,” it often only refers to Black and Brown individuals.

• There is a lack of reckoning with past policies, practices, and behaviors that have led to underrepresentation. Without acknowledgement of these issues, history will repeat itself via turnover and employee disengagement.

• Company leaders are known for challenging efforts related to diversity and inclusion with misleading questions like “Isn’t this reverse discrimination? Why are we giving advantages to particular populations?”

• The focus is often on silver-bullet solutions, such as recruiting exclusively at HBCUs, centering only racial diversity (or more specifically, merely hiring more Black people), and assuming that HBCU partnerships are the only options.

• The company is known for focusing only on what it should start doing, rather than also addressing what it must stop doing.



Even though some of these issues happen behind the scenes, do not be fooled. The discord they create internally can become talking points externally. Any negative external perception also impacts the current employee experience, affecting how comfortable employees feel representing your organization or speaking positively about it.

BECOME AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE

A company’s goal should be to inspire its employees to shine their attracting beacon so brightly that it lures a diverse pool of candidates. When a company achieves this, it becomes known as an employer of choice—the kind of workplace people are eager to join and work at.

So how can you tell what your brand beacon is emitting? You know you have an effective employment brand and are radiating an attracting beacon when you’re recognized as an employer of choice among the populations you want to attract. To gauge where your employment brand is strongest, look at which groups apply most frequently to your open positions. To identify where your brand is weakest, consider which groups apply least often, even though you aim to attract more applicants from these groups.

Which groups are overrepresented in your candidate pools today? The populations that are currently overrepresented across your open positions are likely those that view your company as an employer of choice. The candidate pool reveals exactly which groups genuinely want to work at your company. How? Because they are the ones applying to your open opportunities.

When it comes to increasing diversity, the aim isn’t to change the communities that already see your workplace as an employer of choice. Instead, the focus should be on also becoming an employer of choice for underrepresented groups. The goal isn’t to exclude; the goal is to make room to include.

As a company works on removing obstacles to becoming an employer of choice for marginalized communities, it’s a great time to answer the three questions posed in the remaining sections of this chapter. If an employer can answer all of them positively and genuinely, it is emitting an attracting brand beacon.

WHO ARE YOU SIGNALING?

Have you ever watched a commercial and thought, “Oh, they are speaking to me! This product or service feels like it was made for me!” Take the evolution of the Cheerios commercials. When General Mills featured a biracial family with a theme of heart health, or told the story of two dads who adopted a baby girl with a theme of connection, it felt very intentionally inclusive. It seemed the brand was making an effort to showcase stories of families who have historically been left out of the “normal” and “wholesome” depiction. It was signaling that its product was made with me (and folks similar to me) in mind. That is an attractive lighthouse beacon.

I love when a product or service feels like it’s been designed with me in mind or adapted to include people like me. When organizations speak my language and address matters important to me, they signal that I belong. The opposite is also true. If a workplace doesn’t consider inclusivity, it can unintentionally—or intentionally—signal that certain people do not belong.

The best position for a company is to understand its target community better than the community knows itself—whether that’s customers or candidates. To increase representation, companies need to consider what matters to those who have been untapped or underestimated in the past. This allows the employment brand to use language that resonates with these groups, influencing them to take action—like joining an email list or applying for a job.

Workplaces signal who belongs and who is qualified through their images, content, and communication. So, the key questions are: Who is the workplace signaling as belonging? Who is it signaling as qualified for promotion? What criteria is it signaling for advancement? Answering these questions can reveal if a workplace is unintentionally creating hurdles that deter underrepresented groups.

WHAT IS YOUR REPUTATION?

Once a company has succeeded in attracting candidates, it’s time to (re)assess how reputation impacts its brand. According to MIT Sloan School of Management, brand is a customer-centric concept focused on a company’s promises to its customers, while reputation is a company-centric concept focused on an organization’s credibility and respect among various constituencies, including employees, investors, and customers. Essentially, brand is about “relevance and differentiation” to customers, whereas reputation concerns the organization’s “legitimacy” to a broader stakeholder group.8

Thanks to the digital era, employees and job seekers now have platforms where they can share their experiences. Sites like Indeed and Glassdoor crowdsource these insights, offering a candid look into the inner workings of companies, a vital tool for job seekers today.

This development is particularly important for increasing diversity. Attracting applicants from historically underrepresented communities can be challenging, not just because of current policies or practices, but also due to a company’s historical reputation. How an employer has treated marginalized groups in the past can significantly impact whether potential job seekers are attracted to, not attracted to, or deterred by the organization.

To better understand this phenomenon, let’s discuss a company’s reputational awareness using the acronym P.E.T.: passive awareness, exclusion awareness, and triggered awareness.

Passive awareness describes organizations that have little to no understanding of the need for diversity and inclusion or simply do not see them as necessary. These organizations may lack diversity in their workplace and may fail to recognize the value and benefits of a diverse and inclusive environment. They may even be unaware of the systemic barriers that could be preventing them from attracting a diverse pool of candidates. Although companies cannot afford to ignore the link between diversity and their reputation, some simply do not care.

Exclusion awareness involves recognizing and addressing exclusionary practices or norms that have historically persisted within a field or organization. This awareness is becoming increasingly important for industries and organizations to acknowledge. A prime example can be seen in industries traditionally perceived as the “good ol’ boys’ club.”

Consider the venture capital (VC) sector. Historically, this industry has been dominated by cisgender, heterosexual, White men. This homogeneity has led to an unspoken “culture fit,” where people outside this demographic may feel unwelcome or face challenges in advancing. In other words, this sector often shines a deterring beacon to anyone who doesn’t fit this profile.

Such industries are known for “icing out” people who do not fit the established mold, whether consciously or unconsciously. This effect can be reflected in who gets hired, who gets promoted, and which businesses get funded. Studies have shown that startups led by women or founders from other underrepresented groups often find it more challenging to secure VC funding than those led by cisgender, heterosexual men.9

Triggered awareness describes organizations and industries that have historically harmed marginalized communities. As they now strive to enhance diversity and inclusion, they must grapple with past transgressions—the sins of their forebears, so to speak. They want to attract underrepresented talent, but their past actions cast a shadow on their current efforts. It may take time to ensure that their beacon emits a pure light.

Organizations in this category face a significant reckoning. Building a diverse workforce or promoting inclusion is just the beginning. They must also confront past actions and acknowledge the harm they’ve caused to certain communities. Demonstrating genuine remorse, making amends where possible, and committing to being a true ally are essential steps to change the status quo.

For these organizations, the gravity of the situation cannot be overstated. The key question they must address is this: Is the goal of increasing workplace diversity and retention important enough to warrant a thorough and honest examination of past wrongdoings? Should they openly acknowledge their history, no matter how uncomfortable, to establish a new present and future that respects and values all communities and groups?

Consider the tobacco industry, which has been documented targeting marginalized communities, contributing to significant public health crises in those groups.10 Or consider the public health sector and the Tuskegee experiment, where African American men were exploited in unethical research on syphilis.11 There are also allegations against the CIA for introducing crack cocaine into Black communities.12

For institutions with such histories, advancing diversity and retention involves more than just policy changes. It requires a genuine, heartfelt admission of past wrongs and a dedicated commitment to make amends wherever possible. It requires investing in community engagement, education, and support, while committing to transparency, accountability, and real change. And in some cases, like the Tuskegee experiment, it demands a reckoning of the highest order. The harm inflicted was so severe that in 1997, President Bill Clinton issued an official apology and announced the establishment of Tuskegee University’s National Center for Bioethics in Research and Health Care.

For any organization or industry with a history of harming underrepresented groups, attracting potential candidates involves more than just improving current practices. It requires addressing its historical reputation, genuinely acknowledging past mistakes, and demonstrating a clear and committed effort to signaling positive change. Otherwise, the organization will continue to struggle in attracting candidates who are aware of its historical mistreatment.

WHERE’S THE PROOF OF BELONGING?

Candidates, both consciously and unconsciously, seek proof that joining a company will provide a positive experience. Before they even step foot in your organization, they want to know if your brand signals a genuine commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion—and whether these efforts foster a true sense of belonging. Job seekers have become better at distinguishing between workplaces that merely check the boxes and those legitimately committed to doing the work.

To attract the best candidates, organizations must not only understand and communicate their workplace culture but also demonstrate that it is an ideal environment for the talent they seek. Candidates want assurance that they will thrive in the company, and they’re not willing to wait until they join it to find that out. Instead, they use their own litmus tests before even applying—a trend that’s especially common among newer generations like GenZ.

Below is a list of twenty areas where candidates look for evidence that a company will be a great fit for them. While not exhaustive, the list is a good starting point for workplaces to evaluate themselves. If you’re looking for a quick audit of your company’s reputation for inclusion, this “Proof of Inclusion” checklist will help you.

Candidates can typically find most of this information on their own without needing to ask you, the recruiter. The more items from this list a candidate can check off, the more your organization feels like a safe and appealing place to apply.

I recall a client who, as the head of DEI at her company, said that her boss told her that her work in DEI was important but not a priority at the moment. This statement clearly showed that although her efforts were acknowledged, the company intended to focus on other areas that upper management considered more urgent. Too many workplaces fall into this category. They fail to show tangible proof of their dedication to diversity, equity, and inclusion. It’s possible that they are committed to DEI, but their lack of clear signaling impacts their reputation, making them appear passive. This perception can deter great candidates who might otherwise apply.

I am confident that this will not be an issue for your workplace as you begin to implement these strategies to stand out and attract diverse talent. In the next chapter, we’ll discuss how to engage candidates during the interview process, ensuring that your commitment to DEI in hiring and retention shines through at every step.

CHECKLIST: PROOF OF INCLUSION









	
AREA


	
EVALUATION CRITERIA 


	
✓





	
Leadership diversity 


	
Is there diversity among the senior leadership team?


	



	
Board diversity


	
Is there a well-represented board of directors?


	



	
Authentic representation


	
Are the images of a diverse workplace that appear on career sites or social media genuine, or are they stock photos?


	



	
DEI leadership


	
Does the organization have a dedicated DEI office and leader?


	



	
Online diversity presence


	
Does the company website feature a dedicated diversity page, diversity pillars, or a diversity statement?


	



	
CEO’s commitment


	
Has the CEO publicly communicated their stance on equity, diversity, and inclusion?


	



	
Community engagement


	
Is the organization involved in community initiatives that benefit underrepresented or marginalized populations?


	



	
Employee resource groups


	
Are there affinity groups or ERGs supporting marginalized communities?


	



	
Employee feedback


	
What do current and former employees say about the company on platforms like Glassdoor or Indeed?


	



	
Candidate experiences


	
What insights do past job candidates share about their interview experiences on platforms like Glassdoor or Indeed?


	



	
Inclusive job descriptions


	
Do job descriptions use language and content that resonate with candidates from historically underrepresented groups?


	



	
Transparency about underrepresentation


	
Is the organization transparent about underrepresentation within the company, and are there efforts to address it, similar to initiatives by Google or Facebook/Meta?


	



	
Recognition for diversity efforts


	
Has the company received any accolades or recognition as a top employer for diversity, such as those awarded by Fair360?


	



	
Interview team diversity


	
Is the interview team diverse and inclusive?


	



	
Response to discussions about diversity


	
How comfortable and responsive are interviewers when topics about diversity, equity, and inclusion are raised during interviews?


	



	
Inclusivity in the physical environment 


	
Do office decor, artwork, and overall aesthetics reflect inclusivity?


	



	
Company allyship


	
Has the company taken stances or actions as allies on social issues impacting marginalized communities?


	



	
Social media engagement


	
Do the company’s social media channels discuss topics relevant to the candidate’s community and/or marginalized communities overall?


	



	
Peer experiences 


	
What feedback do friends, especially those who have worked or are currently working within the company, share? Is there a transfer of trust?


	



	
Inclusive activities


	
Are team activities and company events inclusive, and do they cater to marginalized populations?


	






A LONG DAY AGO

The Evolution of Resumes in Recruitment

In 1482, a thirty-year-old Leonardo da Vinci, brimming with ambition, knocked on the door of Ludovico Sforza, the future duke of Milan.13 He was eager for a chance to make his mark, long before the world would know him for the Mona Lisa and other masterpieces. Leonardo was ready to dazzle the court he wanted to join, but he needed to do something that every candidate in today’s corporate world does. Leonardo da Vinci had to write a cover letter to get the job.

What did the letter say? Here’s a snippet:


My Most Illustrious Lord,

Having now sufficiently seen and considered the achievements of all those who count themselves masters and artificers of instruments of war, and having noted that the invention and performance of the said instruments is in no way different from that in common usage, I shall endeavour, while intending no discredit to anyone else, to make myself understood to Your Excellency for the purpose of unfolding to you my secrets, and thereafter offering them at your complete disposal, and when the time is right bringing into effective operation all those things which are in part briefly listed below:

I have plans for very light, strong and easily portable bridges with which to pursue and, on some occasions, flee the enemy, and others, sturdy and indestructible either by fire or in battle, easy and convenient to lift and place in position. Also means of burning and destroying those of the enemy.



He continued to sell himself in nine more bullet points, and he managed to land the job.

Leonardo da Vinci is often credited with creating the first resume. Historical records suggest that traveling artisans in the sixteenth century used similar documents to introduce themselves to prospective employers. However, resumes as we know them today did not appear until the early twentieth century.

Before mass industrialization and urbanization, most employment was local, and occupations were often dictated by family relationships and personal connections. Rapid industrialization and modern transportation created a national labor market, with large corporations becoming major employers. These changes necessitated more specialized roles, including administrative and managerial jobs, and employers increasingly needed a way to select candidates for skilled positions.

Modern resumes appeared around 1900. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “resume” was not commonly used until 1926, but the concept quickly gained traction given the new recruitment needs of employers, becoming popular by the 1930s. Initially, resumes were mostly handwritten and informal, with “hard sell” tactics discouraged to avoid appearing arrogant or conceited.

In the postwar years, resumes became standard. By the 1950s, all job applicants were expected to have one, whether handwritten or typewritten, and conventions developed about what information to include. An interesting 1969 business journal article recommended including personal information, the desired position, and job objectives.14 At the time, it was common to list characteristics that would be illegal to ask for today, such as age, marital status, and number of children. The trend of adding extracurricular activities developed in the 1960s, with a shift toward more aggressive self-marketing language in the 1970s.

The advent of personal computers and word processors in the 1970s and 1980s led to more professional-looking resumes and greater standardization of style and content. The rise of fax machines allowed for almost instantaneous submission to prospective employers. However, this technological shift most likely disadvantaged underrepresented groups who might have lacked access to PCs, impacting their job prospects.

The internet era brought digital resumes, with career sites like Monster and Indeed promoting electronic submissions. The launch of LinkedIn in 2003 enabled people to create online profiles that contained much of the information found in traditional resumes. Today, most recruiters use platforms like LinkedIn to vet candidates, raising questions about the relevance of traditional resumes.

Resumes do not always fulfill their intended purpose, especially with the rise of artificial intelligence (AI) in recruitment. Many resumes are never seen by human readers, and recruiters spend an average of only six seconds on each one they do view.

Platforms like LinkedIn provide “social proof” of skills and experience, while the shift toward skills-based hiring emphasizes pre-employment testing and assessments over traditional resumes. Over half of candidates lie on their resumes, making assessments a more reliable method. As recruiters, we must consider whether resumes still serve us and explore better alternatives if available. AI-based methods should be approached cautiously due to potential biases, while pre-employment assessments show promise for the future.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Leveraging Company Signals and Values

Dear Job Seeker,

Have you ever stopped to notice which companies are trying to signal that you belong? Take a moment to reflect on what these signals look like. What do you need to see or experience to know that a company is genuinely committed to creating a welcoming and inclusive environment for you?

Remember, you have every right to consider what is important to you in your job search. Your needs and values matter. So if diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging are crucial to you (as they should be!), don’t be afraid to bring up these topics during interviews. Start by asking yourself what diversity and inclusion mean to you personally. What would need to happen within an organization to convince you that it is a safe and appealing place to work? What actions or initiatives would demonstrate a true commitment to D&I?

For example, if mentorship and career development opportunities for underrepresented groups are important to you, you might ask the interviewer about the company’s initiatives in this area. Tailoring your questions to what matters most to you helps ensure that you gain meaningful insights into whether the company is the right fit.

Remember, not all opportunities are aligned with your best interests. Consider the reputations of the companies you’re applying to. What are they notable for in terms of supporting communities like yours?

Ponder what it would mean to work for a company that fails to acknowledge its past practices of discrimination and racism. Is this something you’re willing to overlook?

Your journey is about more than just finding a job; it’s about finding the right alignment—one where you feel valued, supported, and empowered to thrive.

As you continue in your job search, keep these insights in mind. Trust your instincts, advocate for what matters to you, and never settle for less than you deserve. Remember, the right opportunity is out there. Keep seeking, keep believing, and keep shining brightly. You’ve got this!








CHAPTER SIX

ENGAGE

THE CANDIDATE EXPERIENCE

Who do your candidates have to be in order to receive respect, equity, and dignity throughout the hiring process? Who do your candidates have to be in order to have a positive candidate experience?

Ashley cried during the first five minutes of her interview for a promotion.

Her tears were not tears of joy; they didn’t come because she was sharing a heartfelt story with the interview team. Ashley cried because she was nervous. Her voice trembled as she spoke, and her fingers fidgeted and interlocked. She apologized as soon as she realized things were getting out of hand, but it was too late.

The interview was over. And so was Ashley’s only chance for this promotion. She was devastated and embarrassed. She was a recruiting coordinator and never advanced from that position. And the event was so awkward for the interview panel that they never talked about it again.

How do I know this? I was on the interview panel, so I was a firsthand witness to it all. Although this happened over fifteen years ago, I remember it as vividly as if it had just occurred. Ashley (not her real name) was a shoo-in for the role. In management conversations I’d been privy to, Ashley was presented as a front runner. This would have been the promotion she needed to officially become a recruiter. She demonstrated readiness in her everyday work. All she had to do was pass the interview successfully.

This incident is a harsh reminder of how some people experience the interview process rather traumatically. But Ashley’s inability to control her nervousness became the biggest hurdle standing between her job and the job she so desperately desired. I wonder if things could have been different for Ashley had I recognized the obstacle course that candidates face while trying to gain access to employment or advancement. What had happened to Ashley in previous interviews that caused her to experience nervousness so viscerally?

Perhaps her tears and anxiety were fueled by past negative encounters she’d endured as a job candidate, the kinds of obstacles that can wear down a person’s confidence over time. This obstacle course is riddled with biases, high-stress evaluations, and a lack of supportive feedback. Candidates like Ashley, who may have faced harsh criticism or been fired in previous meetings, can develop a deep-seated fear of failure that surfaces during critical moments like this one.

Would there have been a different outcome had I realized that interviews are only a performance, and that our job as the interview team was to assess skill, often in spite of interview performance? Should I have shared more details about Ashley’s demonstrated skills for recruiting? Should I have intervened, asked Ashley what would have helped her to show up less nervously during her interview, and spoken out on her behalf?

Would any of these factors have helped Ashley to land that coveted role as a recruiter? Maybe, maybe not. We’ll never know.

Questions like these are why this chapter is so important to me. Think of this chapter as highlighting pivotal moments when we as recruiters, hiring managers, and interview team members can get overwhelmed by our preconceived notions and unidentified biases, potentially causing us to lose solid candidates like Ashley. Ashley may have been rejected because of her performance during the interview process, but we were the ones who lost the opportunity to have a top-notch recruiter added to our team.

ENGAGING CANDIDATES DURING INTERVIEWS

Engaging a candidate means involving them throughout the hiring process. I prefer the term “engage” because it captures the essence of this involvement. For many workplaces, engagement starts during the initial sourcing efforts, which can sometimes take place before anyone creates a job description. Although we may not have explicitly focused on engagement earlier when talking about sourcing, know that how a company engages with its job applicants plays a crucial role in attracting strong candidates.

We can engage candidates at several steps during the interview process:

Recruiter Prescreening

Purpose: This initial conversation helps the recruitment team gauge a candidate’s interest, qualifications, and alignment with the role and the organization.

Process: It typically involves a phone or video call during which the recruiter asks questions about the candidate’s experience, career goals, and expectations. It’s also an opportunity for the candidate to ask questions about the role and the company.

Benefits: The prescreening allows recruiters to quickly assess whether a candidate is a strong match to proceed in the hiring process. It saves time and resources by filtering out candidates who may not be suited for the opportunity.

Hiring Manager Interview

Purpose: The interview with the hiring manager is a more in-depth conversation that focuses on the candidate’s technical skills, past experiences, and potential to succeed in the specific role they’re applying for.

Process: It is usually conducted by the hiring manager or by someone on the team that the candidate would be joining. It often includes behavioral and situational questions to understand how the candidate has handled certain challenges in the past.

Benefits: This step provides a deeper understanding of the candidate’s capabilities and how they align with the team’s needs. It also allows the candidate to get a sense of the team’s dynamics and the role’s expectations.

Assessments

Purpose: Assessments are used to evaluate a candidate’s skills, knowledge, and abilities in a more objective manner. They can include tests, simulations, presentations, or case studies.

Process: Depending on the role, candidates might be asked to complete a technical test, give a presentation, or solve a case study. The tasks are designed to mimic real-world scenarios they might encounter in the job.

Benefits: Assessments can show concrete evidence of a candidate’s abilities and give candidates a chance to showcase their skills in a practical setting. While many tests can be biased, thoughtfully designed assessments can help reduce some biases by focusing on actual job performance rather than subjective impressions. However, it’s crucial to continuously review and refine assessments to ensure they are fair and equitable for all candidates.

Final Interview

Purpose: The final interview is often a panel interview that brings together different stakeholders from the organization to assess the candidate’s overall suitability for the role.

Process: It typically involves various members of the team or organization and may cover a broader range of topics, including long-term potential and alignment with company values.

Benefits: The final interview allows for a comprehensive evaluation of the candidate from various perspectives. It also gives the candidate an opportunity to meet more members of the team and understand the organization’s culture and values.

Traditional ways to assess candidates, such as through interviews or personality and behavioral assessments, are common around the world. However, each workplace requires unique assessment tools that suit the type of talent they want to hire.

Now that we have discussed some foundational elements of interviewing and assessing candidates, we have an important question to consider: What are your candidates experiencing, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds? Is their experience of your interviewing process positive or negative?

When candidates have a positive experience with your company, they will be ready to accept an offer when it’s extended. By contrast, when your workplace has an engagement issue, it often becomes evident through a leaky talent pipeline, indicated by candidates dropping out at certain stages. Your company should analyze its applicant data to assess whether candidates are falling out of the talent pool due to issues in how they are being engaged.

A LEAKY TALENT PIPELINE

It’s important to identify where strong candidates are falling out of the hiring process at your company. Do not assume that candidates who don’t make it through are unqualified. You may have a leaky talent pipeline, with parts of the hiring process causing you to lose competitive candidates. Companies often invest thousands—sometimes hundreds of thousands—of dollars in outreach efforts, only to lose candidates due to unaddressed and often hidden biases that create obstacles. The interview team must ensure equitable outcomes at every stage of the hiring process.

Here are a few ways that candidates can leak out of a hiring pipeline before a job offer is extended:


• Voluntary withdrawal by the candidate

• Rejection by the recruiter or interview team

• Recruiter oversight/unreviewed application



Here are a few ways that candidates can fall out of the pipeline after an offer is extended:


• Decline: Candidate rejects an offer after going through the entire interview process.

• Renege: Candidate withdraws after initial acceptance.

• Offer rescind: Employer withdraws offer after acceptance.

• Voluntary no-show: Candidate fails to show on the start date.



To address a leaky talent pipeline, recruiters and companies need to evaluate their overall hiring practices. The root cause of this issue often lies in a mechanical hiring process—one that’s filled with good intentions and efforts but includes bias while also lacking the essential human touch and a nuanced engagement with candidates. Enriching the candidate experience can patch up leaks at various points in the pipeline. However, to build a truly robust and leak-free pipeline, recruiters and organizations must embrace a holistic, inclusive approach to hiring, which is more than just diversity hiring.

What’s the difference?

If diversity recruiting is “what we do to increase representation,” inclusive hiring is the approach we take to ensure our workplace is well represented, or “how we do the work.” Let’s examine the common obstacles that crop up around the milestone of engaging candidates.

OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVELY ENGAGING CANDIDATES DURING INTERVIEWS

It is important to be aware of how certain interview methods can negatively affect a candidate’s experience and lead to their voluntary or involuntary exit from the hiring process. The risks are even higher when candidates from marginalized communities face these issues. Here are five common pitfalls to avoid during the interview process to ensure that all candidates, especially those from marginalized groups, don’t feel alienated.

Illegal and Irrelevant Interview Questions

Recruiters, hiring managers, and interview teams must be mindful of the nature of the questions they ask interviewees. There’s no debate on illegal or irrelevant questions. Be aware of them. Moreover, interview questions can be illegal simply because they are irrelevant to assessing someone’s skill set and can be discriminatory. Here are some guidelines:


• Reasonable accommodation: Employers can ask limited questions about reasonable accommodation before making an offer if they reasonably believe that the applicant may need it due to an obvious or voluntarily disclosed disability.

• Non-job-related questions: Avoid questions about marital status, number of dependents, childcare arrangements, pregnancy, future childbearing plans, sexual orientation, gender identity, or the name of the applicant’s spouse. Questions such as “Are you available to travel?,” when relevant, should be asked of all applicants to prevent disparate impact on certain groups, such as women with families.

• Age discrimination: Avoid using language that may be viewed as age discrimination, such as “You may be overqualified/too experienced/too senior for the position.”

• Religious practices: Inquiries about when an applicant is available to work may reveal information about their religious practices that should not be considered during the application process if doing so might exclude certain groups of applicants.



Ill-Prepared Interview Team

Can we be honest for a moment? You and I both know that some people in the workplace should never be allowed to conduct interviews because they can create an experience that makes candidates feel uncomfortable and want to go running for the first exit they can find. The challenge isn’t just the individuals who shouldn’t be interviewing; it’s our failure to provide them with the training they need to improve, or our failure to remove them from the interview process altogether.

You must have a capable interview team. As much as our team loves training recruiters (you can read about our Qualified Diversity Recruiter Certification elsewhere in the book), we know that hiring managers and interview team members have to be trained, too. To increase diversity, members of the interview team (that is, the recruiter, hiring manager, and employees in interview-related support roles) must be aware of their own biases in relation to the interviewing and selecting of candidates. That is how you create a more equitable interview experience.

Companies often fail to realize when people leak out of their hiring process. All the hard work to increase representation in the candidate pool means little if we then push these candidates out of the hiring process due to bias. That’s not a sound or effective system. To avoid this scenario, companies should first focus on eliminating the bias of anyone who conducts interviews.

Many interview team members receive generic training about unconscious bias, which means they have been told what bias is but not how it shows up during the interviewing and selection phases. As a result, many recruiters and hiring managers are unaware of their own biased ideas, feelings, and beliefs that shape the lens through which they view who is qualified and who is not, who is professional and who is not, and who has leadership presence and who does not.

Being part of a team that makes selection decisions is a significant responsibility. Each recruiter, hiring manager, and team member should undergo careful selection, training, and assessment to ensure that they understand interviewing bias and how to eliminate it.

Giving Too Much Weight to Interview Performance

Companies utilize many reasons to reject a candidate based on interview performance. Some of these include poor interview overall, unsuitable personality, late for interview, sloppy appearance, no or poor follow-up questions, bad attitude, and inappropriate behavior.

Interviews are performances. Some people perform well, and, like Ashley, some do not. Some people who would have performed well on any other day may have had one terrible performance on that particular day. Others who generally do not perform well during interviews may have had a great performance that day.

This observation leads to two key facts:


1. Bias hides in interview performance. Interviews can amplify biases because they are often treated as objective measures when, in reality, performance can be influenced by stress, cultural differences, or the interviewer’s unconscious preferences. This can lead to decisions based on style over substance, favoring some candidates who “perform” well over others who may be equally or more qualified.

2. Interview performance is not a common indicator of job performance (no matter how much we want it to be).



According to Leadership IQ research on ERE.net, 50 percent of new hires fail, with failure rates ranging from 40 percent to 82 percent.1 Based on this statistic, one can safely conclude that the standard hiring process is flawed. For the same reason, interviews do not guarantee successful hires.

But who’s responsible for this flaw? Nobody and everybody.

The way things are done started with our predecessors, and it doesn’t have to continue. Many believe the hiring process is broken. That is not true. The hiring system is doing exactly what it was originally designed to do: Keep certain groups of people in economic power at the expense of marginalizing other groups. The particular group in power differs around the globe, but here in the United States, it is cisgender, heterosexual, White males. Research consistently suggests that globally dominant groups tend to have one factor in common: They are usually men.2

One way to never solve the problem is to engage in blame games. You will understand the real culprit when instead of asking “Who is responsible?” you ask “What is responsible?” And the answer to this question is bias.

Recruiters and leaders who are seriously committed to increasing diversity must also challenge themselves to eliminate bias. So before rejecting a candidate based solely on interview performance, take some time to connect the perceived problems during the interview with the essential functions of the job. Is there a direct connection?

Confusing Skill Proxy for Skill

To determine who has the skills to excel at a particular job, let’s discuss skills development.

A skill is the ability to do the work. Skills are created through work and life experience, although most skills can be learned on the job.3 (We could develop a meticulous argument on how it’s all life, with work only a component of it, but for the sake of this conversation, let’s give both an equal opportunity.)

When people talk about skill, they’re generally referring to skill proxy. A skill proxy is something that has been given authority to represent a skill. It is not the skill itself. Think of completing a degree, license, or certification. When we do so, authority is given to those proxies to indicate that we have certain skills. We tend to think these are the skills themselves; that’s when a person’s skill proxies hijack their skills.

But let me ask you, is theory the same as application? If I have read every book, listened to every podcast, and attended every lecture on performing open heart surgery, but never actually performed the procedure, would you think I have the skill to perform the surgery on the person you love the most? Does my skill proxy make me qualified?

This brings us to another question: Does attending an Ivy League school guarantee that I have the skills necessary to do certain jobs? It undoubtedly provides access to education, resources, and networking opportunities. However, it doesn’t necessarily guarantee that I’ve developed the practical skills needed for a specific job.

Furthermore, relying solely on the reputation of an educational institution as a measure of skill can contribute to biased hiring, causing us to overlook talented individuals who have acquired their skills through other pathways, such as community college, vocational training, or self-taught experiences.

Let’s go back to interview performance for a minute. Interviews are often purported to be tools for skill assessment. But do they really assess skills, or do they assess skill proxy? In many cases, interviews evaluate how well a candidate presents themselves—how articulate, confident, professional, and polished they appear. Though many employers may find these qualities important, they don’t always correlate directly with the ability to perform the job. A stellar interview performance might be more indicative of a candidate’s skill proxy rather than their actual skills.

Interviews can quickly turn into opportunities for bias when interviewers judge a person based on skin color, gender identity, sexual orientation, hair, nails, accent, or even street address, using them as skill proxies. In nearly all cases, these superficial characteristics have no bearing on a candidate’s ability to perform a job, yet they have significantly influenced the interviewer’s perception of the candidate’s qualifications.

When you reject a person for a role because of their identity, appearance, or clothes, you’re implying that they’re not qualified for the role—whether you say it aloud or not. But the issue isn’t their lack of skill; it’s that they don’t match the skill proxy you’ve set.

We need a fresh approach to how we conduct interviews to make them both effective and fair. Begin by standardizing your questions, which cuts down on bias and ensures you’re assessing the right skills. Why not add practical tasks or simulations to the process? Why not place greater emphasis on skills-based interviews? Seeing candidates in action provides a clear snapshot of their real capabilities.

Skills-based interviews involve candidates performing specific tasks or challenges that are central to the job they’re applying for. This might include coding exercises for tech jobs, writing assignments for content creators, or strategic-planning tasks for management roles. Design exercises that closely mimic the responsibilities of the position. To maintain fairness, ensure that each candidate receives the same tasks under similar conditions. Review performances based on clear, predetermined criteria that reflect the job’s requirements. Equally important is to be transparent with candidates about what the tests involve and why they matter. Above all, candidates should understand and consent to the process. Consider the time and resources candidates invest in completing the tasks—keep them reasonable and respectful of the candidate’s time.

Are you starting to see why I say, “The greatest challenge we face in increasing diversity is our biased lens of how someone should be ‘packaged’ for us to consider them qualified to join our teams”?

Confusion over Who Is Qualified

Remember from Chapter Two that we talked about the challenge we face around determining who is qualified for a position. Have you ever noticed how many workplaces tend to favor candidates who are deemed professional, polished, and possessing a pedigree? When an organization hires my company to help them identify biases in their hiring process, we prioritize these three biases equally: the professionalism, polish, and pedigree biases. Diversity training programs often do not discuss these biases, so they’ve been overlooked for a long time.

Without anybody noticing, the word “professional” changed in meaning from “a person engaged or qualified for a profession” to describing a person who is willing to conform to White, male standards in the workplace. Those who have been in the workplace the longest have been setting—or possibly influencing—the standards for what is professional and what is polished. Before a candidate is written off for not appearing professional or polished, recruiting stakeholders should ask themselves, “If this person’s way of self-presentation were normalized in the workplace, would it even be a point of discussion?” More importantly, “Does this affect in any way the candidate’s ability to perform the job successfully?”

Any new change raises eyebrows at first, but after it’s normalized, it no longer astonishes people. Companies like Google and Facebook popularized open office layouts, moving away from traditional cubicles and private offices.4 Basecamp and Automattic (the company behind WordPress) have long embraced remote work, challenging the traditional notion that employees need to be physically present in an office to be productive.5 In the early days, Steve Jobs wore suits, but on the special day when he announced the iPhone, he wore a roll-neck sweater and blue jeans. Mark Zuckerberg normalized wearing hoodies in the workplace. Before then, even the “business casual” dress code did not include hoodies.6

Let’s talk about normalizing Black hair in the workplace. Black Hair Independence Day is celebrated on July 3 every year. Along with the CROWN Act—which was first passed in California in 2019 and is now the law in twenty-five states—it is meant to put an end to race-based hair discrimination in the US. (The acronym stands for Create a Respectful and Open World for Natural Hair.) Ask yourself: What does a person’s hair have to do with their skills? When I’m onstage, I like referencing my locs. I’ll ask the audience, “Can you believe there are still spaces where natural hair—like my beautiful locs and similar styles or textures—is perceived as unprofessional or unpolished, and can prevent someone from getting an opportunity?” Things are shifting to normalize Black hair, but we still have far to go. Normalizing Black hair is not merely a statement of personal style but a challenge to decades of racial injustice and stereotypes that often determine whether one gets to have a “professional” career.

These historical standards also influence the type of pedigree that must accompany a candidate for them to even be taken seriously by many workplaces. Pedigree can encompass which university a candidate graduated from (Ivy League or otherwise), who they know, where they’ve worked, and what networks they belong to. Again, this forces us back into the topic of skill proxy versus skill.

COLLECTING AND ANALYZING DATA TO IDENTIFY CANDIDATE EXPERIENCE

We have unpacked what happens while engaging candidates that can cause them to leak out of a hiring pipeline. Maybe you’re wondering how you can gain insight into your company’s hiring process and the overall candidate experience.

To understand what the data says about the candidate experience in a company’s talent pipeline, the company will need to implement a self-identification (self-ID) program. This involves adding an optional section to the applicant tracking system that asks candidates to identify one or more of the following: race/ethnicity, gender identity, veteran status, disability status, sexual orientation. Some companies may decide to add more or fewer identities depending on their initiatives. The goal is to ensure that no quality candidates are left behind. Many organizations have a self-ID campaign that is utilized after a candidate becomes an employee. But if recruiters and companies are serious about diversity recruiting, they need to increase the visibility into their candidate pools.

If your engagement with candidates during the hiring process causes them to drop out, you do not necessarily have to eliminate the assessment itself; just reconsider how you are using it. You do need to consider the measures you will put in place to prevent this outcome. Keep in mind that you cannot change anything if you do not first have honest conversations about why candidates are dropping out. Consider using this exercise: Select a small group of high-performing employees, and send them through your current hiring process. Would they make it through successfully?

Our team is often hired to deliver what we call a State of Diversity Recruiting Report, the goal of which is to identify where bias is hiding in the hiring process. To do this, we analyze applicant tracking data both for a company’s external hiring process and for its internal promotion process. We want to understand the experience of employees who are vying for advancement.

This investment in research is crucial for both recruiters and job seekers. For recruiters, it provides insights into where improvements can be made. For job seekers, it offers a clearer understanding of the assessments used in the hiring process and how they might impact one’s chances. Being aware of potential biases can help an applicant better prepare for and navigate the assessments.

Unfortunately, the data isn’t always available for us to analyze. We often encounter companies that fall into one of four categories in terms of whether and how they collect data:7


1. Companies that don’t collect demographic hiring data (they haven’t yet started doing so, or they don’t plan to)

2. Companies that collect demographic hiring data but never analyze it

3. Companies that collect the data, analyze it, and may even report it, but don’t use it to improve their processes (it usually gets stuck at the leadership level)

4. Companies that collect demographic hiring data, analyze it, and use it for process improvement



Where does your workplace fall, and why?

When analyzing applicant tracking data, we ask three key questions: Who gets ahead? Who is left behind? Why?

Who gets ahead? This question focuses on demographic groups that successfully move through each step of the hiring process. We calculate the percentages of specific populations that advance compared to the overall candidate pool. For example, we might analyze what percentage of Asian male candidates make it past the initial recruiter screening or the hiring manager interview.

Who is left behind? This analysis highlights demographic groups that drop out of the hiring process at various stages. When a candidate is rejected at any point, they’re considered to have “leaked out” of the talent pipeline. At the same time, we recognize that candidates may leave the process for other reasons, such as withdrawing or being overlooked (for example, when no action is taken on a submitted application), data points that are often not captured or analyzed.

Why? This area of inquiry sheds light on the reasons that certain groups advance while others do not. The question is essential and must not be overlooked, as the “why” often reveals where biases are influencing the process. We seek patterns in the data to understand the reasons behind certain outcomes. If the reasons candidates advance or are left behind are too vague, it’s a sign to revisit the data for clearer insights that can inform better decision-making.

The next time someone on your hiring team makes assumptions about what should or should not happen during an interview, what is correct or incorrect behavior, or what is normal or abnormal behavior or style, ask yourself: Whose standards are the candidates being asked to live up to? Who do they need to become to be successful within this process? Hiring managers must stop hiring people in their own image or in the image of those in power within the company. These age-old habits directly contradict the goal of increasing diversity.

Cultural misunderstandings can quickly turn a harmless assessment into an obstacle course. Top candidates, whether they’re veterans, women, people with disabilities, people of color, or LGBTQ+ individuals, have other options besides pursuing a job at your company. If your method to assess them feels like an obstacle course, they will withdraw.

THE ROLE OF SHARED VALUES IN DIVERSITY RECRUITING

In a world where diverse means different, where diversity means variety, and where the concept of “culture add” is increasingly valued over “culture fit,” is there any room left for sameness? Yes, there is an essential aspect of employment where sameness is not only acceptable but crucial: shared values.

In diversity recruiting, shared values serve as the cornerstone for supporting effective decision-making when it’s time to make a selection from the candidate pool, the next milestone we will discuss. At our firm, our shared values include a passion for increasing diversity, excellence in research and implementation, intellectual curiosity, lifelong learning, and empathy for the experiences of both job seekers and hiring teams. We believe that aligning on these values leads to higher-quality outcomes and a better experience for all stakeholders, including job seekers, recruiting team members, hiring managers, and DEI practitioners.

When interviewing candidates, it is essential to incorporate discussions about your company’s values and explore how these values resonate with potential hires. Here are three methods for integrating values into your interview process:


Interpretation of values: State a value relevant to the organization, and ask the candidate how they interpret the value in a workplace setting and how it would influence their work behavior. For example: “How do you interpret the value of teamwork in a professional setting, and how would it influence your approach to collaborating with colleagues on a project?”

Scenario-based questions: Present “what would you do” scenarios, and ask which values would guide their decision-making process. For example: “Imagine you have a tight deadline, and a team member is struggling with their part of the project. What would you do? Which values would guide your decision-making process in this situation, and why?”

Task-related values: Describe examples of tasks, then inquire about the values that guide the candidate’s approach to delivering on them. For example: “You are assigned to lead a project that requires coordinating with multiple departments and ensuring timely delivery. What values would guide your approach to managing this project, and how would these values impact your actions and decisions throughout the process?”



THE FAIR MODEL TO ASSESS FOR SHARED VALUES

To help interviewers embed shared values into their hiring process while ensuring a bias-free evaluation environment, we’ve developed the FAIR model. This easy-to-remember acronym stands for Fairness, Awareness, Inclusivity, and Relevance. Here’s how it works:


Fairness (inclusive participation): Create values that everyone can demonstrate without negative repercussions, regardless of their identity. For example, if speaking up is a company value, ensure that women are not labeled “too bossy” for participating.

Awareness (bias-free values): Identify and revise values rooted in historical biases. Traditional notions of “professionalism,” which often align with White, male, cisgender, heterosexual norms, should be reconsidered to ensure they are inclusive and unbiased.

Inclusivity (clarity and understanding): Ensure that values are clearly understood by those interpreting them in the evaluation process. Provide tangible examples of what each value looks like in practice. For instance, teamwork can mean effective collaboration during work hours without requiring social interactions after hours.

Relevance (flexible demonstration): Recognize that there are multiple ways for candidates to demonstrate values alignment. For example, a candidate requiring accommodations to meet a “speed to market” value does not regard it any less and can still achieve the necessary outcomes.



By following the FAIR model, interviewers can effectively integrate shared values into the hiring process while maintaining an impartial and inclusive evaluation environment. This approach ensures that all candidates are assessed on an equal footing, fostering a diverse and cohesive workplace culture. Remember, shared values enhance organizational cohesion and drive success, especially when candidates and employees are navigating the diverse landscape of modern workplaces.

HOW DO WE MOVE FORWARD?

At a minimum, every candidate deserves to experience respect, equity, and dignity (R.E.D.) in the hiring process, whether or not a job offer is extended. Think of respect as consideration or regard, equity as fairness, and dignity as the recognition that each person is worthy of respect. A positive candidate experience means that applicants leave the interview process feeling that they were fairly and respectfully considered for the position.

Here is a key question to reflect on: Who do candidates have to be to receive respect, equity, and dignity throughout the hiring process at your company? What does it take for them to have a positive candidate experience?

Finding the answer is straightforward: Analyze the data to determine who already receives a positive candidate experience. This information can provide valuable insights into what is working well in the hiring process.

Many workplaces lack a clear vision of a positive candidate experience, and even fewer measure it. While crowdsourcing platforms like Glassdoor can provide some insight into applicant feedback, understanding the candidate experience throughout the recruiting cycle can help companies gain actionable information.

A LONG DAY AGO

Tracing the Origins of Job Interviews and Pre-Employment Assessments

Exploring the history of recruitment unveils fascinating insights into the origins of job interviews and pre-employment assessments. While initially distinct, these procedures eventually converged to shape contemporary hiring practices, reflecting both historical context and evolving needs.

Job interviews and assessments emerged in the early twentieth century, paralleling the rise of corporate employers seeking specialized talent amidst industrial expansion. Both practices owe much to early applied psychology, as pioneers sought practical applications of psychological theory in workplace settings. Notably, the two world wars played pivotal roles, fostering the development and refinement of these recruitment tools.

The Traditional Job Interview: A Controversial Legacy

In 1915, Walter Dill Scott formally introduced employment interviews, although their use dates back to the industrial expansion of the late nineteenth century. Despite their ubiquity, traditional interviews are criticized for their relatively poor reliability and validity. Structured interviews, developed in the 1960s and 1970s, aimed to address these shortcomings, yet resistance to following clear-cut procedures persists among recruiters. The rise of AI-based methods for selecting candidates further complicates the debate, underscoring the enduring importance of interviews despite their limitations.

The Evolution of Pre-Employment Testing

World War I spurred the development of large-scale assessment tests, notably Robert Woodworth’s “personal data sheet” for screening US Army recruits. Louis Terman’s IQ test and Thomas Edison’s written test emerged concurrently, influencing subsequent assessment methods. Although these tests faced initial skepticism, they gained traction, particularly during World War II. Personality testing achieved prominence with the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator in 1962, though evidence suggests that it fails to predict individual or team effectiveness.8

Implications for Diversity Recruiting

Reflecting on this history unveils potential biases embedded in traditional recruitment practices. Understanding these origins helps identify blind spots that may perpetuate underrepresentation or introduce unnoticed bias.

In practice, leveraging insights from history can inform practical strategies for diversity recruiting. By embracing structured interview formats and critically evaluating assessment tools, recruiters can mitigate biases and promote inclusivity. Moreover, adopting assessment approaches tailored to a particular business’s needs reflects a nuanced understanding of contemporary workforce dynamics.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Empowering Your Candidate Experience

Dear Job Seeker,

I hope this chapter leaves you feeling empowered and ready to conquer your next interview. I want to highlight insights from this chapter that can transform how you approach this crucial step in your job search.

The story of Ashley serves as a poignant reminder of the importance of managing your emotions during interviews. While nerves are natural, they shouldn’t overshadow your qualifications. Remember, you are more than capable, and your skills speak volumes.

As you prepare for interviews, keep in mind the many steps involved in the process, from the recruiter prescreen to the panel interview. Each interaction offers an opportunity for you to showcase your unique abilities. Your experience as a candidate matters. Pay attention to how you’re treated throughout the interview process. If the employer doesn’t prioritize your experience now, what does that say about their company culture? You have as much power to evaluate the company as they have to evaluate you. Trust your instincts about your experience.

If at any point you feel uncomfortable or the experience doesn’t align with your expectations, it’s okay to withdraw from the process. Your well-being comes first, and it’s important to advocate for yourself.

Remember that interviews are performances. But also know that your qualifications will not always speak for themselves. You have to speak up about them! Don’t get caught up in trying to impress—focus on showcasing your skills authentically.

Here’s a great topic to bring up during the interview: Ask about the top three challenges the company is currently facing, and how the position you’re interviewing for could help solve them. Don’t forget to highlight your relevant skills and experiences that can help you address these challenges—it could make all the difference.

As you navigate the interview process, know that you are capable, worthy, and deserving of success. Trust in yourself, your abilities, and your intuition. The right opportunity is out there, waiting for someone just like you.

With unwavering support and belief in your potential!








CHAPTER SEVEN

SELECT

LIVED-EXPERIENCE INTELLIGENCE

To hire someone because of how they identify is just as illegal as refusing to hire someone because of how they identify.

Recently, I delivered an in-person diversity recruiting workshop in San Francisco. During a break, I was approached by two leaders who wanted me to know that one of their company’s founders was sitting in the audience. The founder had expressed her concerns to them about the importance of assessing who is and is not qualified. She wanted to ensure that this distinction wouldn’t conflict with their team’s philosophy of hiring for potential. Her concern was understandable; it comes up often when I give talks on qualifications. I want to address it for you, too.

The first thing to know is that you should not introduce the idea of hiring for potential until you have developed a deeper awareness of how to remove bias from your perceptions of who is qualified. Until we can effectively assess a person’s knowledge, skills, and abilities without bias, qualified individuals will continue to be overlooked and rejected. Increasing diversity does not mean softening job qualifications or simply hiring for potential. It means eliminating bias so that the truly qualified candidates stand out.

Another challenge with hiring for potential is that it creates stigma. To increase diversity, we think we must eliminate or lower certain qualifications. This perpetuates the false notion that people from historically underrepresented groups are getting positions they are not qualified for to help a company increase diversity.

The lens through which we have been conditioned to view qualified applicants affects us all in ways we may not have considered. Questions like “Am I enough?” and “Is that person enough?” must be addressed from both the job seekers’ and the hiring teams’ perspectives. Those on the front lines of increasing diversity often grapple with whether they feel qualified to make changes, especially if they do not identify as a member of a historically underrepresented group. This is why my team spends so much time training. One of the purposes of such training is to ensure that hiring managers and interview teams believe they’re qualified to increase diversity. When you have not seen yourself well represented in fields where there’s a focus on increasing diversity and retention, it can be difficult to feel confident about doing this work effectively. The relative absence of White men leading DEI conversations, for example, can make them feel unqualified to engage in diversity recruiting. Feeling represented isn’t just an issue for candidates; it also affects recruiters and hiring teams.

To reiterate: There’s definitely a place for considering potential when hiring. But we will only explore that after we understand what being truly qualified means. Let’s start there.

SHOULD I HIRE BASED ON IDENTITY?

From my experience training companies on effectively increasing diversity, I cannot tell you how many times I have been asked, “Does diversity recruiting mean that I am required to hire someone based on identity?”

But the question isn’t typically presented this way. It is usually framed as the age-old question, “If I have two candidates, and one is White and the other is a person of color, does diversity recruiting mean that I am required to hire the person of color?”

Here is my answer: Nope. Hiring a person because of how they identify is just as illegal as refusing to hire someone because of how they identify.

Let me explain this by discussing three headline topics that went viral in 2023: the US Supreme Court’s ban on race-based admissions policies, the response memos from state attorneys general to Fortune 500 leaders, and the lawsuit involving the Fearless Fund.


Supreme Court rulings ban race-based college admissions. On June 29, 2023, the US Supreme Court declared race-based affirmative action unconstitutional in two cases, Students for Fair Admissions (SFFA) v. Harvard University and SFFA v. University of North Carolina. Grounded in the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, the landmark decisions reflected a shift away from prior admissions practices. It held that colleges needed to immediately revise policies to exclude race as a consideration, challenging them to find alternative methods to promote diversity while ensuring equal treatment. This marked a departure from long-standing affirmative action initiatives and prompted a reevaluation of admissions criteria and a move toward race-neutral alternatives.

Attorneys general urge corporations to evaluate their diversity policies. In the aftermath of these rulings, attorneys general from various states took action. They collectively sent a memo to Fortune 500 companies urging them to review their diversity policies to ensure compliance with the Court’s decisions. The connection to the Supreme Court rulings lay in the broader context of diversity initiatives and affirmative action efforts, extending their implications beyond college admissions to other sectors such as corporate diversity programs. The attorneys general cautioned companies against implementing policies that could be construed as race-based preferences, which would potentially conflict with the principles outlined in the Supreme Court’s decisions.

The Fearless Fund is sued over its grants to Black-owned businesses. The Fearless Fund, a venture capital initiative that focuses on supporting businesses led by women of color, particularly Black women, to address disparities in funding, was sued by Edward Blum, a conservative legal strategist known for challenging affirmative action and voting rights laws. His Project on Fair Representation has contested rulings such as the one handed down in 2016 in Fisher v. University of Texas. In that case, the Supreme Court ruled that universities could consider race as one factor in admissions decisions, provided they met strict scrutiny standards. Blum’s organization argued that the Fearless Fund’s exclusive grants to Black women violated the Civil Rights Act of 1866.



These disputes raise complex legal questions about the intersection of affirmative action, diversity initiatives, and antidiscrimination laws. And they underscore broader debates about how to address historical and systemic inequalities while ensuring compliance with laws designed to prevent discrimination.

This is the million-dollar question in the field of diversity recruiting and retention: How do you level the playing field for marginalized communities without discriminating against privileged communities?

If affirmative action grants preferential treatment, how can that treatment be applied in diversity recruiting without being discriminatory? The question seems like an oxymoron.

We’ve already clarified that our focus is on increasing representation in the candidate pool through intentional and inclusive outreach efforts during the sourcing and attracting milestones. That’s good. We are not discriminating. We’ve also discussed the importance of identifying and eliminating biases during the interview process. Good. That’s not discriminatory either. Now we are at the selection process.

There’s an underlying pressure to politicize the benefits of increased representation. I realized this one day during a conversation with someone on my team. He asked, in his own way, whether I lean right or left politically. He mentioned that many of my perspectives and approaches to diversity recruiting and retention seem liberal—like when I say that diversity includes everyone, which sounds progressive. But he also pointed out that some of my explanations seem more conservative—like when I emphasize that hiring a person based on identity alone is illegal, which can seem to hold back marginalized communities.


He asked, “Whose side are you on here?”

I answered, “I believe in representation, but not merely for the sake of representation.”



Stated differently, if a policy is “what we are doing,” then a procedure is “how we are doing it.” I genuinely believe that increasing representation in businesses, in workplaces, and on campuses is an absolute necessity. However, I also think the way we’ve been going about this work has historically been somewhat ineffective. As a result, many companies, despite their best intentions, have been toeing a very thin line of identity-based hiring.

And this brings me to the next point. How one identifies is not the critical element that creates great outcomes in increasing diversity. Instead, it is the intelligence gained from lived experiences—which are deeply influenced by identity—that matters. Leveraging this intelligence creates value and ultimately competitiveness for workplaces. Hiring a person because of how they identify is like placing a period at the end of a phrase that should have a comma. My mission in life is to make sure that employers recognize the intelligence that goes beyond identity yet is inseparable from it due to the lived experiences shaped by our identities.

RECOGNIZING DIFFERENCES IN LIVED EXPERIENCE

At twenty-five, I mustered up the courage to ask for my very first raise. I was working at a Fortune 300 organization as an HR generalist, and I reported to the assistant vice president of human resources, a White man in his mid- to late sixties. I needed the raise to make ends meet and repay student loans.

My boss’s reply gave me pause: “I’m not able to approve a raise, but why don’t you just ask your parents for the money?”

I could sense that he wasn’t trying to create harm, that there was genuine concern and a desire to be helpful. Still, I was utterly confused. “Is that a thing?” I asked myself.

I truly wondered, while my boss and I stared at each other, whether that is what White kids do when they need more money to cover their bills. To this day I still wonder if my facial expression gave away my confusion over his recommendation.

Asking my parents for money was not a part of my lived experience as an adult. It never crossed my mind that it was an option to ask my parents for money—even to cover my bills. To be able to live independently of my parents was a testament to the sacrifices they’d made financially during my first seventeen years and while I was in college. To turn to my parents, who had forfeited so much to create stability in my sister’s and my lives, seemed unthinkable.

I realized in that moment that my boss’s lived experience was different from mine. He told me that his daughter often came to him for money, and that he recognized the financial difficulty of a young adult who is first starting out. For him, covering her financial deficits was normal, and his sharing that story with me was a vulnerable act. I think he felt good that he was suggesting an alternative. I thanked him for his recommendation, and as I walked away from his office, I realized that he and I had brought two completely different perspectives to our conversation. I realized only later that this interaction would forge one of my earliest understandings of the critical value of unique lived experiences.

I am grateful for that experience, as it shapes how I show up as a leader today. It makes me acutely aware of my responses when one of my employees asks me for a raise. It shapes how I think about market pay data and pay equity.

LIVED EXPERIENCES AND THEIR EFFECT ON INTELLIGENCE

Earlier in the book I talked about the uniqueness of everyone’s experiences. No two people share the exact same experience of any situation. This realization helps you empathize with others who may be facing more adverse—or just different—circumstances than you.

But there is another side to this coin. The fact that we all experience the same situation differently holds significant value.

If we only measure skill by conventional standards—IQ for analytical skills, EQ for emotional understanding, and CQ for cultural intelligence—we might miss the full picture. There’s another form of intelligence that does not fit into these conventional molds, one that is derived not from textbooks but from the trials and triumphs of real-life experiences. I call it lived-experience intelligence (LEI).

A ton of evidence shows that diverse teams are successful and innovative:


• Companies with more women in the C-suite saw 34 percent greater returns for their shareholders.1

• Companies with greater-than-average diversity had 19 percent higher innovation revenues.2

• Companies in the top quartile for racial/ethnic diversity were 35 percent more likely to outperform their peers, while those in the same bracket for gender diversity were 15 percent more likely to do so.3

• Companies with both inherent and acquired diversity—“two-dimensional” diversity—were 45 percent more likely to report increased market share and 70 percent more likely to break into new markets.4



What lies behind these advantages? What’s the secret ingredient that links increased diversity to better workplace performance? That’s right: lived-experience intelligence.

I define LEI as the unique set of knowledge, skills, and abilities that arise from life’s challenges and victories, access and restrictions, privilege and oppression, all of which combine to provide us with deeper insight and perspective.

We all have lived experiences, but they vary widely between individuals, leading to a broad range of LEI in any given society. The benefit of these experiences comes when individuals put their learnings into practice and apply them in their thinking and actions to navigate the world. The degree to which they do this can be thought of as their LEI quotient (or their LEQ), reflecting how they apply their lived-experience intelligence.

I define LEQ as the extent to which one applies and utilizes the knowledge, skills, and abilities developed through life events, integrating them into one’s thinking and actions as valuable assets.

In short, LEI is what you have, and LEQ is what you use. Employees’ LEQs equip an organization to recognize and value this unique collection of skills, allowing it to tap into a diverse talent pool and identify the LEQs that best support its goals—what I call relevant LEQ. (See the table for a summary of types of LEQ.) LEQ helps organizations build key competencies in important areas, which is why diverse teams often perform better, but the concept is still not widely understood or applied in most workplaces.

Within the field of DEIB, and particularly in diversity recruitment, understanding LEQ shifts the focus from abstract ideas—like the link between workplace diversity and success—to concrete competencies that can be understood and valued at both the individual and organizational levels. LEQ can be as important as work experience and education, contributing significantly to high-performing organizations. Applied systematically, LEQ helps us identify, value, and invest in the benefits of workplace diversity, adding a new dimension of human and cultural understanding that enhances organizational proficiency beyond the simplistic, traditional concepts of diversity that have restricted our progress for so long. Note that in this context, I’m using the term “cultural” in the sense of diverse cultural identities. The idea is to acknowledge that “culture” comprises not only national culture, but also subcultures within a national culture.

What I define as primary LEQ describes insights and skills gained directly from personal experiences. However, living closely with someone with a particular type of LEQ, such as a family member who is part of a marginalized group, can build some competency in that category of LEQ, even though it could never be a substitute for direct, personal experience. I describe this type of learning as secondary LEQ. It is an observed, rather than inherent, experience. Similarly, tertiary LEQ is knowledge of others’ life experiences gained through education, but without any direct engagement. See the table titled “The Spectrum of LEQ” for a summary of the types of LEQ.

Note that secondary and tertiary LEQ are distinct from authentic allyship. They involve being familiar with the experiences of marginalized communities. Authentic allyship requires using one’s power and privilege to learn about, empathize with, amplify, and support those within such groups.

Primary LEQ is my main focus here, but the contributions made by secondary and tertiary LEQ are also recognized and valued. For organizations, relevant primary LEQ is the most valuable but also the most underrepresented, making it a key priority in recruitment.

While we all have a primary LEQ based on our lived experiences, some types are more recognized in American society than others. LEQ that aligns with the conventions of the dominant societal systems and structures is more likely to be identified and rewarded by employers and institutions. However, there is an equally valuable but largely untapped reservoir of skills and insights from the lived experiences of marginalized or underrepresented groups. I will outline how issues of power and privilege obscure certain types of LEQ, which can bring vital skills into the workplace if given adequate recognition. We will also see how employers can benefit by intentionally harnessing these overlooked types of LEQ.

THE SPECTRUM OF LEQ









	
Type of LEQ


	
Definition


	
Example





	
Organizational





	
Relevant LEQ


	
Employees’ knowledge, skills, and abilities that can meet the needs of the organization and of the customers it serves


	
If an organization wants to release a statement of appreciation for those serving in the military, an employee who’s a veteran might possess the relevant LEQ.





	
Personal





	
Primary LEQ


	
The particular set of knowledge, skills, and abilities gained from one’s unique life events, ultimately enhancing their insight and perspective


	
An individual who is in the military or is a veteran





	
Secondary LEQ


	
The particular set of knowledge, skills, and abilities gained from relating closely to someone who is primarily engaged in them


	
An individual whose sibling is in the military or is a veteran





	
Tertiary LEQ


	
The particular set of knowledge, skills, and abilities about others’ life experiences gained through education (e.g., studying market research on veterans’ issues)


	
An individual who is familiar with military service or veterans’ affairs because they subscribe to a military newsletter







LEQ AND ITS COUSINS: IQ, EQ, AND CQ

To understand the significance of lived-experience quotient, let’s imagine intelligence as an orchestra. IQ, EQ, CQ, and other traditional forms of intelligence are like the different instrumental sections—strings, woodwinds, brass, and percussion. Each plays an essential role. LEQ, as the conductor, integrates and directs all the sections, adapting to the nuances of the environment, the mood of the audience, and the specifics of the performance hall.

There’s a certain beauty in the logic of LEI. Life skills aren’t always defined by formulas and theorems. Sometimes they’re developed in the school of hard knocks, where there are no standard solutions but instead many pathways honed by experience, trial, and error. One study revealed that CEOs with varied career experiences tended to create more value and innovation (“strategic novelty”) than those with less varied experiences.5 The researchers attributed this fact to the diversity of the CEOs’ experiences, which enabled them to draw from a broader knowledge base and approach problems from unique angles.

Let’s consider emotional intelligence or EQ, which gauges our ability to manage our emotions and to understand those of others. Doesn’t a different layer of understanding emerge when you’ve experienced the same struggles as the person you’re empathizing with? When an executive can recall the feeling of an empty stomach as a child and thus understands the importance of food security programs for low-income employees, doesn’t their lived experience add a new dimension to EQ?

Cultural intelligence, or CQ, allows us to navigate cultural differences and work effectively across diverse environments. However, CQ taught in a classroom can never capture the richness and depth of understanding gained by someone who has lived in a culture, felt its rhythms, and navigated its complexities.

These examples, and many others, highlight how the intuition and shortcuts gained through life experiences are invaluable, especially in our complex, interconnected, and diverse world, where there are no one-size-fits-all solutions. LEI enables us to use diverse experiences to address complex issues from multiple perspectives, challenging the status quo and driving innovation. Recognizing LEI as a form of intelligence validates and values the experiences and insights of individuals from all walks of life, showing that resilience, adaptability, and creativity gained through life experiences are essential. This sends a powerful message about inclusivity and respect for diversity.

Countless individuals—both renowned figures and underdogs—have leveraged their lived-experience quotient, often without consciously recognizing that they’ve done so. Let me introduce you to a few of them and their novel and noteworthy feats.

Luis von Ahn and the Revolutionary Language-Learning App

Luis von Ahn, known for co-creating CAPTCHA and founding Duolingo, hails from Guatemala, a country marked by high poverty and limited educational opportunities. Years ago, he had to travel to war-torn El Salvador to take the certification exam to apply to college in the United States. This taxing and expensive journey exposed the glaring obstacles in language testing and fueled his resolve to create a more accessible and cost-effective solution.6 It catalyzed him to use his computer science expertise to create Duolingo, a free language-learning platform that has democratized education for millions worldwide.

In 2016, Duolingo introduced the Duolingo English Test, which can be taken at home, is priced at just $65, and requires less than an hour to complete.7 The game-changing test, recognized by prestigious universities like Yale, Harvard Extension School, Duke, and others, offers students globally a fairer chance at language certification.8

How did a computer whiz end up founding the world’s most revolutionary language-learning app? This unlikely transition was directly shaped by von Ahn’s ability to synthesize insights from his lived experiences, drawing on his unique LEQ. By doing so, he bridged the gap between computer science and language learning, transforming both fields.

Mona Hanna-Attisha and the Water Crisis in Flint, Michigan

In Flint, Michigan, a crisis was unfolding as lead-contaminated water flowed from taps into homes and ultimately into children’s and adults’ bloodstreams, giving them the classic symptoms of lead poisoning. For researchers, it was a stark example of environmental racism: a community predominantly composed of Black residents and economically disadvantaged families suffered disproportionately from governmental neglect and poor decision-making. The crisis began in 2014 when Flint switched its water supply to the Flint River as a cost-cutting move. Unfortunately, the water wasn’t treated to prevent lead contamination from old pipes, leading to a severe public health emergency. The slow response and the initial dismissal of the crisis by authorities only deepened the community’s suffering.

Enter Mona Hanna (formerly Mona Hanna-Attisha), a pediatrician and public health advocate who discovered from a colleague that Flint’s water was dangerously untreated. Her research quickly confirmed the contamination, unveiling the now-infamous Flint water crisis.

What compelled a pediatrician to step into the role of public health crusader? When I read her book, What the Eyes Don’t See, I realized that her LEQ stemmed from a unique blend of professional training and personal background, which had instilled in her a deep resolve to confront injustice. Hanna, raised on stories of resilience and resistance against Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, combined her life experiences with her medical expertise to address the Flint water crisis. Observing unusual symptoms in her young patients led her to suspect contamination in the water supply. Driven by her activist spirit, she made these findings public, challenging the misleading reassurances from authorities that the water was safe.

In her book, she recounts the influences that guided her to medicine: the care she received after an accident from a doctor who looked like her, her scientist parents’ encouragement, and even the TV series M*A*S*H. More profoundly, her path into public health advocacy and activism was shaped by her indirect exposure to the horrors of Hussein’s regime, as recounted by her parents, who desperately wished to return to their homeland. Hearing stories of the torture, mutilation, and murder taking place in Iraq seems to have left an indelible mark on her, instilling a fierce sense of justice. This early exposure to suffering and injustice, combined with her deep love of children and relentless commitment to finding cures for her patients, fueled her determination to right wrongs.

Had Mona Hanna-Attisha focused solely on her role as pediatrician, the full extent of Flint’s water contamination might have remained hidden. Conversely, without her medical expertise, she might have been unable to gather the evidence linking the water to children’s illnesses. Her unique blend of medical knowledge and activism enabled her to uncover this overlooked catastrophe, demonstrating the power of combining lived experiences to drive meaningful change.

My team refers to this interplay as the “it” factor behind success and innovation. Inside Dr. Hanna, there’s a child doctor, an educator, a leader, and a public health advocate. If these roles were held by different people working separately and without a common goal, they might struggle with multidimensional problems, perhaps only going through the motions of daily tasks. But because these roles were unified in one person, Dr. Hanna, something new and transformative emerged.

A significant issue in today’s workplaces is attempting to solve multidimensional problems with one-dimensional, homogenous teams. This method limits perspectives, as such teams often approach problems from a narrow viewpoint, missing crucial aspects. Workplace challenges are inherently multifaceted, involving cultural dynamics, communication barriers, innovation needs, customer diversity, and global market demands. Integrating LEI allows organizations to better navigate these complexities. Diverse teams, with varied cultural, racial, gender, and experiential backgrounds, bring valuable LEI, leading to more comprehensive and innovative solutions. When diverse teams combine their individual LEIs toward a common goal, they create a powerful organizational LEQ, unlocking the potential to accelerate innovation and progress, and addressing challenges in novel ways that a single perspective might miss.

Saqib Shaikh and Seeing AI

When Satya Nadella became CEO of Microsoft, he championed the annual global Hackathon, a week-long summer event where Microsoft engineers and other employees from around the world collaborate on exciting pet projects. Saqib Shaikh knew exactly what he wanted to work on. Saqib, blind since age seven, was a veteran Microsoft developer who had contributed to major projects like Bing and Cortana.9 Motivated by Nadella’s “purpose-driven” mission for tech, he led a team to develop Seeing AI, an app that has revolutionized accessibility for blind people. The app has been downloaded more than a hundred thousand times and used for over three million tasks.10

The Seeing AI app can describe the world to individuals with visual impairments, even reading text on screens and paper, making it a game changer for those navigating accessibility challenges. By simplifying everyday tasks, the app has reduced the barriers that people with blindness face, while also helping organizations foster a more inclusive environment.

Had Shaikh not been visually impaired, he might have chosen a project more aligned with corporate interests or a simple add-on feature, common choices among engineers. But his unique perspective as a person with blindness gave him firsthand insight into the daily challenges of accessibility. His lived experiences as both an engineer and a blind person were key in leading a team to develop a life-changing product. With the latest advances in generative AI, the app’s potential to generate vivid, true-to-life descriptions for users with visual impairment will only grow. This is Shaikh’s LEQ at work—a unique achievement born from his personal journey.

I appreciate Shaikh’s innovation as a testament to the value of LEQ because it’s truly one of a kind. The technologies behind the Seeing AI app, including its AI features, already existed. Indeed, Shaikh acknowledges “standing on the shoulders of giants.”11 The product’s true innovation came from tapping into the lived experiences of blind individuals in real-world situations, insights only someone with blindness could fully leverage. This made the product more accessible and user-friendly, possibly improving its overall efficiency.

Lived-experience quotient is the much-needed accelerant that makes a person’s skills shine more brightly and intensely. If more employers intentionally tapped into this quotient, it could fuel deeper and more nuanced innovation.

MY LIVED-EXPERIENCE INTELLIGENCE

I’ve always lived at the intersection of being ambitious and “different.” I’ve worked tirelessly to pursue my goals while understanding what it feels like to be a fish out of water in a world where Whiteness and maleness are considered the norm. The concept of lived-experience intelligence, a groundbreaking approach to diversity recruiting and retention, represents a culmination in my journey.

The first time I truly felt different was in high school during an advanced biology class. It was my initial experience in an advanced class of any kind. It was also the first time I was in a classroom with no friends sitting beside me. As a senior, I found myself in a class where no one else looked like me, and the comfort of having friends nearby vanished. Terrified and unable to articulate my fear, I almost dropped the class. However, my teacher’s quiet encouragement kept me engaged. She seemed to know what I was going through. Around the same time, my parents revealed that they couldn’t afford to send my sister and me to college. My mom, however, didn’t give up. She believed we needed to attend college no matter what, which led me to discover financial aid and student loans, shifting my future.

My advanced biology class prepared me for college. At Virginia Tech, among twenty-seven thousand students of whom only 4 percent were people of color, I learned three crucial lessons. First, I discovered the gap between my high school education and the academic rigor of college. I learned that not all grade schools are created equally. Feeling lost in freshman calculus while my peers excelled was a humbling experience. Second, I encountered the culture shock of being immersed in a predominantly White environment and expected to thrive (an understanding that finally allowed me to put language to the fear I had experienced in advanced biology class). Third, I learned about the nod, an unspoken rule among the few Black students to acknowledge each other with a nod when passing on campus. It conveyed the message “I see you.” Even in a crowd, we would lock eyes, share a nod, and move on. It is a thing I still do to this day.

Graduation brought its own challenges. While many classmates moved back home with their parents, giving them the ability to work and save money, I realized that wasn’t an option for me because rural southwest Virginia did not offer many career options for new graduates. I took a job in Pennsylvania, where I struggled financially. But I found safety and camaraderie among the Black and Brown workers in the warehouse, more than I did with the White colleagues I worked alongside in the office. This sense of difference followed me into my career in human resources.

These experiences—marked by both access and exclusion—have shaped my worldview and approach to diversity recruiting. LEI and LEQ were not novel innovations; I did not conjure up something that didn’t already exist. Rather, I named that which was understood yet nameless. Think of gravity. Though it has existed forever, we understood it only after Isaac Newton explained it. He took the Latin term gravitas, which meant heaviness or weight, and applied it to a precise scientific context to help us understand the force of attraction between masses. Similarly, I combined the concept of lived experiences with intelligence to highlight the central factor that makes increasing diversity so powerful for organizations that harness it.

My personal journey reveals why I care so deeply about job seekers and employers. I, Jenn Tardy, see the world of diversity recruiting through a lens forged by my lived experiences, which in turn have been inevitably shaped by feeling ambitious but being perceived as different. This perspective gave rise to the concept of lived-experience intelligence.

Through my work, I get to leverage my LEI to transform how we think about and approach diversity recruiting and retention. Each moment of feeling “different,” every challenge, and all the victories have equipped me with the skills to help shape the world of diversity recruiting in a way only I can. This journey, driven by both inclusion and exclusion, has been essential in developing the expertise I bring to this critical work. This is how lived-experience intelligence factors into and affects the decisions I make.

THE TWO-FACTOR VALUE-BASED HIRING MODEL

Let’s go back to my earlier question: Isn’t there value in the fact that we each experience the same situation entirely differently?

My answer is a resounding yes! For this reason, I recommend LEI as a factor that must be considered when making a final selection decision. As a matter of fact, it is the factor we have historically been confused about when considering whether to hire based on identity. How one identifies is only the tip of the iceberg when determining the value they bring to the workplace.

A hiring manager is responsible for hiring new employees based on that workplace value. To assist with making that determination, I want to introduce our Two-Factor Value-Based Hiring Model:


Factor #1: What value does this person bring to the role for which they are interviewing? Do they meet or exceed the minimum qualifications outlined in the job description? Do they meet or exceed the preferred qualifications?

Factor #2: What value does this person bring to the team, department, business unit, and/or organization? How can they increase an organization’s lived-experience quotient?



As a reminder, lived-experience intelligence provides the performance advantage because it drives greater benefits to the organization. Candidates should be hired, praised, and rewarded based on their skill and their unique combination of perspectives and considerations. Hiring based on LEI is a way to turn diversity recruiting into simply recruiting. In other words, it makes diversity recruiting systematic.

Right now, many organizations are working to increase diversity but are not considering LEI and LEQ, and this is creating an obstacle course for candidates. Again, these are not new concepts; rather they are names for phenomena that have gone unacknowledged for too long. Ignoring LEQ in diversity efforts can lead to problems like hiring a person based on how they identify. This approach unintentionally positions them as a “diversity hire,” opening the door for others to question whether they are qualified for the role. This impacts not only the company but also the new employee.

In companies’ efforts to increase diversity, the focus often shifts to hiring based on identity rather than the more effective approach of hiring for the broad and deep intelligence a candidate brings to the organization.

THE SELECTION OBSTACLE COURSE

LEQ addresses several obstacles in the hiring process by providing a structured, objective, and transparent framework for evaluating candidates. It reduces conflicting feedback, mitigates biases, speeds up the identification of high-potential candidates, and supports legal compliance.

The hiring process isn’t just a test for candidates and recruiters; hiring managers navigate their own obstacle course. These challenges can directly shape the decision-making process and are guaranteed to influence the final outcome. Let’s explore the hurdles that hiring managers face.

Conflicting or Incomplete Feedback from the Recruiter

Hiring managers often rely on recruiters for initial candidate evaluations, yet the feedback they receive can be a mixed bag. Conflicting opinions from different interviewers can make it tough to gauge a candidate’s true potential. Incomplete or inadequate feedback further complicates the picture. A recruiter might focus on a candidate’s technical skills but overlook their lived experiences or soft skills, leaving the hiring manager with an incomplete profile. This fragmented feedback can lead to uncertainty and second-guessing, slowing down the decision-making process and increasing the risk of an incompatible hire.

Solution: LEQ provides a structured way to evaluate candidates’ experience, reducing subjective disagreements among interviewers.

Studies have shown that structured interviews and standardized evaluation criteria lead to more reliable hiring decisions. A 1998 meta-analysis by Schmidt and Hunter of nineteen types of assessments found that there are three predictors of job performance: work samples, cognitive ability or general intelligence, and structured interviews. Companies generally use a combination of these factors, an approach that has proven to be effective. The analysis also showed that structured interviews were more effective than unstructured interviews.12 Other research reinforces the finding that structured interviews are more than twice as effective as unstructured ones in predicting job performance.13

Laszlo Bock, former senior vice president of people operations at Google and a cofounder of Humu, writes in his book Work Rules! that Google’s use of rigorous analysis in hiring significantly reduced time to hire and increased the quality of hires.14

Imagine a candidate who has worked in various industries and brings a wealth of diverse experiences. One interviewer might see this as a lack of focus, while another views it as versatility. LEQ standardizes the evaluation by quantifying the experiences based on their relevance and impact. A candidate who has led successful projects in different sectors might be given a higher LEQ score for adaptability and problem-solving skills. This structured evaluation to assess cognitive ability reduces feedback subjectivity, making it easier to compare candidates objectively.

Pressure to Fill the Position Quickly

Hiring managers often face pressure from upper management to fill positions quickly. But rushing the process can compromise the thoroughness of the evaluation. Quick decisions might overlook red flags or fail to fully consider all aspects of a candidate’s suitability. The push to fill roles swiftly often means settling for a less-than-ideal candidate, which may lead to higher turnover rates and additional costs in the long run.

I want to clarify that taking additional time to develop a well-represented candidate pool is not an inherent problem with diversity recruiting. Delays in the hiring process happen not because of flaws in diversity recruiting but rather due to challenges in workforce planning. By implementing strategic workforce planning that incorporates diversity, equity, and inclusion, we can begin seeing the benefits in our candidate pools and achieve better representation.

Workforce planning involves analyzing, forecasting, and planning for employee supply and demand. It assesses gaps and determines the necessary talent management interventions to ensure that an organization has the right people with the right skills in the right places at the right time to fulfill its mandate and strategic objectives. Workforce planning looks ahead to future needs and plans for them today, building effective partnerships to create stronger talent pipelines for the future.

Your candidate pools are a direct result of partnerships that you’ve cultivated and the level of engagement within those partnerships. The challenge is that these strategic partnerships have only recently begun to address the need for representation. As a result, organizations are rushing to find solutions to a centuries-old problem. Building relationships takes time, but when done effectively, it can produce fruitful outcomes.

Solution: LEQ allows for quicker identification of high-potential candidates by highlighting key experiences that align with the job’s demands.

When there’s urgency to fill a role, the traditional process of sifting through resumes and conducting multiple rounds of interviews can be time-consuming. LEQ can expedite this by quickly identifying candidates with relevant experiences. For instance, if a role requires effective, prompt leadership, a high LEQ score in crisis management from a candidate who has successfully led emergency response teams can make them an immediate standout.

According to a report by Deloitte, organizations consist of five structural layers: the ecosystem, the organization, the team, the leader, and the individual. Organizations that recognize and leverage diverse “external ecosystem[s]” and the varied lived experiences of individuals are better positioned to innovate and adapt in rapidly changing environments.15 LEQ helps bring these valuable experiences to the forefront, ensuring that nontraditional candidates are given due consideration.

Biases and Subjectivities

Have you ever thought someone was the perfect candidate for a job just because they went to a fancy school? Or dismissed a great applicant because they came from a less impressive company? You’re not alone.

Hiring the right people is difficult, especially when we’re stuck using outdated methods. And the process can get complicated by certain biases that appear frequently, ones that are often upheld by hiring managers. Here’s a point that is worth reemphasizing: When assessing candidates, if you are seriously committed to increasing diversity, it is important to challenge yourself to eliminate bias. So let’s discuss certain common biases (a few of which we touched on earlier in the book).

Pedigree Bias

Pedigree bias considers people with certain education or experience to be more competent than others. Ivy League graduates are often considered more competent than people who’ve graduated from lesser-known universities. According to economist Byron Auguste, “Pedigree is determined by where someone went to school, what degrees they completed, what jobs they’ve had—in what order and time frame—and how those fit the algorithms that reflect who is likely to have the needed skills.”16

There’s nothing wrong with seeing a person’s school, degree, and job history as indicators of their qualifications for a position. The problem arises when we perceive that others who do not fit these benchmarks are thus unqualified. In other words, while someone can be considered qualified with a certain pedigree, that is not the only way to be equally or even more qualified.

Silicon Valley has a long history of preferring to hire software engineers who have graduated from prestigious universities like Stanford, UC Berkeley, and MIT.17 A candidate who has graduated from a well-known state university and who has significant experience in AI can often be overlooked in favor of someone with a similar background but a degree from Stanford. This bias leads to a lack of diversity in educational backgrounds within these companies.

Many prestigious law firms in the US follow what’s known as the Cravath System, named after the law firm Cravath, Swaine and Moore.18 This system heavily favors hiring graduates from top law schools like Harvard, Yale, and Stanford. Firms that adhere to this system are less likely to hire candidates from lower-ranked law schools, regardless of their individual capabilities or experiences.

To counter pedigree bias, consider implementing a blind recruitment process where the names of a candidate’s previous employers are anonymized. This forces hiring managers to focus on skills and experiences rather than the prestige of a candidate’s pedigree, allowing for a more objective assessment of qualifications.

Competitor Bias

Another bias that impacts who we see as qualified is what I call industry competitor bias. We often consider candidates as qualified only if they have experience with organizations in our industry’s competitive landscape.

It’s easy for recruiters to limit their recruiting to industry competitors, but doing so ultimately narrows the candidate pool. If your industry faces underrepresentation, increasing diversity will be impossible unless you broaden your recruitment efforts beyond just industry competitors. To avoid competitor bias, expand your recruitment efforts by identifying talent competitors: companies in different industries that require similar skills. Qualified job seekers migrate across industry sectors, bringing a wide range of job titles and both direct and transferable work experiences. For example, if you’re in the automotive industry, consider looking at tech companies for software engineers who can bring valuable expertise in AI and autonomous driving technologies.

Understand the job titles used in other competitive industries that might align with your candidate pool. To develop your list of talent competitors, talk with employees who directly report to you and learn about their career histories. Make note of companies and job titles that may be viable for future recruiting. You might be surprised at how many high performers on your team started their careers outside your industry.

Here is another exercise. When people join your company, take note of their previous employers and the companies they applied to before accepting your offer. When candidates decline your job offers, find out which offers they are accepting. Similarly, when applicants accept jobs at your company, ask about the offers they declined. These offers may not all be from within your industry. By quickly learning which other sectors your talent is involved in, you can broaden your sourcing strategies and tap into new talent pools more effectively.

Company Bias

A bias that doesn’t get enough attention but significantly affects our perception of qualified candidates is company bias. This is the belief that candidates are unqualified if they have worked for employers, initiatives, or industries we consider inferior or subpar. (Are you noticing a pattern here?)

Company bias occurs when candidates are automatically disqualified based on the reputation of their previous employers. This bias allows the company’s reputation to overshadow the candidate’s actual knowledge, skills, and experiences. A candidate is more than just the companies they’ve worked for; great candidates can come from less than reputable employers. Just because one person from a company doesn’t fit doesn’t mean all candidates from that company will disappoint.

How do you challenge company bias? Assess candidates for their unique achievements and potential, not based on the reputation of their past employers. Design a structured interview process that targets key competencies and measurable outcomes. Push your team to dig into specific skills. Aim to assess a candidate’s LEQ to discover how their real-world experiences have shaped their abilities, ensuring that each evaluation is rooted in what the candidate can bring to your team rather than where they’ve been before.

Performance Bias

Some companies use rejection criteria to categorize interview performance—for example, poor interview, unsuitable personality, sloppy appearance, poor follow-up questions, poor attitude, unwillingness to ask questions, inappropriate behavior. As discussed earlier, interviews are performances. Some people perform well, and some do not. People who might have performed well on most days may do terribly at their interview with your company, and vice versa.

If you do not process these outcomes carefully, bias can fill in the gaps, preventing you from evaluating results on a case-by-case basis. Recruiters must be vigilant: Bias often hides in interview performance, which is not a reliable indicator of job performance (no matter how much we wish it were). As John Sullivan writes, the recruiting process often has a 50 percent failure rate.19 That’s because bias affects how we perceive and judge interview performance. What one interviewer may perceive as arrogance, another may interpret as confidence. What one considers inappropriate, another might view as humorous. When rejecting a candidate based on interview performance, it’s a good idea to pause, reevaluate the performance, and ask yourself: Which essential job function or element does this performance suggest the applicant cannot fulfill? If you can’t identify any, continue to evaluate the candidate based on elements relevant to the job.

To address performance bias, introduce a debriefing session after each interview where multiple interviewers discuss and document the candidate’s responses in relation to the job requirements. This approach helps mitigate individual biases and ensures that decisions are based on job-related criteria rather than on subjective impressions of interview performance.

Professionalism Bias

Let’s talk about standards of professionalism. Bias can influence our definitions of professionalism, affecting who we view as professional or unprofessional.

Think about where the idea of standards of professionalism originated. When was the last time you questioned who established these standards in your industry or workplace? Typically, they are set by those who have been in the workplace the longest. In the United States, standards of professionalism are often rooted in Whiteness—specifically, White, cisgender, male norms. As a result, candidates who present similarly to these norms are more likely to be labeled as professional, while those who differ in behavior or appearance from them have historically been deemed unprofessional.

If a person comes packaged in a way that deviates from how you’ve been conditioned to define competitive or professional candidates, does it mean they are less qualified or incapable of doing the work? It’s worth taking a moment to pause and reflect.

Reevaluate your company’s standards of professionalism by broadening your understanding of what constitutes professional behavior and appearance. If a candidate or employee is unable to bring their whole self to the company or workplace due to rigid “standards of professionalism,” it’s time to do away with those norms. Implement regular discussions and training sessions on diversity and inclusion to help team members recognize and address ingrained biases about professionalism. This approach ensures that outdated standards don’t unfairly exclude underrepresented candidates.

Solution: By focusing on the tangible value of lived experiences, LEQ helps mitigate biases and ensures a more objective assessment.

A candidate from a nontraditional background might be overlooked due to unconscious biases. LEQ shifts the focus to specific experiences that demonstrate critical skills. For example, a candidate who has navigated significant life challenges (like starting a successful business after facing personal hardships) may score high on resilience and innovation. This quantifiable approach helps hiring managers see beyond surface-level traits and recognize valuable qualities rooted in lived experiences.

LEQ acts as a magnifying glass that reveals the hidden details of a candidate’s journey. It allows the hiring team to see the fine print of a candidate’s experiences, which might be missed in a cursory review.

WHY DIVERSITY IN LEADERSHIP MATTERS

The selection process can feel like an arduous obstacle course. The goal is never to sideline merit. Instead, the goal is to add depth by emphasizing diverse experiences. LEQ helps cut through the barriers created by traditional hiring methods. It helps us look beyond the usual qualifications and unlock the full potential of every candidate. This approach makes the process not only fairer but also smarter, leading to stronger, more innovative teams. Embracing LEQ turns the selection process into a path where merit, equity, and diversity work together to bring out the best in everyone.

People often wonder how diversity efforts fit with “conventional” ideas of equality. These questions come from a genuine place, whether it’s curiosity or skepticism. That’s where the real value of LEQ comes into play, showing why it matters in real-world situations.

With this in mind, let’s discuss diversity in leadership. Let’s be real—understanding and embracing diversity in leadership isn’t always straightforward.

“If a school with an all-Black student population and an all-White teaching staff achieves successful scores among the student population, do you still think increasing diversity among the teaching staff is an urgent matter?”

I’ve been asked variations on this question three separate times, and weirdly enough, I didn’t see any of them coming. Two of the people who posed the question were White, male school superintendents, and the other was a White woman who served on a board of education. Each time, I gave the same answer.

Teachers are often a child’s first exposure to leaders. No matter how academically successful children are, we don’t want them to grow up thinking that leaders are only White. Academic grades are not the only indicators of success. They mean nothing if students don’t consider themselves capable of leveraging those grades for grander opportunities—especially if they don’t see examples of people who look like them in those roles.

When there is a lack of representation in spaces like schools, people don’t just face an uphill battle to overcome self-doubt about their capabilities; they may also face skepticism from others who haven’t seen such possibilities themselves and thus may view their aspirations as unrealistic. We also face these challenges as adults. Imagine the difficulties kids in underrepresented schools have to navigate as they begin to think about their future ambitions.

In addition, a lack of representation leads to an absence of lived-experience intelligence being incorporated into innovation. It’s one thing to learn about the history of a popular local store from a teacher who has visited it occasionally, and quite another to learn it from a teacher who grew up in the same neighborhood and relied on it to do their weekly grocery shopping.

The first two times I was asked this question, I didn’t have children. By the third time, I did, so I was prepared to answer it in the most personal way possible. I thought of my kids. I shared that I do not want my young Black sons to be conditioned to think that leaders are only White.

My response was not virtue signaling but rather an expression of intentionality. I am very deliberate in stating that diversifying the range of leaders and role models that children see, interact with, revere, and get inspired from is crucial. This includes diversifying their teachers, action figures, scientists, and other influential people in their lives. It is no coincidence that I chose to raise my sons in a state that is 32 percent Black and a city that is 55 percent Black. It’s no coincidence that my sons’ pediatrician, their pediatric dentist, and our family physician are all Black. Their soccer, basketball, and swim coaches are all Black men. I love supporting Black-owned establishments, like the daycare my children attended when they were young. It’s no coincidence that I hesitated to send them to the public school in our district due to a lack of Black teachers—until I discovered that the school principal, who has been there for over a decade, was a Black woman.

My decisions may not sit well with some, especially if they are not Black or Brown. I even understand how people might see them as hypocritical. I have built a platform talking about diversity, yet I work intentionally to support all things Black whenever possible. I am at peace with this conscious decision, which I make daily for my boys and myself.

My children will grow up in a nation where it feels like they are continuously navigating a sea of Whiteness. From the teachers in their school system, to the representation in mass media, social media, and workplaces, Whiteness prevails. In this environment, it is my responsibility to ensure that Austin and Aiden also see the intentionally planted lighthouses, safe harbors, and anchors rooted in Blackness. These representations remind them to be proud of their rich cultural heritage and to recognize and support the Black excellence all around them—because, at least right now, these images and voices are still deeply underrepresented. By supporting Black-owned businesses and initiatives, I aim to contribute to the pursuit of true equality. My children deserve to see themselves reflected in the community we live in, and as their parent it is my job to safeguard and enrich their experiences. I believe that many people share this sentiment, because it applies to all underrepresented populations.

If all Americans grasped the “whys” of inequity and championed historically underrepresented communities in every possible way, we’d speed toward the goal of leveling the playing field. Here, “support” doesn’t mean reverse discrimination. It means understanding people’s experiences, acknowledging their LEI, and eliminating biases, stereotypes, and discrimination. That’s it—no handouts, no lowering of standards, and absolutely no special favors. Just fair and informed support.

The second reason I support Black-owned businesses is because I want to buy products and services that were made with me in mind. The best way to ensure that a product or a service is tailored to me or my sons is to support businesses that leverage lived-experience intelligence. When businesses focus on the experiences of underrepresented communities, they are better positioned to attract individuals from those communities. As more people who are underrepresented in your workplace but overrepresented in the workforce apply for jobs at your company and have positive candidate experiences, they are more likely to be selected. The result is a diverse, inclusive organization, which not only saves resources in sourcing but also addresses the problem of underrepresentation, fueling a positive cycle.

A LONG DAY AGO

Understanding the History and Dynamics of the Hidden Job Market

The concept of the hidden job market, which gained prominence in the late 1970s and early 1980s, refers to job opportunities that are not publicly advertised by employers. The idea began to take shape with influential works by Tom Jackson and by Bob Rodgers, Steve Johnson, and Bill Alexander.20

The hidden job market was once believed to encompass up to 80 percent of all job openings.21 However, such estimates rely on outdated statistics that predate the internet.22 Opinions among recruiters about the extent of the hidden job market vary widely.23 Daniela Herrera, a DEI consultant, suggests that while hidden jobs are common, they are not as pervasive as once thought. According to Herrera, companies typically use this approach under specific circumstances, particularly smaller firms lacking dedicated recruitment teams.24 One reason employers utilize the hidden job market is to save costs, which can be particularly beneficial for smaller organizations.25

Despite the evolution of recruitment practices, where over 70 percent of employers initiate talent searches internally and within immediate networks, the hidden job market remains significant.26 Career experts often advise against relying solely on traditional job applications, instead emphasizing the importance of proactive networking and engagement.27 Social media and online platforms have increased the relevance of the hidden job market by enabling recruiters to actively source candidates.28

Furthermore, as the public job market becomes increasingly saturated and automated, job seekers face challenges navigating through a flood of applicants and automated screening processes.29 In this landscape, the hidden job market offers an alternative avenue for exploring career opportunities, highlighting the importance of networking, personal connections, and proactive engagement in today’s job search.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Become the Top Choice

Dear Job Seeker,

Are you ready to step into your power and become the candidate every employer dreams of hiring? This chapter contains insights to help you transform your job search. As you reflect on the wisdom it shares, especially if you’re waiting to hear about a job selection, keep the following in mind:


• Your identity is not your sole defining feature. Your lived-experience intelligence shaped by your identity is what truly sets you apart. If a company fails to see beyond surface-level identities to recognize the depth of your intelligence, it may not be the right fit. Seek out companies that value your unique perspective and contributions.

• Employers may get caught up in surface-level indicators. These might include your pedigree or the reputation of your prior employers or industries. Remind yourself that these often serve as placeholders instead of providing a deeper understanding of your skills. Look for organizations that know how to assess your true skills and that value what you bring to the table beyond superficial attributes that are not valid indicators of your ability to be successful there.

• Be the solution. When asking about the challenges a company faces, position yourself as the solution to those challenges. Share examples of how your experiences and skills align with their needs, demonstrating your readiness to tackle their most pressing issues head-on.

• Your lived-experience intelligence is a powerful asset. It’s like a fingerprint: unique to you. Embrace the distinct insights and perspectives you bring to the table, which have been shaped by your life experiences. Your journey, with its triumphs and challenges, has equipped you with invaluable wisdom that can drive innovation and problem-solving in the workplace.



As you navigate your job search, remember to honor your authenticity and recognize the immense value you bring. Trust in your abilities, and seek out opportunities that align with your values and aspirations. You are capable, qualified, and more than enough. Keep shining brightly, and know that the right opportunity is waiting for you. Embrace your uniqueness, let it guide you, and watch as it propels you toward success. Your lived-experience intelligence is a gift—cherish it and leverage it. You’ve got this!








PART III

THE RETENTION OBSTACLE COURSE







CHAPTER EIGHT

PROMOTE

PATHWAYS TO PROGRESS

Fostering an inclusive workplace environment does not guarantee employee advancement, and it often overlooks the critical factor of career self-determination. This is why your employees are still frustrated.

Imagine the top three most coveted and sought-after positions in your workplace. Who holds these positions? How did those employees get there? What knowledge, experience, and insights did they have that made them qualified for the roles? Do they just understand the job in a way others don’t? What lived-experience intelligence did they leverage to ascend?

Reflect on their journeys. Was it a straightforward climb up the ladder, or did they find a secret passage that others were unaware of or lacked access to? Did they come from outside the company, bringing fresh perspectives, or did they rise through the ranks by decoding your organization’s unwritten rules of career success? Often, coveted positions are seen as the epitome of achievement, yet the path to reach them can seem shrouded in mystery, accessible only to a select few.

The workplace is a complex maze. Some people seem to breeze through it, finding shortcuts and secret doors, while others struggle to make their way out of the entrance. Think of Lacy, a colleague I discussed earlier, who seemed to have secured her position through knowing the right person at the right time. Was it just serendipity, or were there unspoken rules she followed?

How well someone navigates the employment system often determines their success within it. Remember how we talked about systems in Chapter Two? I explained that in the world of employment, someone’s ability to both access and navigate a system is a game changer. Systems of employment not only affect a person’s ability to get hired by a particular company. They also impact the person’s ability to gain opportunity once they become an employee. This chapter explores the important topic of what employees face while trying to progress within the workplace, particularly employees from marginalized communities.

THE ISSUE IGNORED BY INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENTS

Many workplaces pride themselves on having diverse teams and an inclusive culture. On paper, everything looks perfect: There are policies in place, diversity training sessions on the calendar, and a DEI committee that meets regularly. Yet beneath this veneer of inclusivity, frustration and disappointment simmer among the employees, especially those from marginalized groups who, despite the inclusive ambiance, find themselves consistently overlooked for promotions and high-profile projects.

Many companies make the big mistake of assuming that creating an inclusive environment alone will automatically solve the issue of lack of representation in leadership and in the most desirable roles. Despite efforts to foster inclusivity, leaders within these workplaces are often perplexed by the persistent complaints of employees who feel sidelined from opportunities. These employees wonder how it is possible that they can be made to feel welcome and like they belong, yet they still miss out on workplace opportunities. Why does this disconnect persist? It persists because a vital aspect of workplace culture often goes overlooked—one that demands our immediate attention.

The gap in career advancement opportunities is stark. Research by McKinsey shows that even though Black employees are well represented at entry-level positions in many companies, holding about 12 percent of such roles, their numbers drop to just 7 percent at the managerial level and even lower in senior management, around 4–5 percent. This decline is exacerbated by higher attrition rates among Black employees compared with their White peers, coupled with a significant promotion barrier from entry-level to managerial positions, often referred to as the “broken rung” on the corporate ladder.1 Additionally, over the past nine years, while women’s representation in the C-suite has grown from 17 percent to 28 percent, progress at the manager and director levels remains sluggish, creating a bottleneck for women in future leadership.2

The narrative that cultivating an inclusive workplace environment automatically ensures career progression is misleading and often results in a palpable disconnect. While leaders may boast about their dedication to inclusivity, the reality on the ground tells a different story. Employees from marginalized backgrounds in particular find themselves at a standstill, unable to reach the opportunities that are touted as attainable. This is why your employees are still frustrated even though your company has invested hundreds of hours and thousands of dollars in a DEI program. Why does this situation persist? Mostly, it boils down to an often overlooked yet fundamental concept: Employees want career self-determination.

CAREER SELF-DETERMINATION

Career self-determination embodies the belief that one’s efforts can and should have a direct impact on their career outcomes. It is the empowering feeling that your actions and decisions directly shape your career path—that you can hold the reins and steer your journey toward the goals and milestones you value most.

Charles P. Chen developed a useful theory of career self-determination.3 His ideas apply to career advancement. Individuals need to experience career autonomy, career competence, and career relatedness to achieve career self-determination.


• Career autonomy refers to the ability to make choices and have control over one’s professional path. Enabling employees to direct their own projects or choose their training strengthens their autonomy.

• Career competence involves feeling capable and effective in one’s job, a sense that grows through opportunities for skill development and challenging assignments that stretch one’s capabilities.

• Career relatedness is the desire to feel connected to others within the workplace, which is where inclusive culture plays its part.



Employees are repeatedly told that they are the company’s most valuable asset. They are told that the company believes in promoting from within. They’re led to believe that opportunities will be awarded based on merit, and a fair vetting process will determine advancement. They are told that by working hard, they’ll experience a sense of career self-determination. However, when a coveted role is quietly filled without transparency or fair consideration, or when pay secrecy is perpetuated, employees feel betrayed.4 If this phenomenon happens repeatedly, especially among underrepresented employee populations, your efforts to increase diversity will take a hit, as candidates from these communities will be reluctant to apply.5

If you want to solve the problem that often goes overlooked, even within inclusive environments, the path is straightforward. An inclusive culture meaningfully supports career self-determination by creating an environment where all employees feel valued, respected, and empowered to pursue their career goals. It’s a fundamental aspect of the work experience, but not one my team and I consistently see at workplaces that boast inclusive cultures. We tend to see obstacles to accessing new job opportunities—and therefore to employees’ ability to achieve career self-determination. When an inclusive workplace fails to address these barriers, it overlooks a critical element of DEI: transparent and equitable access to career advancement opportunities. This leaves employees feeling disgruntled and causes them to view DEI efforts as performative.

Even within organizations that pride themselves on cultivating cultures where every individual feels valued, there remains a crucial need for intentional and active internal diversity recruiting programs. Just as we view recruiting practices through an equity lens for external hiring, it’s important to focus on the internal candidate experience as well. When thinking about internal opportunity, our goal should be to identify and remove the obstacles that prevent employees, especially those from marginalized communities, to be able to get ahead after they’ve said yes to your job offer. We must delve into the challenges your internal candidates face as they strive to access and navigate opportunities within the workplace.

OBSTACLES TO ACCESSING OPPORTUNITY

Inclusivity lays the groundwork for an environment where all individuals feel valued, respected, and supported regardless of their background or identity. However, accessing opportunities within an organization often involves navigating a complex landscape influenced by various biases. These biases create significant obstacles that can impede career advancement. Let’s unpack the most critical obstacles: defining opportunity, identifying internal candidate pools, and seeing and evaluating potential.

Defining Opportunity

Biases can skew the perception of what constitutes an “opportunity,” often favoring certain roles or projects that align with traditional or dominant group norms. When we fail to acknowledge opportunity for what it truly is, we overlook the chance to comprehend why many employees become aggravated when they’re denied access to it. As Iyanla Vanzant aptly puts it, “Call a thang a thang.” We must accurately label each potential growth opportunity—be it a lateral move, participation in a high-profile project, or a promotion—and openly discuss who is eligible.

Promotions often mean increased pay and greater responsibilities. Lateral transfers might involve a shift in job duties without necessarily altering pay, authority, or title. Highly visible projects are typically short-term initiatives where employees collaborate on teams, with outcomes scrutinized by leaders or senior executives. Both lateral moves and participation in high-profile projects can be seen as pathways to eventual promotions, so it is important to recognize the opportunity within these two pathways.

When my team and I gather feedback directly from leaders and employees, it’s clear that a significant source of employee dissatisfaction stems from vague rules or unclear policies regarding pathways to these types of opportunities. Simply put, employees feel vexed when they lack clarity on how to access opportunities within their company. And even when a formal process exists for applying to a job deemed a promotion, the procedures for how to make a lateral move or take advantage of opportunities to participate in highly visible projects far too frequently remain elusive.

An employer’s failure to recognize and address the true nature of opportunities within the workplace leads to a cycle of frustration and disillusionment among employees. Without clear processes and equitable access to promotions, lateral moves, and high-profile projects, employees are left feeling undervalued and overlooked. This not only undermines morale and employee satisfaction but also hampers the organization’s productivity and innovation.

Workplaces must recognize that opportunities extend beyond promotions to include roles and projects that pave the way for future advancement. These opportunities are crucial for career growth as they showcase an individual’s skills and potential to a broader audience within the company. By acknowledging and equitably distributing these formative opportunities, organizations ensure that all employees have the chance to demonstrate their capabilities, build their key networks, and position themselves for future promotions. A holistic approach to defining and providing opportunities is essential for fostering a truly inclusive and dynamic workplace where talented employees from all backgrounds can thrive and progress.

Identifying Internal Candidate Pools

Biases in identifying potential candidates can narrow the view of who is considered qualified, a topic discussed earlier in the book in relation to the external candidate pool. This bias often results in overlooking talented individuals from underrepresented groups, reducing the overall diversity of internal candidate pools for advancement.

Ask yourself: How do your current employees discover internal opportunities? Too often, it’s through a sudden, company-wide email congratulating a colleague on moving into a position that was never publicly posted. This lack of visibility prevents others from vying for similar opportunities, perpetuating a cycle of exclusivity based on unwritten rules for career success.

But what if you had the ability to broaden your company’s access to internal candidate pools simply by ensuring that your HR teams, recruiters, and hiring leaders all recognize that at any given time, there are four types of candidates potentially vying for opportunities within your company:


1. Current employees who consider themselves ready now

2. Current employees identified through talent planning as ready now

3. Contingent staff, including contractors, consultants, and interns

4. External applicants, including those referred by current employees



Companies should actively seek out and consider candidates from each of these categories, rather than selecting a few from predefined or vague groups. A diverse, equitable, and inclusive talent pipeline maximizes the potential for finding the most qualified individuals, capturing both skills and lived experiences.

Let’s look at these four candidate groups and consider how to help each gain access to opportunities in your company.

Employees Who Consider Themselves Ready Now

These employees are proactive about their career progression. They are generally the ambitious ones, like me. They regularly signal their readiness for new challenges during performance reviews and participate actively in internal career development programs. To support them, organizations can implement a policy of posting all positions internally with clear eligibility rules. This approach allows candidates to apply for roles that align with their career goals without needing insider connections, democratizes the opportunity process, and ensures that advancements are based on merit and preparedness rather than informal networks and processes.

Rae, an ambitious midlevel manager, has consistently expressed an interest in taking on more responsibility during their performance reviews. They have also actively participated in the company’s internal career development programs, honing their leadership skills and expanding their knowledge base. When a senior management position becomes available, it is openly posted on the company’s internal job board. Rae applies for the role, knowing that their preparedness and proactive efforts will be considered fairly without their needing insider connections. Their application is evaluated based on their merits and readiness, ultimately leading to their promotion.

By making all job openings publicly available to current employees through an internal job board or similar platform, organizations ensure transparency. Each job posting includes detailed eligibility requirements, such as necessary skills, experience, and qualifications, providing clarity on what is needed to apply for the role.

This transparency ensures all employees are aware of available opportunities and can assess their fit based on clearly defined criteria. The policy aims to level the playing field by removing reliance on informal networks and insider information, fostering career advancement based on merit and preparedness rather than personal connections. By making the application process open and criteria-driven, a company promotes fairness, inclusivity, and equal access to career growth opportunities. Employees are encouraged to actively manage their career progression, confident that their efforts and qualifications will be fairly considered.

Employees Identified Through Talent Planning as Ready Now

Talent planning involves a strategic process where organizations assess employees’ skills, performance, and potential for advancement, with a special focus on identifying high-potential (Hi-Po) employees. These individuals not only excel in their current roles but also demonstrate the capability and drive to take on greater responsibilities in the future.

During talent planning sessions, managers and HR teams evaluate recent accomplishments, performance reviews, and participation in development programs. Hi-Po employees stand out for consistently exceeding expectations, showing strong leadership potential, and actively seeking growth and learning opportunities. Managers might review an employee’s recent projects, how well they’ve performed in their current role, and any additional training or skills they’ve acquired. They might consider feedback from performance reviews and involvement in professional development programs. This comprehensive assessment helps managers pinpoint those who excel now and are ready for more challenging roles.

Policies that support talent planning focus on two key elements to ensure fairness and transparency. First, they emphasize equity in evaluating Hi-Po talent, ensuring that all employees are assessed based on objective criteria regardless of background or identity. This prevents biases from influencing decisions and ensures that talent recognition is merit-based. Second, such policies must stipulate that although Hi-Po employees are included in the candidate pool for promotional opportunities, they are not guaranteed any position. Rather, all positions must be internally advertised for a specified period of time, long enough to allow all eligible candidates to apply. These policies ensure that the hiring process remains competitive and open to both internal and, as applicable, external candidates, maintaining fairness and equal opportunity. Moreover, internal communication channels should actively notify all eligible employees identified through talent planning about these opportunities, ensuring that qualified individuals are aware of and encouraged to pursue them.

This proactive approach promotes a culture of meritocracy and preparedness where talented employees are recognized and given the opportunity to advance their careers based on their skills and potential.

Contingent Staff

Members of this group—contractors, consultants, freelancers, interns, and the like—often gain entry to the candidate pool through their participation in work activities or via recommendations from current employees. Their roles as contingent staff give them a distinct advantage, allowing them to demonstrate their skills in real-world projects or to be endorsed by trusted colleagues.

Imagine a company working on a major software development project. Emily, a freelancer with specialized coding skills, is brought in for a six-month contract. During this time, she collaborates closely with the team, demonstrating her technical expertise and problem-solving abilities. As the project progresses, Emily’s performance impresses both the team and management.

To include this group in your candidate pool, consider implementing the following policies:


• Notification to contingent staff: Communication channels must be used to notify all eligible contingent staff about open positions that they are qualified to apply for. This keeps everyone informed and provides a fair chance to apply.

• Clear application process: Establish a clear and consistent application process that all candidates must follow, whether they’re internal or external to the company. This includes submitting resumes, participating in interviews, and undergoing assessments.

• Transparency in hiring decisions: Communicate the reasons for your hiring decisions to all candidates, providing feedback where applicable. This builds trust and understanding of the selection process.



External Applicants (Including Those Referred by Current Employees)

External applicants enter the candidate pool not only by applying for open positions through the company’s recruitment channels, but also through referrals from current employees. Because we’ve already discussed an equitable hiring process for external candidates, let’s take this opportunity to spotlight what’s needed to create an equitable policy among referred candidates.

Conrad, a referred candidate, is recommended by a long-time employee, Sara. Conrad’s resume makes it through initial screenings, and Sara’s endorsement highlights his strong work ethic and past accomplishments. This referral gives Conrad an edge, as the hiring team values Sara’s judgment and trusts her assessment of Conrad’s capabilities.

Policies to consider:


• Standardized evaluation criteria: To ensure fairness, all candidates entering the pool through the employee referral program will be evaluated using the same standardized criteria as nonreferred applicants.

• Transparent referral process: Clearly define and communicate how referrals are submitted, tracked, and evaluated. Detailed guidelines on the referral process are provided on the company intranet or through internal communication channels, ensuring that all employees understand how referrals are handled and that referred candidates are treated equitably throughout the hiring process.



Seeing and Evaluating Potential

In the last chapter, we talked about viewing the practice of hiring for potential through the lens of someone entering your organization. Here we will look at the same concept—hiring for potential—but from the perspective of your current employees.

Here’s my million-dollar question: Are our leaders equipped to see the potential in employees? In particular, are they equipped to see the potential in employees from underestimated groups?

To maintain the status quo and keep White, heterosexual, cisgender men in power, recruiting teams must regard this group as the most qualified and view everyone else as “less than qualified.” It’s not that others are unqualified; rather, they’re seen as “not ready yet,” “not ready now,” or “not enough.” The key phrase here is “less than.”

This is a key concept about gaining access to internal opportunity, and I want to make sure you absorb it. To help, I’m going to share what may be a very unpopular opinion. Companies often subtly (or maybe unconsciously) blame a lack of advancement on the employee, when the problem might be the environment. Companies invest significant resources in skill-building, mentoring, and employee development programs. Then when an employee doesn’t advance, they are often labeled as “not yet ready” or “will be ready with development.” This framing shifts the focus to the employee as the sole issue, rather than addressing barriers in the selection process.

Although this vague justification might placate employees, it fails to address deeper issues. What if the lack of diversity in those sought-after positions or higher ranks is not due to a failure on the part of employees but rather to a systemic failure to create a fair and transparent process for developing an internal candidate pool—which begins with our ability as leaders to effectively recognize potential?

I use the word “potential” here because we are discussing internal workplace opportunities. Many such opportunities move employees from roles where they have demonstrated their skills—often based on past experience—to new positions for which they may lack direct experience. This shift makes the concept of who is and is not qualified for internal opportunities more subjective. Therefore, our ability as leaders to recognize employees’ potential becomes crucial.

To address this, leaders need training on evaluating potential and readiness, which differs from assessing direct skills. Evaluating potential is inherently subjective and can easily become a breeding ground for bias if not managed carefully. Organizations should implement clear, objective criteria for assessing potential and readiness for advancement. Additionally, leaders must be held accountable for providing specific, actionable feedback to employees on how they can develop their skills to meet these criteria.

INFORMAL HIRING PRACTICES CAN CAUSE HARM

Informal hiring practices involve filling positions without structured, standardized, or publicly advertised methods. (Recall the hidden job market I described at the end of the last chapter.) These jobs are often filled based on personal connections or spontaneous decisions, bypassing formal application processes. When hiring is informal, whether internal or external, it creates chances for biases to infiltrate unnoticed. Decisions made on a whim result in leaders becoming subjectivity machines, inviting undue competition among employees who may feel compelled to forge personal connections to advance their careers.

Informal internal hiring practices disproportionately and negatively impact employees from historically underrepresented groups. As a leader, you are responsible for knowing—and clearly communicating—the exact steps for employees to access new opportunities within your organization.

Certain elements are common in ineffective internal hiring processes, regardless of how informal or unstructured they may be. These include:


• Excessive reliance on networks: Informal hiring often depends on personal networks rather than formal job postings or public announcements. This “method” tends to favor individuals within the immediate circle of hiring managers or influential company figures. Decisions are typically made based on recommendations or casual mentions during less formal interactions, such as social gatherings or quick corridor conversations. This can sideline potentially more qualified candidates who are outside these networks.

To counteract this issue, implement structured networking programs that include all employees, and ensure that each network interaction or recommendation is documented and justified. Supplement this with formal mentorship programs that connect employees, especially those from marginalized backgrounds, across different departments to reduce reliance on informal networks.

According to some research, where you grow up, where you go to school, and where you work can increase your access to opportunity by as much as twelve times.6 This results in what is known as the workplace network gap. The hiring obstacle course already makes it difficult for candidates from historically underrepresented backgrounds to get into the organization; imagine trying to get ahead when those who are making the decisions have an exclusive network.

• Ad hoc decision-making: Hiring decisions in an informal setting are often made impulsively, sometimes driven by the leader’s abrupt thought processes or based on immediate needs and subjective impressions rather than thorough evaluations. Decisions are frequently made without clearly defined criteria, and candidates are not always systematically evaluated against these criteria.

To address this, establish and enforce a uniform decision-making framework that includes detailed job descriptions, required qualifications, and a standardized scoring system for evaluating candidates.

• Lack of transparency: Informal hiring is characterized by a lack of clear communication about job openings. Prior publicity and advertisement are often avoided to limit attention, leading to decisions being made in secrecy and leaving many employees unaware of new opportunities. Opportunities are often shared within a closed group, and details about the hiring process are not disclosed, making it opaque and unpredictable.

To eliminate such practices, develop a clear policy that mandates the announcement of all job openings through a centralized, accessible platform. Implement standards for how and where jobs are posted to ensure equal access to information for everyone.

• Bypassing formal procedures: Informal practices skip over the formal steps typically involved in hiring, such as job postings, systematic reviews, and official applications. This leads to a process where not all potential candidates have the chance to apply, and selections are made without comprehensive review or oversight.

To transform this situation into a fair and systematic process, mandate the use of formal hiring procedures for all positions. Audit these processes regularly to ensure compliance, and proactively address any deviations.

• Hiring based on gut or intuition: Relying on gut feelings or intuition in hiring decisions can perpetuate biases and hinder diversity and inclusion efforts. Such decisions often stem from unconscious biases and result in the selection of candidates who are similar to the decision-makers, limiting diversity and potentially overlooking more qualified individuals.

To counteract this tendency, implement structured interviews with standardized questions and evaluation criteria. Train hiring managers and decision-makers to recognize and mitigate unconscious biases, ensuring that hiring decisions are based on objective assessments rather than subjective impressions.



The informal nature of the hiring process is prime breeding ground for personal biases and favoritism. Without formal checks and balances, the subjective preferences of the hiring manager can heavily influence hiring decisions, potentially disadvantaging well-qualified candidates who lack personal connections.

BUILDING AN INTERNAL RECRUITING PROGRAM

Now that you understand the elements of an informal hiring process, let’s focus on the most important point of this chapter: All workplaces with open opportunities, especially at the top, should develop an internal diversity recruiting program. This is the most valuable action you can take to create equitable access to networks that lead to opportunity and to support retention in your organization.

An internal recruiting program (IRP) is a systematic approach designed to ensure that all employees have equal access to advancement opportunities, regardless of their background or who they know within the company. If you already have an IRP in place, great! If not, here are two reasons to shift to a more structured approach: An IRP favors consistency and fairness. It also offers measurable outcomes and ensures accountability. With a formalized program, you can set clear diversity initiatives, track progress toward these objectives, measure the effectiveness of your initiatives, and hold leaders accountable for their part in achieving these goals.

On the next page there is a checklist of action items to help you develop an effective IRP.

USING YOUR POWER AND AUTHORITY TO LEVEL THE FIELD

I want everyone to remember the name Joni.

Many chapters ago in the story of my life, Joni took a chance on me at a time when I had the highest doubts in my ability. I was still questioning myself after having been rejected for a promotion at a previous employer three years earlier. There, my supervisor and I were both corporate trainers. I was hired because she needed a bit of relief, so we divided the task of training. The only difference between our roles was that she managed me and one other person. When her position became vacant after she took a new job opportunity, I thought I was a shoo-in. But instead of moving me into the role, the company brought in a woman from a different department with no management or training experience to be my new supervisor. When I was asked to train her for the job I had been overlooked for, I knew it was time to move on.

At my next job, my boss, David, announced he was transitioning to a new role. The vacancy was promptly posted, but I didn’t apply. A part of me was still impacted by my previous experience, and besides, the entire team knew (because David didn’t keep it quiet) that Joe, a White male, was being groomed for the role. (Both David and Joe are fictional names.) Whenever David was on vacation, Joe would fill in for him. Joe had been a recruiter longer than me, and he and David were chummy outside of work. It was obvious there was no point in applying. The job was already slated for Joe.

CHECKLIST: INTERNAL RECRUITING PROGRAM








	
✓


	
ACTION ITEMS





	
	
Utilize talent planning to cultivate internal candidate pools for key positions instead of preselecting individuals to hire into roles. Ensure that talent planning programs, such as succession planning and high-potential programs, feed into the candidate pool.





	
	
Even after taking the above steps, post all positions, and encourage internal candidates to apply. Assess each applicant fairly within the larger pool to determine suitability for the role.





	
	
Promote transparency in talent and succession planning by sharing details of the processes with all employees and ensuring their understanding of them. Use development plans to outline pathways for career advancement.





	
	
Establish an internal resume database to efficiently assess talent readiness within the company.





	
	
Introduce an internal referral program to encourage employees and leaders to recommend candidates from outside their department (but within the workplace) for opportunities.





	
	
Establish a succession planning strategy that focuses on creating a talent pool comprising individuals from various departments and levels within the organization. This will ensure that potential successors for key roles are identified and developed from a diverse range of backgrounds and experiences across the company. 





	
	
Mandate internal posting for all positions, even if they are simultaneously advertised externally. This will allow all qualified employees an equal chance to apply.





	
	
Define clear criteria for denying or rejecting internal applicants, ensuring that decisions are based on objective performance metrics rather than abstract notions.





	
	
Require all candidates to apply and be interviewed for internal opportunities. This includes both employees identified via talent planning and contingent staff (interns, contractors, freelancers, etc.). For those who don’t meet the qualifications, ensure that they at least have a conversation with the recruiter. 





	
	
Remove unnecessary qualifications from job postings to promote inclusivity and widen the candidate pool.





	
	
Communicate any unwritten rules, such as rewarding fundraising or sales success, to all employees, promoting equity in the process and providing additional training and development for skills needed to meet the unwritten rules.





	
	
Mandate that denying an employee the chance to apply or interview for an internal opportunity requires managers to provide an approved business reason, especially if an employee meets eligibility guidelines.





	
	
Similarly, rejecting an employee for an internal opportunity must be tied to objective performance metrics, not based on abstract ideologies like a perceived reputation. 








But what no one was prepared for was Joni. She led the department and was David’s manager. She called me at home on a Saturday afternoon. Up to that point, I could count on one hand the number of times I had spoken to her, in or out of the office. Our department was very hierarchical, and most of my needs and requests were handled just fine through David. He was a good manager. Joni’s reason for calling was to inquire why I had not applied for the job posting, which was closing in less than twenty-four hours. I explained my reasoning about Joe and said that I didn’t see the point. We spent a few minutes discussing the qualifications for the role and my skills, and then, without promising anything, she said, “You should apply.” That was it.

I am blessed to have worked for such a thoughtful and intentional woman, who took time out of her Saturday to reach out and remind me that I was qualified, even when I didn’t see it in myself. I am grateful that she used her power and authority to bring equity into a hiring process that had historically been set up as a succession plan for more White men and women.

I applied for the role at the eleventh hour. After a grueling set of interviews, the job offer was mine. It was my first step into leadership. I hadn’t known this could happen. I didn’t realize someone could intervene and tell me I was qualified, even when I didn’t believe in myself.

Joni taught me a vital lesson: True power comes from the actions we take to lift others. That Saturday, Joni didn’t just fill a vacancy; she upended a systemic norm. Notice that she did not offer me a handout, she did not make exceptions to the interview process, and she did not expect me to be in her network. She simply made me aware that I was qualified and should apply. Genuine leadership is about bringing others along and helping them become leaders. When one person chooses to level the playing field, it sets the stage for others to succeed.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SHARED VALUES IN CAREER ADVANCEMENT

Let’s return to the conversation about shared values, this time with a focus on assessing employees for internal opportunities. As discussed in Chapter Six, in diversity recruiting there is a place for sameness, and that is around shared values. These values are foundational in supporting effective decision-making within internal career advancement processes. For job seekers, aligning with shared values leads to higher-quality outcomes and a better experience for all stakeholders. The same principle applies to internal employees. However, when vying for promotions or leadership roles, the emphasis on shared values becomes even more critical.

Recall from Chapter Six that I recommend three methods for integrating values into your interview process:


• Interpretation of values

• Scenario-based questions

• Task-related values



These also apply to the internal evaluation process. I also recommend using the FAIR model for bias-free evaluation when integrating shared values into your internal hiring process. However, it’s important to differentiate between values for leadership roles and those for nonleadership roles. When assessing internal candidates for leadership positions, the focus on values should be more intense and comprehensive than for nonleadership roles.

The approach should differ in depth of alignment, scope of impact, demonstration of values, and vision and influence. Here’s what that can look like:


Depth of alignment: Leaders must deeply embody and exemplify the organization’s core values. Their role involves not only adhering to these values but also inspiring and guiding others to do the same. Therefore, it’s crucial to assess leaders’ commitment to and understanding of the company’s values at a deep level. In contrast, for nonleadership roles, while alignment with company values is important, the focus shifts to the candidate’s ability to contribute effectively to the team and perform their job responsibilities in accordance with these values. The depth of alignment required is less intense than for leadership positions.

Scope of impact: Leaders influence the entire organization. Their alignment with values affects company culture, strategic decisions, and overall direction. Hence, their values alignment should be assessed in terms of its broader, organization-wide impact. By contrast, the impact of individuals in nonleadership roles is more localized. The assessment for these positions can focus on how their values align with their immediate team and specific job duties.

Demonstration of values: Leaders should have a track record of demonstrating company values across various scenarios, particularly in challenging situations. They should be able to articulate how they have upheld and will continue to uphold these values in their decision-making, team management, and strategic planning. For nonleadership roles, the emphasis is on how candidates demonstrate values in their day-to-day work and interactions. The focus is on consistency in smaller-scale, routine scenarios.

Vision and influence: Leaders should demonstrate how they will use company values to shape the vision and influence others. They need to align their personal leadership philosophy with the organization’s values to guide and inspire their teams. For nonleadership roles, the focus is on fitting into the existing culture and contributing positively within the framework of the company’s values.



By differentiating how values are assessed for leadership versus nonleadership roles, you ensure that those stepping into leadership positions are truly equipped to uphold and propagate the core values that drive your organization’s success. This nuanced approach helps build a robust leadership team that is aligned, cohesive, and capable of guiding the organization effectively.

CHALLENGE YOUR LEADERS TO BROADEN THEIR INTERNAL NETWORK

The longer I’ve been in corporate America, the more I’ve heard about important conversations happening behind closed doors—discussions among top leaders about future workplace opportunities. At first, I didn’t pay much attention. But then I noticed something interesting: These secret talks often led to new job opportunities, like promotions or big projects. When I became a leader myself, I finally got a seat at the table to both observe and participate in these conversations. So I can confirm that they are real.

We’d chat about the current talent and rising stars within the company, focusing on emerging opportunities long before they were ever posted. We’d discuss who might be ready for a new role soon, and then we’d review employee resumes.

What surprised me was how often people from marginalized groups were left out of these conversations. Sometimes it was because they lacked sponsors, and other times it was because the decision-makers didn’t know them or their work. It wasn’t just about hidden job openings; it was also about leaders making decisions without being aware of all the good candidates, simply because these employees weren’t in the leaders’ usual circles.

To increase diversity in advanced and highly coveted positions, leaders need to make an effort to become acquainted with a broader range of people, especially if they want to attract the best and brightest talent. This means getting to know the people they work with every day. And by “know,” I mean understand their work firsthand, not through secondary sources like other people, performance reviews, or hearsay. I call this approach intentional internal networking.

Intentional internal networking can be just as powerful as external networking, especially when leaders are making decisions about the next generation of leaders for important and highly visible projects, lateral transfers, and promotional opportunities. To leverage this form of networking to your advantage, prioritize direct engagement with employees and their work. Start within a specific team, expand your focus throughout the company, and consider including contingent staff like interns or contractors. They all contribute to your internal candidate pools, and ultimately to the talent pipeline.

Recruiters can support leaders in their efforts to network internally. Here are some ideas:


• Invite an employee to have lunch.

• Host small-group “lunch and learn” sessions. These events allow employees to learn about their leaders, their vision, and their philosophies while having the opportunity to ask questions. They are also ideal activities for new employees within the first ninety days of their onboarding.

• Create opportunities for employees to bypass one or two levels of management. Set up annual one-to-one meetings between these employees and top leaders to foster direct communication and engagement.

• Engage on internal platforms. Some workplaces have an intranet that allows employees to chat with one another or leaders to publish a blog where employees can comment. Use whatever internal communication tools are available to you to further engage.

• Establish or reestablish leaders’ open-door policies, and encourage and empower employees to take advantage of them.

• Ask managers to formally introduce key talent to their teams.

• Ask ERG leaders to make formal introductions to management of key talent within their group.



The goal is straightforward: Intentional internal networking will boost internal referrals and enhance talent planning efforts, including succession planning and high-potential programs focused on developing future leaders.

THE SPECTER OF SELF-DOUBT

Along the obstacle course that employees must navigate before reaching upper management, a disheartening narrative often unfolds: an employee’s journey from “not qualified for this job” to a haunting echo of “I am not enough.” This transition, akin to a cosmic shift, marks the moment when external challenges shift into internal battles, turning hurdles into sources of self-doubt. We’ve witnessed this narrative develop time and again in our coaching sessions.

Here, between the allure of the glass escalator and the barriers imposed by the glass ceiling, employees confront an insidious foe: imposter syndrome. Invisible but deeply felt, its weight crushes aspirations and stifles ambition. Self-doubt grows stronger, shrouding potential in uncertainty.

Yet it’s not just the silent struggles that plague employees; it’s also the quiet quitting, the subtle erosion of hope, the gradual drift toward resignation. Here lies the crux of the matter: the battle to retain talent is not merely a logistical challenge but a deeply personal one.

In every employee lost to the specter of imposter syndrome lies an untold story of unfulfilled potential, deferred dreams, and unspoken aspirations. And so, in the interplay between advancement and adversity, the goal is not merely to retain employees—it’s to safeguard their spirit, nurture their dreams, and ensure that every voice is heard in the cacophony of corporate life.

In the journey toward building a truly inclusive workplace, it’s essential to recognize the complex challenges that underrepresented employees face in accessing advancement opportunities. Despite the strides made in fostering diversity and inclusivity, systemic barriers persist, highlighting the need to shift focus from merely creating a welcoming environment to actively dismantling the obstacles that hinder career self-determination.

Some effortlessly navigate the path to advancement within organizations, while others struggle to find their way forward. Yet the journey is not solely determined by individual capabilities, but also by systemic inequalities embedded within the organizational framework. Marginalized employees encounter invisible hurdles that impede their progress, such as informal hiring practices, unwritten rules, and exclusive networks.

Ultimately, when employees sense that they can’t achieve career self-determination, even the most well-intentioned DEI recruiting programs will fail to retain them. This lack of fulfillment leads us to the problem we will discuss in the next chapter: high employee turnover and the resulting inability to retain top talent, which severely impacts organizational success.

A LONG DAY AGO

The Historical and Intersectional Dynamics of the Gender Pay Gap

In July 2023, headlines touted the achievement of the lowest recorded gender pay gap in the United States.7 While this development is undoubtedly a step in the right direction, the US still ranks ninth in terms of gender pay disparity among member countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, indicating there’s much ground yet to cover.8

There are two key points to consider here. First, although statistics on the pay gap may vary slightly depending on the source, the overarching trends persist. Second, significant regional disparities exist in both racial and gender pay gaps across the US. While these regional nuances may not significantly alter the use of generalized national statistics, they hold profound implications for diversity recruitment efforts. Understanding the specific pay dynamics for underrepresented groups in your region can offer invaluable insights for developing tailored sourcing strategies to attract diverse talent pools.

With these considerations in mind, let’s briefly explore the historical narrative behind the gender pay gap. Prior to 1979, the US Department of Labor did not collect gender-specific pay statistics.9 Nonetheless, insights from numerous nongovernmental organizations and academic researchers shed light on the roots of the disparity, which can be traced to a combination of social and political factors.

At the onset of the twentieth century, societal norms confined most women’s economic activities to the domestic sphere. Even as women began entering the workforce, occupational choices were severely restricted due to cultural expectations and limited access to education. Overt pay discrimination further exacerbated the issue, exemplified by instances such as saleswomen in the 1920s being paid half the wages of their male counterparts for identical roles.10

In the 1930s, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal program failed to extend job protections to certain occupations, perpetuating the segregation of non-White women into lower-paid jobs—a legacy that persists to this day.11 Legislative changes gradually addressed these disparities, culminating in the passage of the Equal Pay Act in 1963, which prohibited gender-based wage discrimination. However, progress plateaued in subsequent decades, with the gender pay gap having narrowed only marginally since 1979.12

Peering beyond the headline numbers, we encounter the stark intersectionality of the gender pay gap with race. Whereas White women earned 78 percent of White men’s wages in 2021, Black and Hispanic women earned significantly less—63 percent and 57 percent, respectively.13 Moreover, the gap for Black and Hispanic women has remained virtually unchanged since the 1990s, underscoring persistent disparities that have endured for decades.

These statistics highlight the critical need for targeted interventions to address the gender pay gap, particularly its intersection with race. As we strive for inclusivity and equity in the workplace, it’s imperative to recognize that the pay gap isn’t merely a gender issue—it involves a complex interplay of race, gender, and socioeconomic factors, demanding nuanced solutions tailored to the diverse realities of our workforce.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Knowing Your Reputation

Dear Job Seeker,

I want you to feel equipped with invaluable strategies to directly apply what I’m sharing with leaders and interview teams to your journey. I invite you to embrace a mindset of introspection and empowerment.

As you reflect on this chapter’s wisdom, consider these key points:


• If a promotion is on your mind, approach it with clarity and insight. Dive into the data—look at who currently holds similar positions and their journeys to get there. This glimpse into the unwritten rules can offer invaluable insights into accessing opportunities within your workplace.

• Have you been overlooked for a promotion? If so, find out how decision-makers perceive you. Take ownership of your reputation, and seek honest feedback to understand how you can better position yourself for advancement.

• Get to know the decision-makers, key leaders, and influencers within your organization. Proactively networking with them can significantly impact your visibility and chances for advancement. Remember, an influencer isn’t necessarily a leader or decision-maker but wields considerable influence in shaping outcomes.

• You deserve to know what it feels like to have control over your career destiny. Never forget that. Don’t let anyone dictate your readiness for advancement without tangible milestones to support their claims.

• Leveling the playing field in your workplace starts with understanding the unwritten rules of career opportunity. Once armed with this knowledge, ask yourself how you can advocate for fairer practices, or consider seeking opportunities elsewhere.

• Explore how you can gain access to high-potential lists and succession plans within your organization. Understanding these processes and their transparency—or lack thereof—can empower you to navigate your career path strategically.

• During performance review season, seek feedback that is specific and actionable. Ensure that you receive examples to clearly understand areas for improvement.



And here is a bonus secret to mastering the art of promotion: It’s not just about who you are or what you’ve accomplished—it’s about ensuring that decision-makers and influencers know both you and your work intimately. Knowing one or the other by itself is not enough. Be visible, showcase your wins, and make certain that your contributions are recognized.

As you internalize these insights, remember that your career journey is yours to shape. Trust in your abilities, stay resilient, and advocate for the career you deserve. Your future is bright, and every step you take brings you closer to your goals. Keep shining, keep striving, and watch as your career dreams become reality. You’ve got this!








CHAPTER NINE

RETAIN

ENVIRONMENT ALWAYS WINS

There is no way to increase diversity if people leave your workplace as quickly as they enter it.

In the busy hallway, Trish’s words really stood out. “I refuse to refer anyone from my personal network to work here in this current environment.” Her statement cut through the usual office noise, turning heads and raising eyebrows.

Trish (not her real name) was a key member of one of our employee resource groups for Black employees and allies. When the recruitment team asked her to tap into her personal network to help fill open positions, everyone expected her to jump right in. But instead, she declined, sparking a lot of whispers and some serious head-scratching among the top leaders.

Why would Trish, who had been with the company for over ten years, suddenly take such a stand? The bosses couldn’t figure it out. Wasn’t she happy there? If not, why had she stuck around for so long?

Trish was clearly making a statement. And she wasn’t afraid to speak her truth. It wasn’t an official resignation, but it was close. She was disengaging before our eyes. Her refusal to recommend the company to friends was her way of saying she couldn’t vouch for her workplace anymore. All the diversity initiatives were in plain sight, but in her opinion they just scratched the surface. The company hosted workshops and celebrated heritage months, but these actions didn’t address deeper systemic problems like the lack of upward mobility for underrepresented groups. The real issue was that the surface-level programs didn’t lead to meaningful change where it really mattered—in leadership representation and core company policies. As a result, Trish started pulling back, dialing down her involvement in the ERG and other workplace activities.

Whether they’re outspoken or simply quietly influential in their network, whether they hold a prominent position or a less visible one, many of us have a work colleague like Trish. They make clear that their workplace environment needs to enact real change toward more equity and inclusion—and soon. If not, they might join the growing list of individuals who either discreetly step back or openly walk away.

RETENTION IMPACTS DIVERSITY

Maybe your company does not have a sourcing problem. You’ve got a sharp team of proactive sourcing specialists who are experts at finding candidates for your open positions. Perhaps you have an incredible employment brand, and you are an employer of choice among groups where you have been working to increase representation. You attract plenty of candidates who are eager to apply—especially those from underrepresented communities.

Perhaps you’ve mastered an inclusive hiring process where candidates feel deeply respected and dignified throughout their experience. So candidate experience isn’t an issue. Or maybe you’ve refined your selection process, and you’re more confident than ever in choosing the most competitive candidates who are prepared to leverage their lived-experience intelligence while working at your organization.

But you still find that your workplace is underrepresented. What could be wrong?

Have you considered that retention might be the problem?

A persistent gap between your goals for representation and the reality suggests that while your recruitment strategies may be effective at bringing candidates in, there’s a deeper, unresolved issue preventing these efforts from fully translating into a diverse and inclusive workforce.

When I led hiring efforts, I often felt the weight of responsibility for ensuring representation within the company. I’ve worked in organizations that invested anywhere from thousands to hundreds of thousands of dollars in recruiting efforts aimed at increasing diversity. Over time, I realized that the obligation to increase diversity didn’t rest solely on my team. It was a collective effort, shared by every employee. What I didn’t immediately recognize was that retention, or the lack of it, could also play a significant role in why certain groups remained underrepresented in our workplace.

Yes, I was aware that some of our hiring managers were part of the problem; they contributed to a revolving door of new hires. You know—the bad apples! Initially, I didn’t think of the workplace itself as an obstacle course—for employees rather than candidates. Our recruitment team could feel the churn from constantly backfilling the same roles. It wasn’t until later that I connected the dots and saw the bigger picture. Systemic barriers were driving marginalized communities away, creating a serious problem. At the time, no one was addressing the glaring issue: We had a serious retention problem.

It’s impossible to increase diversity if people leave your organization as quickly as they enter it. The question “What does it truly take to increase diversity?” extends well beyond recruitment and into the overall workplace experience. Increasing representation becomes as much about retention as it is about recruitment. True diversity can only be achieved when organizations are prepared to overhaul the entire system if needed. This requires addressing incomplete strategies, unclear policies, and harmful biases, and replacing them with an inclusive atmosphere. It means crafting strategies that not only facilitate the entry of candidates from diverse backgrounds but also ensure their success and growth within the organization. In short, it’s about creating an atmosphere that supports both the integration and the long-term thriving of all employees. Why? Because the workplace environment wins every time.

If we ignore the interplay between hiring and retention, we risk wrongly assuming that the issues have been resolved when they haven’t. Unhappy employees will eventually leave the company. And although some, like Trish, may stay for years, many others will leave just as quickly as they arrived.

RETENTION IS ALSO A RECRUITING ISSUE

When I led recruitment, retention rarely ended up as a topic in our meetings. It took me a while to realize that company-wide conversations about retention weren’t happening because managers were experiencing the issues in isolation. From a centralized recruitment perspective, we felt the collective pain across the company, so I often had to initiate discussions about retention. Back then, retention was not the focal point it is today. Now we are witnessing a work revolution that has brought the topic of employee turnover to the forefront. The growing awareness of how work affects overall well-being is shaping employment decisions. In 2022, more than 40 million people left their jobs, particularly in retail and hospitality, sparking what was called the Great Resignation (which was followed by a flurry of other terms: the Great Renegotiation, the Great Reshuffle, the Great Rethink).1

As I delved deeper into the complexities of increasing diversity within workplaces, I found myself increasingly focused on the critical issue of retention. I realized that sustaining a diverse workplace necessitated more than just recruitment efforts. This led me to initiate conversations about the factors influencing employee turnover. The more I explored the topic, the clearer it became that environment is paramount.

Allow me to explain. No matter how attractive the job title or compensation package, the ultimate factor in retaining top talent—particularly individuals from underrepresented groups—is the overall atmosphere and culture of the workplace. This recognition underscores the necessity for companies to prioritize creating a culture where all employees feel valued, respected, and empowered to succeed. Such an environment is key for retaining talent and fostering long-term engagement and loyalty.

UNDERSTANDING WHY EMPLOYEES LEAVE

Understanding why individuals leave your company is crucial for developing a workplace culture that values and retains underrepresented talent. This awareness led me to appreciate the importance of exit interviews. These critical dialogues allow departing employees to shed light on their experiences, identify areas that need improvement, and guide the employer’s efforts to cultivate a more inclusive and supportive environment for everyone.

I’ve collaborated with many organizations that regularly conduct exit interviews and compile data on why employees leave. However, a common challenge is that this information isn’t always accessible to departments like recruitment, meaning it isn’t utilized to drive positive change. Often, this valuable data collects dust on someone’s desk. It might merit a glance or a check for glaring issues, but generally, it doesn’t move past the human resources office. And frankly, this represents a significant missed opportunity.

Another major hurdle in managing employee turnover is the prevalence of what are officially termed “severance agreements” or “separation packages,” though I prefer to call them “silencing packages.” When employees exit a company, whether through voluntary resignation or involuntary termination, some are bound by these agreements, which usually promise monetary compensation in exchange for something—typically postemployment silence. It’s not the entire packages that concern me, but rather the clauses within them that prevent employees from sharing the truth about their experiences. This legally imposed silence obscures the very issues that need to be addressed to promote greater equity and inclusion.

Here are a few types of clauses that are frequently included in severance packages to silence departing employees:


Nondisclosure agreements (NDAs): When a company tucks an NDA into a severance package, its aim is to keep secrets and shield any information that might reveal a glimpse behind the corporate curtain. These agreements typically cover proprietary information, such as trade secrets, client lists, and upcoming projects. But they can also extend to discussions about internal policies, employee relationships, and management strategies. NDAs act as confidentiality cloaks, covering everything that could potentially be used against the company. If employees possess information that could hurt the company’s reputation or competitive edge, the NDA ensures they keep it under wraps.

Noncompete agreements (NCAs): NCAs are contracts that prevent employees from starting new ventures or joining competitors for a specified period after leaving a job. They restrict where, when, and how former employees can work, often trapping them in undesirable positions or forcing them to change careers. On April 23, 2024, the Federal Trade Commission voted to ban these agreements for most workers, with exceptions for a few top executives.2 However, a few months later, a federal court in Texas stayed the rule’s start date (originally set for September 4, 2024) and temporarily blocked the FTC from enforcing it. While the ban isn’t in effect yet, it promises to free millions of employees from these restrictive agreements, allowing them to pursue better opportunities without the fear of legal repercussions.

Nondisparagement clauses: Nondisparagement clauses prevent individuals from making derogatory statements about their former employer. They’re designed to ensure that departing employees don’t criticize the company, whether in a tell-all blog, social media post, or public statement. They cover disparaging remarks about the company’s products, services, leadership, and operational methods. The goal is to control the company’s image and maintain a positive narrative, regardless of the underlying truths.

Gag clauses: Gag clauses are the broadest silencers of all. They can prevent former employees from discussing virtually any aspect of their employment, including their salary, reasons for leaving, or daily duties. These all-encompassing clauses act as muzzles that stop former employees from sharing their employment experiences, good or bad. Companies use gag clauses in severance agreements to control the full spectrum of information flow, from mundane job details to potentially explosive disclosures about workplace practices. This comprehensive strategy helps shield the company’s internal workings from becoming headline fodder.



Each of these clauses serves a strategic purpose in the corporate playbook: to protect the brand, maintain the image, and control the narrative. From a business standpoint, maintaining a pristine reputation and dodging damaging headlines are crucial for attracting top talent, securing partnerships, and retaining customers. NDAs, nondisparagement agreements, and gag clauses all aim to safeguard the company’s interests, but they also obscure transparency and accountability, raising ethical concerns. They can hinder efforts to address systemic issues and foster a more equitable and inclusive work environment. Finding the right balance—protecting essential company secrets while promoting openness and honesty—is critical for building a workplace where employees feel safe and valued enough to speak their minds.

These clauses effectively muzzle departing employees. When employees leave their jobs, they often walk away without speaking up about their experiences. With these clauses in place, it’s like they’re being told, “You can’t talk about what really happened here.” Some of the folks I’ve coached have asked me whether they should accept a severance package with these clauses. I always tell them it’s a personal decision, guided by what matters most to them at the time and their own moral and logical compass. Did they have such an awful experience that they feel compelled to warn others? Are they willing to accept the consequences? Can they afford to forgo the severance? Does the greater good outweigh their personal benefits? These are all critical questions to consider.

When someone leaves your company, figuring out their motives may help to answer the “why” behind your inability to increase diversity. Understanding the reasons behind departures can reveal patterns that may be silently impacting people, especially those from marginalized communities. By grasping these underlying issues, you can unlock the secrets to improving retention and, ultimately, recruitment.

So, who is leaving your workplace, and why?

THE IDEAL WORK ENVIRONMENT

When I first dove into our job-seeker client data, a surprising trend emerged: Most of the job seekers in our Inner Circle program weren’t actively pursuing job opportunities. They weren’t just avoiding job boards or putting off sending out resumes; they were hardly engaged in the job market at all. Instead, they had turned to our team hoping to find the courage and support to become more proactive and consistent in their job searches.

Much like Trish, these job seekers exhibited a profound loyalty to their current employers. It didn’t matter how toxic their work environments had become; they clung to the familiar. The old saying “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t” resonated deeply with them. They were acutely aware that their career path had become a predictable routine. The fear of stepping out of a known hell into a potential new one paralyzed them, keeping them trapped in the inertia of the known, despite how damaging it might have been.

Still, this did not mean they had stopped thinking about their ideal workplace environments. In our weekly coaching sessions, these job seekers frequently mentioned how important it was for them to find a good company to work for. “Okay, great,” I’d say, because that’s a no-brainer. Everyone wants to work for a good company, right?

But as I heard them repeatedly express this desire, I decided to dig deeper into the concept. I asked, “What does a good company mean to you?” Here are a few of the answers I got.

A good company is one where:


I can bring my whole self to work and don’t have to assimilate.

I am invited into the good ol’ boys’ network.

I can see myself represented in leadership roles.

I feel included on my team and among my peers.

I can see fairness in how opportunities are given.

My voice is heard.

I receive mentoring and/or sponsorship.

I receive fair access to internal opportunities.

I receive constructive feedback and insights on how to get to the next level.



To sum it up, a good company equals a good workplace environment. The importance of a positive work environment is that it allows you to be your best while you’re at work. Being able to excel in this way provides a sense of career self-determination—the power to control your own destiny and career path.

OBSTACLES WITHIN WORKPLACE ENVIRONMENTS

Achieving this ideal isn’t without its challenges. Here are a few obstacles that lead to an employee’s inability to experience a good work environment:


Limited access to opportunities: A workplace should be like an open library, not a private club with secret membership criteria. The latter is often the reality for marginalized employees who face biased systems that block their career advancement. When biases influence decisions, these employees miss out on leading projects or securing higher roles—not due to a lack of talent, but because they’re not seen or considered in the first place. For instance, a qualified woman of color might be repeatedly overlooked for a lead position on a high-profile project, despite her proven skills and ideas, simply because unconscious biases favor her male counterparts. This not only stunts her career growth but also deprives the organization of her valuable lived-experience intelligence.

Hidden rules: Unwritten rules in the workplace, such as needing to socialize after hours to get noticed, or engaging in informal mentorship to understand company politics, often remain elusive to underrepresented employees. Without awareness of such norms, these individuals might miss out on critical opportunities for advancement, feel excluded, and become frustrated with their inability to progress. This lack of visibility and access can lead to decreased job satisfaction and increased turnover as they struggle to navigate a path to success that seems clear and accessible to others.

Unrecognized strengths: When bias renders the unique strengths and experiences of marginalized employees invisible, these individuals often find their contributions lost in the corporate noise. This can lead to diminished opportunities and fewer contributions in the future. For example, an employee with a deep knowledge of accessibility might see their suggestions for more inclusive practices consistently ignored—not due to the quality of their ideas but because of unconscious biases that question their relevance or importance. Overlooking their input stifles their potential and growth, and sends a clear message that their perspectives are undervalued. Such an environment can erode their sense of belonging and discourage full participation, potentially propelling them to seek workplaces where their talents and insights are respected and championed.

Inconsistent feedback: Clear and consistent feedback helps drive employees’ career progression, but many employees experience a jarring disconnect between informal praise and formal criticism. For example, an employee might receive positive informal feedback throughout the year for their teamwork and problem-solving skills. Yet during performance reviews, they could face a negative evaluation based on issues never previously discussed. This inconsistency confuses employees about their performance and blocks their path to improvement and promotion. Each instance erodes their trust in the evaluation process and diminishes their engagement with the company, sometimes leading to quiet quitting.

Limited support networks: Access to robust support networks can dramatically improve an employee’s ability to navigate corporate landscapes and seize growth opportunities. However, many individuals from underrepresented groups find these networks elusive. For instance, a young Latina engineer who is excluded from informal mentoring circles rich with career advice and opportunities is left to navigate complex project assignments and office politics on her own, without the seasoned guidance that her peers might receive. This exclusion further isolates her within her team, perpetuating the network gap.

Scarce and exclusive networking opportunities: Effective networking can springboard an employee’s career, and its absence can hinder it. Not everyone gets an invite to the key networking events. For example, exclusive networking spots like golf clubs, popular among senior male executives, naturally sideline women, younger employees, or anyone who doesn’t play golf, cutting them off from vital informal networks. Corporate retreats may exclude those with disabilities or family duties, while social happy hours can alienate nondrinkers or those with childcare responsibilities. Sports leagues might deter those less physically inclined or interested, and selective mentorship or executive training programs often reinforce existing biases by favoring similar demographics in nominations. Even seemingly inclusive events like lunch-and-learns or industry conferences can overlook part-time, remote, or shift workers, and younger, less visible employees. These networks are often where the real conversations about promotions and projects happen. If you’re not present, you might be missing more than just small talk—you could be losing out on big opportunities.

Uncertain future prospects: Today’s employees seek comprehensive and timely access to information and resources to aid their career growth and future opportunities within an organization. Gone are the days when companies focused on employees’ current benefits without much consideration for their future trajectory. When career advancement paths within a company are not well defined or communicated, employees, especially from underrepresented groups, can feel adrift and uncertain about their futures. It doesn’t matter how well an employee performs in their current role; if they lack clarity about opportunities for promotion or the steps needed to advance, they might leave, only to reveal their reasons for departing in the exit interview. But staying without clear advancement prospects can lead to frustration and decreased motivation, as the roadmap to success seems nonexistent. To address this, implement clear, structured career pathways, and discuss them in regular career development meetings. Ensure that each meeting clarifies the next steps and qualifications needed for advancement, so every employee understands their path forward.

Overlooked goals: Personal career goals are often sidelined when managers fail to engage with their team members about their aspirations. For instance, an employee who aspires to move into a leadership role might find themselves repeatedly assigned tasks that do not leverage or develop their leadership skills. This misalignment can breed feelings of stagnation and disengagement. To prevent this, your organization can institute development discussions as a standard part of performance reviews. During these discussions, employees can set short- and long-term goals with their managers, ensuring alignment with both their professional growth and the organization’s needs.

Office housework: Women and people of color often find themselves burdened with tasks that do not lead to promotions, such as “office housework” and participation in employee resource groups (ERGs). While organizing meetings, taking notes, and leading diversity initiatives are essential and benefit the company, these contributions are frequently undervalued and do not advance careers. Companies must recognize and reward these efforts to ensure they are seen as valuable and impactful, thereby supporting the professional growth of those involved.

Misunderstood values: When an employee’s personal values clash with the perceived values of the organization, it can deeply impact their sense of belonging and commitment. An employee who values corporate social responsibility, for example, might feel disillusioned if their company seldom engages in or supports community activities. This disconnect can create a sense of misalignment between personal ethics and the professional environment. To bridge this gap, organizations can establish values-alignment task forces composed of employee representatives from various departments. These task forces can regularly review company activities and policies to ensure they align with the broader values of workers, such as sustainability and community engagement.

Ignored experiences: At a large corporation, an employee with a hearing impairment was not provided with real-time captioning during virtual meetings, making it difficult for him to follow discussions and contribute effectively, despite the availability of such technologies that integrate seamlessly with the company’s standard communication platforms. Similarly, an employee specializing in multicultural marketing often finds her deep expertise overlooked. Her ideas for diversifying the company’s marketing strategies are routinely dismissed. She thinks the company doesn’t value the competitive edge her knowledge could provide. To tap into such valuable employee experiences, companies should create platforms like innovation hubs where employees can present their ideas directly to leadership. Recognizing and rewarding unique contributions also helps cultivate a workplace that values and leverages its diverse talent pool.



So, what do you—as a recruiter, manager, or leader—do to understand your work environment and strengthen your company’s employee retention? Even if you believe that you have a great work environment, I encourage you to undertake the OWL Activity, an exercise I often use in workshops. Answer the following questions:


Who gets to bring their whole selves to work without having to assimilate?

Who gets invited into the good ol’ boys’ network?

Who gets to see themselves in leadership roles?

Who typically feels included on the team and among their peers?

Whose voice gets heard?

Who gets fair access to internal opportunities?

Who sees fairness and opportunities given?

Who receives mentoring and sponsorship to help them grow?

Who receives constructive feedback and insights on how to get to the next level?



And finally, here is a question tailored just for you:


Who does your work environment most benefit? In other words, who do you have to be to experience a great work environment at your company?



To restate the question, what populations at your workplace get to experience a sense of career self-determination?

Let’s bring this full circle by asking one more crucial question: Is your work environment truly ready and equipped for increased representation?

Whether you’re a recruiter, manager, or leader, ask yourself this question, and be willing to address any concerns that may reveal themselves in the answer.

Individuals gravitate toward companies where they believe they can thrive in a supportive environment—companies that align with their own definition of greatness. This concern is even more pressing for underestimated groups such as women, people of color, individuals with disabilities, and members of the LGBTQ+ community. They seek assurance that, despite ways they might differ from the prevailing image of success within an organization, they will still find inclusion and opportunities to succeed. They seek assurance that they can experience a sense of career self-determination.

TOXIC WORKPLACE ENVIRONMENTS

I once worked with a leader who insisted on hiring individuals who demonstrated both “with-it-ness” and grit. With-it-ness describes a combination of awareness and perseverance—the ability to navigate and persist through challenges. New hires had to endure the demanding culture to succeed under his leadership and within the facility. As you can imagine, there was constant turnover at his location. He, of course, blamed it on recruiting rather than taking a good look at the environment itself.

When a specific population of employees consistently disengages and leaves an organization, the solution isn’t to question their grit or with-it-ness. Instead, it’s essential to scrutinize the department or the broader organizational culture in which it operates. This was a concept I could never get him to understand.

Moreover, it’s important to recognize that some of your most loyal employees may not be asking for grand promises of a great environment. Rather, they just want to know that you are committed to protecting them from a toxic workplace. This fundamental need for safety and respect is often a prerequisite for their continued engagement and retention.

How do you determine if it’s the person or the environment that is toxic? Can a toxic person create a toxic environment? Conversely, can a toxic workplace culture breed toxicity in a leader? We will discuss these questions and seek answers, but first, let’s define what I mean by “toxic person” and “toxic environment.”

A toxic person is essentially someone who disrupts and undermines the workplace atmosphere. By contrast, a toxic culture is one that not only allows but actually nurtures such disruptive individuals. In a toxic culture, these individuals thrive, and their disruptive behavior becomes normalized. Although you can often distance yourself from a toxic person with the right support of a healthy culture, a workplace that supports and perpetuates this level of toxicity creates a more challenging and pervasive problem.

This distinction leads us to explore the relationship between toxic individuals and environments. A toxic person can indeed create a toxic environment by spreading negativity, undermining others, or fostering distrust. If their behavior goes unchecked, they can set the tone for the workplace, creating an atmosphere where negativity is accepted or reinforced. Conversely, a toxic culture can breed or exacerbate toxic traits in leaders who might otherwise be well intentioned. When a culture normalizes negative behaviors—such as backstabbing, excessive competitiveness, or poor work-life balance—leaders might adopt these toxic behaviors to fit in or survive.

What is the environment of your organization like? More precisely, how would you describe the atmosphere of your business unit or department, or the atmosphere under a specific manager? Even within departments, individual supervisors can create microenvironments that differ vastly from the overall organizational culture, profoundly impacting team dynamics and employee satisfaction.

Think of an organization as a large pond. To an outsider, it might look like a uniform body of water. However, the reality is much more complex, with several microenvironments beneath the surface. If you introduce waste into any part, the entire pond becomes tainted. If you throw a stone, ripples spread throughout the pond. People don’t differentiate between the “dirty north” section or the “beautiful south” section; they label it a “dirty” or “beautiful” pond overall. Similarly, negative microenvironments created by poor managers can affect employees across the organization, even if other areas are thriving.

In essence, people don’t leave great companies; they leave bad managers. A microenvironment created by an ineffective or toxic manager can be enough to drive employees away from an organization that might otherwise be a perfect fit until retirement.

It is your role as a leader, recruiter, or hiring manager to understand the difference between culture and environment. Culture represents the ideal that your organization aspires to, while environment encompasses the daily realities employees experience. If you find that the current environment is not conducive to the level of representation you aim to achieve, then it is your responsibility to speak up—perhaps in partnership with your HR business partner, if you have one.

BULLYING IS NOT ILLEGAL

Many organizations that my team has worked with focus primarily on the legal aspects of a workplace environment. I used to think this approach was sufficient until I heard an attorney say, “Bullying is not illegal.”

That’s right. While bullying behavior may be harmful and detrimental, it does not necessarily violate any specific US laws. In many jurisdictions, there are no statutes that directly address bullying in the workplace or other settings. This means individuals who experience bullying may find it challenging to seek legal recourse or protection based solely on these experiences.

This reality highlights a gap in legal protections for victims of workplace bullying and underscores the need to address bullying through organizational policies, education, and awareness initiatives rather than relying only on legal measures. While bullying may not be illegal per se, organizations and communities have a responsibility to foster environments where bullying is not tolerated and where victims are supported and protected.

The same attorney made another statement that added complexity: “Bullying itself isn’t illegal unless it crosses into clear discrimination or harassment based on protected categories like race, gender, or disability.” She meant that while bullying itself may not be explicitly outlawed in many jurisdictions, certain forms of bullying that target specific groups of people may be considered illegal under various laws and regulations. For example, harassment or discrimination based on protected characteristics such as race, gender, religion, disability, or sexual orientation is prohibited by antidiscrimination laws. If bullying behavior falls into these categories, it may constitute unlawful harassment or discrimination, and individuals might have legal recourse through avenues such as filing complaints with government agencies or pursuing civil litigation.

Still, it’s vital to understand that bullying, even if not explicitly illegal, is a hallmark of toxic workplace environments. Although it may not always breach legal boundaries, its pervasive presence undermines the very fabric of inclusive cultures. Addressing bullying demands a holistic strategy that integrates legal, organizational, and societal efforts. By actively combating bullying, we cultivate environments where every individual feels a sense of psychological safety, respect, and empowerment—a crucial step toward building truly inclusive workplaces.

ASK EMPLOYEES ABOUT THEIR EXPERIENCE OF THE WORKPLACE

One of the most effective ways to really understand how your employees feel about their workplace is by hearing it directly from them. After all, who better to describe the day-to-day office experience than the people who live it? Engaging in open conversations with the team gives you invaluable insights into whether the environment is stifling retention and contributing to high turnover rates. It also shows that you value employees’ opinions and care about their experiences. This approach is far more effective than guessing or assuming what might be happening. Listen actively to understand the nuances of individuals’ workplace satisfaction. It’s like taking the temperature or checking the pulse of your company’s culture. Think of it as a health checkup, but instead of measuring blood pressure or heart rate, you’re gauging overall employee satisfaction.

Many companies, perhaps like yours, turn to employee engagement surveys for this. These surveys are a fantastic tool because they allow employees to voice their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions anonymously. They’re a nonthreatening way to gather genuine and insightful data. To dig a bit deeper, incorporate questions that specifically highlight experiences from your underrepresented employees. The aim is to capture the real essence of inclusivity and equality within your organization, going beyond overall satisfaction.

When setting up your employee survey, consider using a Likert scale. This popular rating system is commonly used in questionnaires to gauge respondents’ views on a topic, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” It provides a quick and intuitive way for employees to express their feelings about various statements. You can build your survey around the descriptions of a good workplace that were listed earlier in the chapter:


• I can bring my whole self to work and don’t have to assimilate. This measures the degree to which employees feel comfortable expressing their authentic selves at work without feeling pressured to conform to certain norms or standards.

• I am invited into the good ol’ boys’ network. This assesses whether employees feel included in informal networks or circles of influence within the organization, groups that may provide access to valuable resources, opportunities, and support.

• I can see myself represented in leadership roles. This evaluates the extent to which employees perceive diversity and representation in the company’s leadership positions, reflecting inclusivity and opportunities for advancement for individuals from underrepresented backgrounds.

• I feel included on my team and among my peers. This gauges the sense of belonging and acceptance that employees experience within their immediate work groups and among their colleagues, indicating the inclusiveness of team dynamics.

• I can see fairness in how opportunities are given. This measures perceptions of fairness and equity in the distribution of opportunities for advancement, development, and recognition within the organization, ensuring that all employees have access to these opportunities regardless of their background or identity.

• My voice is heard. This assesses whether employees feel empowered to voice their opinions, concerns, and ideas within the organization and whether they believe their input is valued and considered by leaders and decision-makers.

• I receive mentoring and/or sponsorship. This evaluates whether employees have access to formal or informal mentorship relationships with or sponsorship from senior leaders, which can contribute to professional development, career advancement, and organizational support.

• I receive fair access to internal opportunities. This measures perceptions of fairness and transparency in the availability and accessibility of internal career opportunities, including job openings, promotions, transfers, and development programs.

• I receive constructive feedback and insights on how to get to the next level. This gauges the extent to which employees receive regular and meaningful feedback on their performance, strengths, areas for improvement, and opportunities for career growth and advancement.



If you were to frame your employee survey around these statements, what do you imagine the results would be for each? Strongly agree? Somewhat agree? Neutral? Somewhat disagree? Or strongly disagree?

Here’s another idea for your survey: Ask employees to self-identify. Analyzing the data demographically can reveal different narratives. For example, you sent out a company-wide satisfaction survey that included the statements listed above. The results show high overall employee satisfaction. But most of your employees are men.

When you break down the data by demographics, you might discover that men are generally happy, but women and nonbinary employees are not. This disparity could explain why the dissatisfaction of underrepresented groups didn’t significantly affect the overall results: because men are overrepresented in your workplace.

Let’s go a step further. The isolated data indicates that although women and nonbinary employees are unhappy, those who identify as Latinx women or nonbinary employees are really unhappy. Further analysis reveals that employees who identify as both Latinx and nonbinary, particularly those from New Jersey, are extremely unhappy.

Do you see the pattern here?

The key point—hopefully now a familiar one—is that different individuals experience the same workplace differently. When we aggregate employee survey results, we risk overlooking the specific challenges faced by smaller groups in favor of the overall satisfaction of the majority. Without thoroughly analyzing the data—without slicing and dicing it—it’s easy to marginalize the voices of employees who may be experiencing significant issues.

To really understand employee satisfaction, you need to dig into the survey data with a keen eye. Tally up the scores, but also grasp the stories behind the numbers. Look for patterns or comments that might indicate specific issues affecting certain groups within your workforce. Are younger employees feeling overlooked for promotions? Are employees from certain backgrounds comfortable sharing their ideas? This detailed analysis helps pinpoint where you might need to tweak your policies or support systems to ensure that everyone feels heard and valued. Remember, the devil—and often the deity—is in the details.

TEN STRATEGIES TO RETAIN TALENT FROM MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES


Sometimes you wanna go

Where everybody knows your name



You are a friend of mine if you know these lyrics from the theme song to the 1980s sitcom Cheers. I’ve always enjoyed this song, probably a little more than the show itself.

As the song plays in your mind (you’re welcome), think about the feeling it evokes. Imagine walking into a space, like your workplace, where the people know your name and are glad you’re there. Picture a workplace where shared experiences and challenges lead to a sense of unity and collaboration. It’s a place where team members work synergistically to find solutions. Everyone deserves to know that feeling.

The challenge is that few employees truly experience this sense of belonging, and many may feel marginalized or left out altogether. Those who find themselves on the margins often seek solace in smaller communities or spaces within the workplace that offer connection and validation. Think of the moments when you see the same individuals sitting together for lunch or gathering at events. They’re creating their own sense of community, one that centers them and their experiences.

But don’t just take my word for it. Consider affinity groups or ERGs. When developed effectively, they create spaces within your workplace where employees can connect over common interests and shared experiences and work together to solve problems. They offer supportive environments where people who identify similarly (or are allies) and face similar challenges are centered rather than pushed to the margins.

Now that we’ve established that retention is as big an issue in DEI efforts as recruitment, let’s explore how to keep the best employees in your workplace. Here are ten strategies you might find useful:


• Ensure fair access to opportunities. Democratize access to internal advancements, projects, and initiatives. By ensuring all employees are aware of and considered for these opportunities, regardless of their background or identity, you promote inclusivity and create a level playing field where everyone has a chance to succeed.

• Communicate the unwritten rules. By openly discussing the implicit norms and expectations within your company’s culture, you help marginalized employees navigate the organization more effectively. This transparency demystifies the path to success, fostering a sense of belonging and empowering individuals to thrive.

• Recognize employees’ unique strengths. Acknowledging and valuing the lived-experience intelligence of marginalized employees not only boosts their confidence but also reinforces their sense of belonging within the team and the value they bring. This recognition fosters an inclusive environment where everyone’s contributions are celebrated.

• Offer regular feedback. Providing marginalized employees with regular, constructive feedback demonstrates your commitment to their professional growth and development. This open communication helps build trust, empowers individuals to address areas for improvement, and reinforces their value within the organization.

• Support their connections. Facilitating connections and networking opportunities for marginalized employees helps combat feelings of isolation and fosters a sense of community. By creating spaces where individuals can connect with peers and mentors who share similar experiences, you promote a supportive and inclusive workplace culture.

• Facilitate networking. Introducing marginalized employees to key decision-makers and influencers within the organization helps them gain visibility and access to advancement opportunities. This strategic networking not only expands their professional circles but also enhances their sense of belonging and inclusion.

• Discuss their future. Engaging employees from underestimated communities in conversations about their career aspirations and potential opportunities within the company demonstrates your investment in their long-term success. By providing guidance and support in navigating their career paths, you empower individuals to pursue their goals and aspirations.

• Ask about their goals. You may know your goals for them, but what about their goals and vision for the future? Understanding the ambitions of marginalized employees enables you to tailor support and provide opportunities that align with their aspirations. By actively listening to their needs and priorities, you demonstrate respect for their individuality and promote a culture of inclusivity and belonging.

• Learn their values. Taking the time to understand the values and motivations of underrepresented employees fosters a deeper connection and mutual understanding. By aligning opportunities with their personal goals and values, you enhance their job satisfaction and commitment to the organization.

• Understand their experiences. Everyone has a unique experience of the same situation. Regularly checking in with employees to understand their day-to-day experiences and address any challenges they may face demonstrates your commitment to their well-being and success. By actively seeking feedback and addressing concerns, you create a supportive and inclusive work environment where everyone feels valued and respected.



As we wrap up this chapter on retention strategies, it becomes clear that building inclusive, healthy workplaces is essential not only for individual employee well-being but also for fostering systemic change. By creating environments where untapped and marginalized voices can thrive, organizations are better equipped to address complex challenges and drive meaningful progress. When we empower marginalized communities within our workplaces, we tap into a wealth of perspectives and lived-experience intelligence that can fuel innovation and shape a more equitable future. In the final chapter, we get to bring everything we’ve learned full circle and explore where we go from here.

A LONG DAY AGO

The Evolution of the Workplace

Exploring the history of recruitment and diversity hiring reveals a rich and evolving story shaped by major societal shifts and changing workplace norms. Four key perspectives highlight this path from ancient times to today, showing how far we’ve come and giving us valuable insights into our current understanding of work and inclusion.

From the Family Business to the Modern Corporation

The Industrial Revolution marked a seismic shift from familial trades to the rise of large-scale corporations.3 Before this era, professions were typically inherited within families, and work was predominantly local. However, rapid industrialization between 1840 and 1920 propelled the transition to corporate giants, enabled by technological advancements and new organizational structures. These innovations laid the groundwork for the corporate landscape we navigate today.4

The Transformative Nature of Employment

Urbanization surged as people flocked to cities, triggering a paradigm shift in employment dynamics. With the rise of modern corporations came specialization, necessitating formal education and training. This era witnessed the establishment of community colleges and the increasing popularity of bachelor’s degrees. As corporations expanded, recruitment moved beyond familial and local networks, ushering in the development of formalized hiring processes.

Demand for Better Working Conditions and Employee Benefits

Amid the whirlwind of industrialization, demands for improved working conditions gained momentum. Labor unions emerged as advocates for reasonable hours, workplace safety, and paid vacations, significantly shaping the employment landscape. The rise of white-collar roles introduced salaried positions and standardized benefits such as paid leave and health insurance. Post–World War II prosperity further solidified these norms, establishing a precedent for job security and comprehensive employee benefits.

Where Did Underrepresentation Enter the Picture?

The narrative of progress is marred by the shadows of underrepresentation and discrimination. During the Second Industrial Revolution, labor unions routinely discriminated against African Americans, women, and immigrants.5 The increased demand for labor during World War I led employers to turn to these “nontraditional” groups, but many of those jobs were short-lived. Even in the affluent era after World War II, employers continued to discriminate widely against African Americans and other non-Whites, until the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the launch of affirmative action programs.6


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Lingering in a Toxic Work Environment

Dear Job Seeker,

This chapter presents many important insights for workplace leaders, but these lessons hold immense value for you as well. By internalizing them, you can navigate your path to opportunity with greater confidence and clarity. Let’s explore how these insights can empower your job search and career journey.

Were you able to see yourself in Trish’s story? Loyal to your employer, but hesitant to recommend it to others because of underlying concerns? If so, it’s time to consider what changes would make you feel more positive about your work environment. Start by speaking up. Share your experiences, especially with those in decision-making positions, as they may be unaware of the challenges you’re facing.

Should you leave a workplace as soon as you sense toxicity? This question takes me back to my own journey. A woman once asked me not to resign because she valued the changes I was spearheading. However, I knew I could create a broader impact through my own business, supporting multiple organizations instead of just one. To me, that seemed like a bigger way to make a difference.

Ultimately, the decision to stay or leave any workplace is personal. It’s about what you want to experience and achieve in your career. Weigh all your options, and consider what’s at stake. What do you want for yourself, your career, and your well-being? These are questions only you can answer.

There’s some good news: Employers are beginning to recognize the importance of addressing retention issues. Your voice is vital in this process. Instead of “quiet quitting,” communicate your concerns. Your feedback has the potential to transform the workplace—for yourself and others. If you do decide to leave, utilize the exit survey to share your story and insights.

Understand the difference between working with a messy person and being in a toxic work environment. Messy people may cause disruption but can be managed or removed in a healthy organization. By contrast, a toxic work environment not only tolerates but often rewards such behavior. That’s when you need to question whether it’s the right place for you to build and sustain your career.

If you decide to resign, do so with grace. Notify your employer, provide an effective date (ideally with at least two weeks’ notice), express appreciation for the opportunity, and offer to help with the transition, if possible.

It’s important not to overstay in a toxic environment. Prolonged exposure to negativity can make you believe that you are at fault, rather than the toxicity of the environment itself. I’ve seen talented individuals thrive in healthy environments after leaving negative ones.

Remember, your career journey is yours to shape. Trust in your abilities, advocate for yourself, and seek environments where you can flourish. Your workplace should uplift you, not drag you down. Keep striving for a space where you can thrive, and don’t settle for less. You’ve got this!








CONCLUSION

ENDING WORLD HUNGER, PART TWO

If history was written by the victors, the future can be shaped by the visionaries.

At the heart of who I am, a big question mark hangs over my family’s story. It’s like there’s a puzzle missing some crucial pieces, and those missing parts are my ancestors’ history before enslavement. I can’t go back beyond that point, can’t connect the dots to where my people really came from or what they dreamed for us.

It’s tough to admit, especially when I see stories in movies or hear about families tracing their lineage back centuries. It’s like a jab to the gut, a reminder of something I’ll likely never experience.

Can you understand that? Can you get why it hurts, even if you can trace your own family tree? Can you hold space for my experience? Can you move beyond your discomfort and say, “Tell me more about that”?

For those who can, remember, this isn’t solely about me; it’s about how the legacy of slavery still shapes ideas and behaviors today. It’s like this invisible weight that’s always with me, affecting everything from how I see myself to how my kids will see themselves. Can you imagine carrying that weight everywhere you go?

And then there’s the erasure of slavery from history books. It’s like pretending a problem never existed, which doesn’t fix anything. It’s the same as pretending world hunger isn’t real—it doesn’t make hunger go away. It just adds to the pain of those experiencing food insecurity. We’ve got to face these tough issues head-on if we want to mend these travesties.

At the same time, when we recognize and embrace representation and create spaces for unique experiences, we begin to unravel the knots of our shared history. By acknowledging and honoring the diverse experiences and histories of all people, we pave the way for a more inclusive and equitable society for future generations.

SO, WHO IS QUALIFIED?

Sometimes the work of impacting diversity recruiting and retention at a systemic level feels like navigating a tunnel with no light at the end, because the seemingly obstructive ways we approach hiring have become normalized in all settings. The creation of obstacle courses extends beyond just hiring and promotional practices. Questioning “who is qualified” happens all the time, everywhere. It seeps into the fabric of our daily interactions and decisions, permeating our thoughts and actions in ways we may not even realize.

Every day, we question who is qualified for various opportunities: attending certain schools, becoming suppliers or vendors, joining memberships, receiving financial aid or medical treatment, serving as president, participating in sports or activities, serving on juries, holding licenses, representing communities in political office, serving in the military or law enforcement, accessing housing, receiving recognition, and accessing societal privileges or rights.

From the corridors of academia to the boardrooms of corporate giants, the notion of qualification shapes our perceptions and dictates opportunities. Legacy admissions and race-based considerations are just two examples of how our systems grapple with who deserves a chance and who doesn’t.

But it doesn’t stop there. This questioning extends into the very essence of our identities and relationships. Who is qualified to stand by our side as a partner, a confidant, a parent? The weight of these inquiries presses down on us, shaping our sense of belonging and worth.

The question of who is qualified has shifted from who has the right skill to who has the right package—and it is all made up. We are easing into this troubling reality without immediate remedy. However, amid this pervasive questioning, there lies an opportunity for healing. Acknowledging the impact of these societal judgments and biases makes room for creating spaces of acceptance and understanding. It’s time to challenge the status quo, redefine what it means to be qualified, and pave a path toward a more inclusive and compassionate world.

BACK TO THE TRUTH, BACK TO THE BASICS

A long day ago, people with specific skills taught others—whether family members or strangers—exactly how to develop those skills. Even practitioners of professions like medicine and law were trained in this manner. There was no such thing as a skill proxy. You either possessed the skill or you worked directly with someone to acquire it. This was before institutions like colleges and universities became widely accessible, before degrees and licenses existed, and well before we were required to conform to specific wardrobe standards to be seen as qualified. A long day ago, there were no such things as resumes, job descriptions, qualifications, and interviews. There were no job boards or workplaces.

But still, there were jobs that needed to be completed. We’ve never been without the need for workers because there has always been work. From the building of monumental ancient structures like the pyramids of Giza to trading along the Silk Road, history is filled with examples of work that required particular skill sets and considerable person power. Even during the Middle Ages when Europe faced plagues and famines, the need for labor shifted but never disappeared. Agricultural workers, craftsmen, and, later, guild members sustained economies then. Could it be that over the years, we’ve simply created layers upon layers of complexity that have driven us further from what we need most: skilled workers?

Could it be that what we call the workplace today is merely the corporatization or commercialization of what a specific population excels at? To explore this question, let’s first consider a seemingly trivial one: Why do we work at the office or at home with our clothes on? At first glance, this question might seem frivolous, easy to dismiss. But if we dig deeper, we must confront another question: Why do we feel shame about exhibiting our naked bodies in public, even though we are fully aware of their functions and uses?

Now, I’m not attempting to overthrow societal norms. Rather, I’m taking a sincere look at how culture affects the workplace. Let’s say that the Koma tribe of Nigeria, whose members traditionally embrace nudity, had played a significant role in global development—building railroads and bridges, and contributing to scientific discoveries—while remaining unclothed. If theirs had been the dominant cultural influence, working naked might have become normalized in professional settings.

Similarly, early American workplaces, mostly shaped by White people, developed standards that reflected their cultural norms, many of which were intertwined with Christian ideologies. Beyond the modesty associated with Adam and Eve’s realization of their nakedness, other workplace practices have roots in these cultural and religious influences. For instance, the traditional workweek, with Sunday as a day of rest, reflects the shift of the Christian Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday.1 The emphasis on punctuality and time management is also linked to Protestant work ethic ideals, which value discipline, hard work, and efficiency as moral virtues.2

Moreover, the idea of “professionalism” itself, often associated with a certain demeanor, dress code, and communication style, can be traced back to cultural norms that prioritize formality and restraint, values emphasized in many Christian traditions.3 These norms often marginalize expressions of individuality and culture that fall outside this framework, subtly enforcing conformity to a specific set of standards.

When viewed through a cold, objective lens of historicity, these practices are neither right nor wrong; their value depends on how workplaces naturally evolve, with some people blamed for certain culturally based restrictions while others are just caught up in the process. Instead of seeing things like professionalism, resumes, office hours, and productivity as unchangeable truths—like the laws of mathematics or physics—we should think of them as cultural artifacts that can evolve over time. These standards are not fixed but are susceptible to change, similar to attire and language. They should be understood as adaptable, shaped by the dominant cultural forces of a certain era. Recognizing this can prompt us to question and potentially redesign workplace norms to better reflect the diverse global workforce of today, rather than perpetuating standards that serve only a fraction of the population.

All of us have felt the repercussions of the relentless pursuit of White male financial dominance—even those who fit the traditional societal mold: heterosexual, cisgender, able-bodied White men. The legacy of their ancestors’ quest for economic supremacy has left a mark on everyone, though the impact varies in degree. Simply acknowledging this fact as we strive to reshape our workplaces could solve a portion of our problems.

LIVED-EXPERIENCE INTELLIGENCE: A PATH BEYOND OPPRESSION

What if we could go back to a simpler way of viewing work and skill, without the trauma of our history of enslavement and indentured servitude? What would that look like? I have some ideas.


Recognition of unique skill sets: By integrating lived-experience intelligence into our hiring protocols, we acknowledge the inherent value of diverse life experiences. Each individual brings a distinct perspective shaped by their journey, even within shared circumstances. This approach broadens our understanding of skill, tapping into a reservoir of talent previously overlooked.

Reparative compensation: What if we compensated individuals for their intelligence derived from primary, relevant lived experience, particularly those who have endured systemic oppression? Just as history has been told by the victors, many of our present-day standards have emerged from privilege. This means there is much room to explore innovation through the perspectives of the marginalized, as we are seeing today. With the increasing demand for diversity—due to the intelligence it brings—there should also be a premium for those who contribute their nuanced and valuable insights. Why can’t this premium for such intelligence function as a form of reparations? It acknowledges the resilience cultivated through adversity and provides tangible recognition for the often-overlooked contributions of marginalized communities.

Holistic workplace integration: Embracing lived-experience intelligence entails welcoming an individual’s entire being into the workplace. It transcends mere professional qualifications, fostering an environment where employees are valued for their authentic selves. This holistic approach not only enhances workplace culture but also empowers individuals to thrive within their roles.

Guarding against identity-based practices: Prioritizing lived-experience intelligence helps mitigate the risks associated with identity-based hiring (and academic admissions). By focusing on the richness of lived-experience intelligence rather than just markers of identity, we honor the diverse tapestry of human intelligence. This shift not only prevents the marginalization of voices but also amplifies the collective wisdom borne from varied lived experiences.



Throughout history, the efforts of forward-thinking individuals and their allies have been directed toward discovering fresh and innovative solutions to enhance accessibility to jobs and aid individuals in navigating oppressive systems. However, perhaps what we truly require is not merely a solution, but rather a reset—an uncoupling from traditional systems of oppression.

What if we had an opportunity to rethink our approach to finding, attracting, assessing, and selecting skilled talent? It would require removing all the layers of obstacles that keep us out of proximity to the best talent.

WHO WILL MAKE THE FIRST MOVE?

What if we—those of us reading this book—became the first to challenge the most toxic notions about who should and should not be employed in our workplace? What if we said, “Bring your whole self—and you will benefit from opportunities for advancement.”

What if we asked, “Are you having a unique experience of this situation that we’re all in? Great. Tell me more about that. We are not the same—and yes, we need more of what you bring. We’re not cut from the same cloth—and that’s precisely what we crave more of.”

What if we dared to challenge the status quo by rewriting the rules of hiring and promotion? Consider this mantra: “Bring your whole self, and discover pathways to advancement. Your distinct perspective is a catalyst for innovation. We’re not clones—and the world is richer for it.”

In this envisioned workplace, we recognize the profound value of every individual’s lived experience. We acknowledge that each person’s journey is singularly shaped by myriad factors. We celebrate the richness of diversity, understanding that it is not only a hallmark of a good organization but also a source of strength and innovation.

By encouraging open dialogue and embracing the complexities of human existence, we foster an environment where every voice is not only heard but valued. We invite individuals to share their stories, their perspectives, and their truths, knowing that through this exchange, we cultivate understanding, empathy, and connection.

We reject the notion of conformity, recognizing that true progress arises from the collision of diverse ideas and viewpoints. We challenge ourselves to confront bias and privilege, dismantle systemic barriers, and create pathways for underrepresented voices to rise and thrive.

Together, we forge a new narrative—one of inclusivity, equity, and belonging. We understand that we are not all the same, and that’s precisely why we need each other. In embracing our differences, we unlock the full potential of our collective brilliance, paving the way for a future where everyone has the opportunity to shine.

ESSENTIAL MESSAGES FOR OUR WORKPLACES

What if we and our colleagues were courageous enough to stand up and say…


• Diversity isn’t because of me; diversity is because of us. All of us.

• Language is so powerful that it can either move us all forward or leave some of us behind and feeling left out of the conversation.

• As staff members on the front lines of workplace diversity initiatives, the greatest challenge we face is our perception of what someone should look or behave like to demonstrate their qualifications.

• In order for us to bring our whole selves to the workplace, we must first be able to bring our whole selves to the workforce.

• Who you signal is who you attract.

• Who do our candidates have to be in order to receive respect, equity, and dignity throughout the hiring process? Who do they have to be in order to have a positive candidate experience?

• To hire someone specifically because of how they identify is just as illegal as refusing to hire someone because of how they identify.

• There is no way to increase diversity if people leave your workplace as quickly as they enter it.

• Fostering an inclusive workplace environment does not by itself guarantee employee advancement because it often overlooks the critical factor of career self-determination. This is why our employees are still frustrated.



MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES ARE ACCOUNTABLE, TOO

In discussions about diversity and representation, an important element often gets overlooked: Dynamics within marginalized communities can sometimes contribute to their continued underrepresentation. While this fact might seem counterintuitive, we must recognize that progress can only be achieved by multiplying your positives and dividing your negatives—no matter your identity.

This is no different from addressing the reality that, in the global mission to end world hunger, there’s a parallel truth that warrants acknowledgment—one that might initially seem paradoxical. It’s the recognition that within communities suffering from hunger, there are factors that perpetuate the cycle of food insecurity—for example, traditional agricultural practices passed down through generations. While these practices may have been effective in the past, they may no longer be sustainable or efficient given modern challenges. Reliance on mono-cropping or outdated farming techniques, for instance, can lead to soil degradation, decreased crop yields, and greater vulnerability to pests and diseases.4

Both notions may seem unsettling, even controversial, but recognizing them is crucial if we are to fully grasp these issues. Understanding complicated dynamics requires a willingness to confront uncomfortable realities and challenge conventional narratives. So let’s approach this discussion with empathy and open-mindedness, acknowledging that addressing such complexities is essential in our efforts to combat hunger and create a more equitable world.

Here are some common examples of actions by marginalized individuals that can contribute to and perpetuate our underrepresentation. I use the words “our” and “we” intentionally in this list, because I can see myself as having played all these roles at some point.


• Assimilation: The pressure to assimilate into dominant cultures can perpetuate underrepresentation. When individuals suppress aspects of their identity to fit in, it reinforces the idea that only certain types of people are qualified. Conforming to mainstream norms or values may downplay or hide aspects of our identity, such as cultural practices or language, leading to a lack of representation and the persistent belief that only those who conform to the dominant culture are qualified.

• Showing up one-dimensionally: A tendency to present ourselves in a limited or stereotypical manner can contribute to underrepresentation. By showcasing only one aspect of our identity or interests, we reinforce stereotypes and limit opportunities for broader representation. Narrow or stereotypical presentations can perpetuate existing biases and perceptions about marginalized communities. Failing to display the full range of our talents, interests, and experiences can inadvertently contribute to underrepresentation and reinforce the idea that only certain characteristics are valued or deemed qualified.

• Not sharing our stories: Failing to share personal experiences—whether in exit surveys, on platforms like Glassdoor, or in other professional contexts—can contribute to underrepresentation. By not speaking up about our challenges or successes, we obscure the realities we face and reduce our participation in decision-making processes. Feedback mechanisms like exit surveys or reviews on Glassdoor provide valuable insights into workplace dynamics and culture. When we choose not to share our experiences, or sign severance packages that prohibit us from doing so, we create a skewed understanding of workplace issues and perpetuate the status quo, including underrepresentation.

• Not living our truths: Remaining in the metaphorical closet about aspects of our identity—such as sexual orientation, gender identity, or other personal characteristics—can reinforce underrepresentation. When we don’t live authentically, it contributes to a culture of conformity and exclusion. Concealing aspects of our identity can create dissonance, erode self-esteem, and deprive others of diverse perspectives and experiences. This can perpetuate the idea that certain identities are incompatible with success or acceptance in professional settings.

• Being a “supermom,” “superwoman,” or “superhuman”: The pressure to excel in all areas of life, often placed disproportionately on women and particularly women of color, can contribute to underrepresentation. This unrealistic expectation of perfection can deter individuals from pursuing or maintaining positions of leadership or influence. The societal demand for women, especially from marginalized communities, to excel in multiple roles simultaneously can be overwhelming and unsustainable, discouraging them from pursuing career opportunities or leadership roles and contributing to underrepresentation in various fields.

• Buying into the idea of being a monolith: Believing that all individuals within a marginalized group are homogeneous or share identical experiences can perpetuate underrepresentation. This oversimplification ignores the diversity within marginalized communities and reinforces stereotypes that limit opportunities for representation. Marginalized communities are incredibly diverse, with individuals possessing a wide range of backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives. Failing to recognize this diversity perpetuates harmful stereotypes and hinders efforts to achieve true representation and inclusion.



WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Just as I start my workshops by laying out the foundational elements of diversity recruiting, I also have a crucial message to share at every closing.

As someone on the front lines of your workplace’s diversity initiative, you are more than just another piece in the corporate puzzle. Consider yourself a key player in the battle for representation—in positions going all the way to the top. We’re talking about increasing representation for women, people of color, veterans, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people with disabilities—those who have been marginalized for centuries. Part of your role includes being a bias-busting, initiative-clarifying advocate.

If you’re in this game, you’d better be serious, crystal clear, constantly improving, and willing to seek help when needed. No excuses. Get serious, get clearer, get better, and get help.

Getting serious means owning your responsibility to build diverse candidate pools, conduct intentional outreach, and identify and remove bias. Getting clearer means focusing on results, not just good intentions. Getting better means never settling—always pushing to up your game and smash biases in the process. And if nothing seems to be working, get help. Seek out ways to recognize your blind spots, weaknesses, and areas of resistance.

And if getting help doesn’t work, then help others instead. What does that mean? If none of the strategies covered in this book vibe with you, it might be time to consider hitting the exit and making way for others. Get out. Seriously. No judgment here, but if you can’t rise to the challenge, maybe leading or recruiting isn’t your thing. It’s time to step aside and make room for those of us who are ready to take accountability and push forward. It’s a tough truth, but it needs to be said.

A LONG DAY AGO

Brighter Days Ahead

Take a moment to reflect on the rich history of recruiting and workforce development we’ve explored. We’ve examined the stories of underrepresentation, the evolution of job descriptions, and the significance of resumes. But beyond those documented milestones lies a deeper narrative—the untold stories of candidates who weren’t chosen and voices that went unheard.

Consider the potential and talent that history has overlooked—the innovation stifled by systemic biases, the perspectives lost to outdated practices. As employers, you hold the power and influence to write a new chapter in this ongoing story, creating a brighter future. History is not a static record; it is a living narrative, shaped by our choices and actions. It is something we can continue, add to, or discontinue.

Challenge yourself to rethink traditional hiring practices. Ask yourself: Whose stories are we not hearing? Whose talents are we overlooking? Embrace a more philosophical and creative approach to recruiting. Move beyond conventional metrics and consider the holistic value each candidate brings. Reflect on those with the drive, creativity, and lived-experience intelligence that could propel your organization forward, even if they don’t come from prestigious backgrounds.

Commit to being the catalyst for change. Create spaces where untapped voices are not just heard but amplified. Develop policies that prioritize equity and belonging. By broadening your perspective, you not only honor the stories of those who came before but also pave the way for a more inclusive future.

As you continue your journey, let this book serve as both a reminder and a challenge. Keep questioning, innovating, and evolving. The stories of “A Long Day Ago” are not just historical accounts—they are the foundation for building a more inclusive and dynamic future.

If history was written by the victors, the future can be shaped by the visionaries.


ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

Always Bet on Yourself

Dear Job Seeker,

As you turn the final pages of this book, remember the power and potential that lie within you. Betting on yourself is the most significant investment you can make. Whether you choose to bet on yourself through an employer, as I did, or by forging your own path as a business owner, as I do today, the key is to believe in your capabilities and value.

Navigating the career world as an ambitious individual from a marginalized community presents unique challenges. You may face obstacles, but history shows that we are resilient and will continue to rise above adversity. Let this book serve as your roadmap when you encounter biases and barriers. Keep it close, reference it often, and let it guide you through the complexities of the hiring and promotional landscape.

Share this knowledge, and create access for others. Encourage your partners, friends, and colleagues to read this book and join the conversation about leveling the playing field. Together, we can normalize recruiting practices that consider and uplift vulnerable populations.

To my sons, Austin and Aiden, these words are especially for you. One day, you may find yourselves navigating the obstacle courses of hiring and retention. My hope is that by then, the world will have changed for the better, and the playing field will be leveled.

Thank you for being part of this journey. I wish you success and fulfillment in your careers. Keep betting on yourself, and never forget your worth.
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RESOURCES FOR CONTINUING EDUCATION

Learning and growing professionally doesn’t end with the last page of this book—it’s just the beginning. This list of resources, compiled by Team JTC and me, includes courses, newsletters, and other tools to help you dive deeper into the topics we’ve covered. Whether you want to further explore specific topics, stay updated on trends, or find new ways to apply what you’ve learned, this list offers plenty of opportunities to expand your understanding and enhance your career.

By engaging with these materials, you can keep developing your expertise, stay ahead in your field, and make a greater impact. We encourage you to take advantage of these resources and commit to lifelong learning—a key component of achieving sustained success and personal fulfillment.

INCREASE DIVERSITY ACADEMY

The ID Academy offers a growing library of on-demand courses for leaders in HR, recruiting, DEI, and hiring. It provides tools, strategies, and resources to address frequently asked questions and help you effectively increase diversity and retention in your organization.

www.jennifertardy.com/toolbox

Within the ID Academy, you can find our two flagship courses:

For Recruiters: Qualified Diversity Recruiter

QDR certification equips recruiters with practical insights and actionable strategies to increase workplace diversity and retention.

www.jennifertardy.com/qualified-diversity-recruiter

For Hiring Managers: Accelerated Qualified Inclusive Leader

Accelerated QIL is a concise yet comprehensive program that equips hiring leaders with essential skills for inclusive leadership. Learn to navigate bias, implement effective strategies, and boost diversity and retention within your team—all in a format designed to fit your busy schedule.

www.jennifertardy.com/accelerated-qil-training

NEWSLETTER

Stay informed with our Increase Diversity newsletter, published on LinkedIn for recruiters and hiring leaders. It offers insights, updates, and best practices for increasing workplace diversity without harm.

www.linkedin.com/newsletters/6676459672414756864/

WEBINAR

Building a Diverse and Inclusive Workplace: Key Ingredients for Success

In this one-hour session, you will assess your readiness for diversity recruiting, identify gaps, and explore the Increase Diversity Framework (IDF) for boosting diversity without harm.

www.jennifertardy.com/weekly-webinar-diverse-inclusive-workplace

YOUTUBE CHANNELS

For Employers: Increase Diversity by Jenn Tardy

As a DEI recruitment leader, I train recruiters to find, attract, engage, and hire top talent from underrepresented populations. At Jennifer Tardy, LLC, we match employers with diverse talent for successful careers.

www.youtube.com/@DiversityRecruiterCentral

For Job Seekers: Career Success by Jenn Tardy

Welcome to a unique virtual career-coaching program. Our style and approach are anything but typical. From our topics to our teaching methods, we help you recognize your goals, understand your value, and leverage them to achieve your dreams.

www.youtube.com/c/CareerSuccess
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Jenn Tardy has dedicated her career since 2004 to helping employers and job seekers achieve their goals. Driven by a passion for making diversity both a practical and profitable priority, she founded Jennifer Tardy Consulting (Team JTC). As a recruitment thought leader, Jenn has enabled numerous organizations to find, attract, engage, and hire more candidates from historically underrepresented backgrounds.

Through her signature Increase Diversity Academy, Jenn empowers organizations to address underrepresentation openly, remove inequities from their hiring processes, and cultivate inclusive work cultures. As a career success coach, she has equipped countless job seekers to accelerate their careers and achieve success. Jenn’s deep understanding of the obstacles faced by women, people of color, individuals with disabilities, veterans, and LGBTQ+ individuals underpins her coaching and consultancy services.

Team JTC leverages Jenn’s extensive expertise to help job seekers overcome bias-driven hiring challenges and access greater opportunities. Based in Maryland, Team JTC is an internationally acclaimed, award-winning firm that collaborates with a diverse array of organizations and career coaches to empower both employers and job seekers.

Jenn is also a serial entrepreneur and co-owner of PWP Health in Chicago, Illinois, demonstrating her commitment to providing community mental health services. Her entrepreneurial spirit and dedication to diversity and inclusion extend across multiple ventures, enriching each with her unique insights and strategies.

Renowned for her thought leadership and dynamic speaking engagements, Jenn has held several prestigious certifications in human resources, and in diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging (DEIB), including Professional in Human Resources (PHR), Certified Diversity Recruiter (CDR), Certified Diversity Practitioner (CDP), and Certified Diversity Executive (CDE). She coined the term lived-experience intelligence, which highlights the value of diverse personal experiences in enriching professional environments.

An alumna of Virginia Tech, Jenn earned both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in business. She is recognized as a Top Voice on LinkedIn, where she publishes a weekly newsletter called Increase Diversity for a community of over eighty-five thousand leaders and HR and DEI practitioners.

For more information, visit Jenn’s website at jennifertardy.com.
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THE EQUITY EDGE

“At a critical time when most are fearing the word ‘equity,’ Jenn Tardy provides a compelling work illuminating the necessity of keeping the word and the thinking necessary for advantaging and advancing a successful workplace and workforce. Through anecdotal evidence and expert knowledge, The Equity Edge provides the skills, strategies, and language crucial to creating a workplace where higher retention and fairness abounds, where every person is appreciated and valued, and businesses can prosper.”

—Dr. D. I. Lee, global vice president, DEI education and training, the Institute for Diversity Certification, Inc.

“This book doesn’t just engage with today’s conversation about workplace diversity—it provides a framework to help companies adapt in ways that are both strategic and responsible. The LEQ approach ensures that companies are able to anchor their talent choices in impact rather than performative measures, creating lasting change without harm.”

—Daniel Chait, CEO, Greenhouse

“As a career coach, I was already a Tardy fan from attending her workshops. With The Equity Edge, my admiration has elevated to a whole new level. Her emphasis on continuous effort and dedication in the pursuit of equity resonates deeply. This book equips recruiters, career coaches, and job seekers alike with practical strategies to navigate and challenge biases, making it an indispensable resource for anyone committed to fostering truly inclusive workplaces.”

—Sabrina Woods, holistic career coach and international trainer/speaker

“If you care about hiring and keeping the best talent—and doing it in a way that actually works—The Equity Edge is essential reading. Tardy breaks down the biases baked into recruiting and retention not with vague corporate jargon but with real talk, actionable strategies, and a refreshing sense of urgency.”

—Andrew Seaman, editor at large for Jobs and Career Development, LinkedIn News

“The Equity Edge is a must-read for leaders, recruiters, and HR professionals striving to create truly inclusive workplaces. This insightful book goes beyond generic bias training, offering a practical lens into how bias operates in everyday hiring and retention decisions. With a clear framework and real-world examples, it equips organizations with the tools to identify and mitigate bias in real-time. An important read for anyone serious about breaking down barriers and fostering lasting diversity and equity.”

—Kevin Grossman, VP, research and editorial, ERE Media




OEBPS/images/Art_P269.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781541704817.jpg
How Addressing Bias
in Recruiting and Retention
Drives Success

THE

EQUITY
EDGE

-~ P






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE

EQUITY
EDGE

How Addressing Bias

in Recruiting and Retention
Drives Success

JENN TARDY

EEEEEEE





