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Developing 
Inclusive Leaders

Inclusion is a core leadership skill —not only for 
diversity, but for overall team performance.  
Company cultures that value and celebrate 
diverse perspectives not only support, engage 
and advance underrepresented groups, but 
also benefit by making better decisions and 
achieving broader innovation.  We believe 
inclusion is a hallmark of strong leadership 
and should be a core skill for all leaders.

Fostering an Inclusive Culture  
for Better Team Performance 
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Developing Inclusive Leaders
Studies have demonstrated that working with people who are different 
from us makes us more creative, harder-working,1 and even more 
analytical.2 When employees feel included, they are more productive,  
have higher engagement, are more likely to share information and  
decision-making, and have lower turnover.3 

The potential business benefits of a diverse and inclusive workforce  
are considerable. Unfortunately, most programs fail by approaching 
diversity and inclusion the wrong way.

Most diversity and inclusion programs  
fall short on their promises
Research shows that typical diversity and inclusion training programs 
do not create lasting change. One study showed that trainees who 
successfully passed a multiple-choice test at the end of a program did not 
change behaviors, even within a day or two of completing the program.4  

This result is not isolated—a longitudinal study of over 700 U.S. companies 
found that diversity training programs have little positive effect.5

One reason companies have seen little success with diversity programs  
is that most are remedial, and are often associated with stress and  
anxiety. In fact, 75% of diversity training programs use negative 
messages.6 Programs based around fear, (“If I mess up we could be  
sued”) instead of inspiration (“We can all benefit from diversity”) tend  
to deliver the opposite of creating an inclusive and diverse workforce. 

Many companies also offer affinity groups or other support for 
underrepresented groups. While these types of programs offer needed 
support, they put the burden of navigating diversity on minority groups, 
rather than the entire organization. Inclusion by its very nature should  
be everyone’s job.

Despite decades of programs and policies intended to improve diversity, 
figures have not changed significantly. Groups like women,7 racial 
minorities,8 LGBTQ individuals,9 and the disabled10 are still severely 
underrepresented in corporate leadership. 

We believe the reasons these programs fail is that they don’t focus on 
inclusion, and they are episodic, rather than continuous in nature, and  
thus don’t yield long-term behavior change across the organization. 
Developing inclusive leaders is key to unlocking the business benefit  
of diversity within organizations.

of diversity training programs  
use negative messages.75% 
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Coaching for Inclusivity 
When employees feel included, they are more 
productive, have higher engagement, are more 
likely to share information and decision-making, 
and have lower turnover.3 To truly benefit from 
a diverse workforce, leaders must create an 
environment where individuals can bring their 
unique experiences and perspectives to bear. 
Companies that are diverse in make-up but  
have cultures of conformity do not see the full 
benefit of diversity. 

Coaching across teams to 
create an inclusive culture
Coaching a wider group of individuals for 
inclusivity has many benefits. It removes the 
notion that underrepresented groups need 
additional help to succeed or are themselves 
responsible for solving the problem. In fact,  
it’s incumbent on all members of the workforce 
to create an atmosphere that promotes diverse 
points of view. Managers can learn how to  
create an environment of psychological safety, 
where employees feel comfortable speaking  
up, taking risks, and sharing their unique 
experiences. It also removes the remedial, 

compliance-oriented, or negatively-focused 
aspects of most diversity programs.  

A trusting relationship for 
personalized engagement
The coaching relationship is based in trust.  
This allows for coach and client to have real  
and honest conversations that promote diversity 
awareness and inclusion. Through exercises and 
assignments, coaches appropriately challenge 
their clients to seek out and explore different 
viewpoints and people, which has been shown  
to increase inclusivity.11  Another key feature 
of the coaching relationship is accountability. 
Studies suggest that people act out of bias less 
when they feel accountability for fairness.12  
A coach acts as an accountability partner, and 
encourages employees to take responsibility  
for inclusivity. 

Finally, coaching is an ongoing, highly engaging 
experience. Unlike “one-and-done” trainings, 
coaching is an ongoing developmental 
opportunity to grow and learn with real-life 
experiences, which research shows helps 

individuals develop an inclusive identity.13  

Individuals are able to address issues in real time 
with help from an expert, rather than waiting for 
the next round of training to bring up questions. 

Most corporate diversity programs struggle because they treat diversity and inclusion as separate from core leadership skills. Instead, inclusion should 
be considered a foundational leadership behavior and integrated into leadership development programs. Like any other skill, inclusivity can be learned. 
Coaching is an effective way to develop more inclusive leaders through accountability, guidance and feedback from a trained expert. 

“�While�company�leadership�defines�
cultural values, managers often 
interpret and put them into practice 
in their own way. To create an 
inclusive culture that draws out, 
supports,�and�benefits�from�diverse�
perspectives, inclusion must be 
reinforced at every level of the 
company. Helping managers develop 
the skills and mindsets to create an 
inclusive environment is incredibly 
powerful to that end...”

–  Fern Mandelbaum  
BetterUp Advisor, Stanford Lecturer, 
Partner Vista Ventures 

Inclusivity as a Core Leadership Skill 
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To develop inclusive leaders, BetterUp coaches work one-on-one with employees on key skills and mindsets that underpin an inclusive workplace.  
These “intercultural competence” skills for individual contributors might include active listening, self-awareness and advocacy. For managers, skills  
can be broadened to also include creating a climate of trust, encouraging participation, and recognizing team member contributions.

Developing Skills for Inclusive Workplace with BetterUp Coaching

Issue BetterUp Coaching for Inclusion Skills

Bias
Biased hiring, promotion, evaluation practices and salary levels are 
common. Organizations tend to evaluate people based on the behaviors 
of the existing majority.

Skills to help individuals recognize and interrupt bias: 

• Self-awareness, empathy and mindfulness
• Education on neuroscience research on bias & how it impacts behavior
• Defining and highlighting inclusive behaviors

Scarcity of mentors, role models, and lack of 
access to influential social networks
Mentors tend to seek protégés who resemble them in background,  
race, and gender, and this underrepresentation at the highest levels 
creates a self-perpetuating scarcity of role models.

Offer support on both ends to create new relationships:

• Education and accountability to be an advocate, connector and/or 
champion for underrepresented colleagues

• Skills and support to help employees seek and engage advocates to 
build professional networks

Insufficient use of inclusive leadership  
practices in management
Leadership training often excludes special focus on how leaders can  
foster an environment of inclusivity.

Inclusive leadership awareness and skill development:

• Valuing and leveraging individual and intergroup differences
• Fostering psychological safety in teams
• Cognitive flexibility (considering less dominant perspectives in 

leadership thinking)

Shortage of non-remedial communication and 
open discussion about Diversity and Inclusion
Diversity and inclusion is associated with remedial or compliance-oriented 
programming. Consequently, team members often avoid bringing up  
such important topics in a non-remedial capacity. 

Skills and learning to shift towards positive, open communication on 
Diversity and Inclusion:

• Education about the advantages of diversity
• Awareness, empathy, values exploration
• Effective communication and difficult conversations
• Micro behavioral exercises to ‘practice’ having proactive and productive 

conversations about Diversity and Inclusion related topics regularly
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While inclusivity is the foundation of a successful diversity program, coaching is effective to support and accelerate development for underrepresented 
employee groups like minorities and women. Coaching with BetterUp can help address issues that contribute to attrition and slower promotion amongst 
underrepresented groups, including lack of inclusion, navigating bias, and the absence of role models and advocates. Level the playing field for fast track 
opportunities, and boost performance with underrepresented groups to promote diversity at all levels of the organization.

Fast Track Underrepresented Employee Groups with BetterUp

Teach skills to navigate bias
Bias is real, but skills to navigate biases can be taught. A coach can help 
underrepresented groups negotiate the unique challenges they face in 
real time, encourage employees to find advocates and use their support 
effectively, and build a support community. Coaching also provides an 
environment of psychological safety, where employees feel respected  
and safe, and able to take risks to build skills and grow.14

Strengths-based leadership development
Coaching also supports diversity by recognizing and amplifying individuals’ 
uniqueness. This brings to the forefront their unique skillsets, highlighting 
skills the majority may lack and creating a more robust company.15

Issue Coaching Skills and Tools
Wage Gap
Women and minorities are paid less than men for the same work, 
controlling for other factors (like years of experience).16

• Fact-based negotiation skills
• Assertiveness
• Difficult conversations

Tokenism
Individuals from underrepresented groups may experience pressure to 
perform at work when they are made to feel that they represent their 
entire group. 

• Cognitive reframing to maintain objectivity
• Education on neuroscience research on bias and how it impacts 

behavior

Covering
The process of downplaying aspects of one’s identity to fit in. (e.g., a 
woman who shies away from discussing her role as a mother, or an openly 
gay person who still doesn’t bring his partner to office parties).

• Authentic communication
• Skills and reinforcement to seek out advocates

Impostor Syndrome
High-achieving individuals marked by an inability to internalize their  
accomplishments and a persistent fear of being exposed as a “fraud”.13  
Particularly common among high-achieving women & African Americans.

• Cognitive reframing to maintain objectivity
• Mindfulness
• Strength-based awareness to communicate and own one’s value. 
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About BetterUp
BetterUp unlocks the potential of emerging leaders with career coaching to build leadership behaviors at scale. The personalized development approach 
gives these employees accountability, guidance, and feedback to develop skills and leadership behaviors so they can thrive in their current role and hone 
capabilities for the long term. BetterUp energizes high potential employees, prepares rising leaders for new challenges, drives measurable improvement 
in workforce KPIs, fast tracks leadership development, and helps enterprise employees find more meaning at work.

For more information on BetterUp, visit betterup.co or email getbetterup@betterup.co
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