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INTRODUCTION
More than 30 years ago, organizations began focusing on the importance of 
improving diversity and, over the last decade, they also began embracing 
inclusion as an organizational goal. Less understood is just how critical inclusion is 
to being an effective leader. New Linkage research fi nds that, in fact, inclusion is 
at the center of how to be an effective leader.

Unfortunately, our leadership models have not kept pace with these changes, 
and many organizations are struggling to engage and leverage a more diverse 
workforce. While most companies have established diversity and inclusion (D&I) 
efforts within talent management, these efforts tend to focus on compliance and 
recruiting. 

Our research has found that in this new work environment, inclusion is not 
separate from effective leadership. Rather, leaders who are not inclusive
will not be effective. 

The best companies treat inclusion as part of, not separate from, leadership 
development, leadership measurement and leadership effectiveness. Effective 
leadership and inclusion, as understood by our data, are one and the same. They 
are both processes of organizing and structuring relationships, interactions and 
activities between people and the vision or goals they are trying to attain. 

Inclusion Is Not Happening at the Same Rate as Diversity
Diversity and inclusion are often organized together to describe myriad activities, 
processes and initiatives. Diversity is largely a function of demographics, and our 
work environments have dramatically transformed in complexity and diversity 
in the last 20 years. For example, in the United States, only 50 percent of 
Generation Z and 55 percent of Millennials are white, compared to 72 percent 
of Baby Boomers.1

1 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, (2013), PEPALL6N, Retrieved from https://factfi nder.census.gov/faces/
tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=PEP_2013_PEPALL6N&prodType=table#.
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US Racial Diversity by Generation

In the United States, only 50% of Generation Z and 55% of Millennials are white, compared to 72% of Baby Boomers.2

Inclusion is a function of our mindsets, beliefs and actions. It is about creating 
and fostering an environment that recognizes and values all perspectives and 
contributions, enabling every employee to contribute to their fullest potential. 
Unfortunately, our leadership development systems are designed to reinforce 
existing models of leadership, which, in North America at the SVP level, are 
composed of 70 percent white men.3  Although many organizations are striving to 
become more engaging, inclusive and respectful, the evolution is not happening 
fast enough. Leaders often end up fostering exclusion by putting primacy on their 
own expertise and experiences, favoring the status quo and individuals who are 
similar to them, unintentionally leading with a command-and-control style, as well 
as promoting and protecting their contributions over the contributions of others. 
Additionally, we continue to see the presence of negative leadership behaviors 
in the workforce; for example, 45 percent of US workers report experiencing 
discrimination or harassment in the past year.4  In order to foster inclusive 
organizational cultures, we need to eliminate these behavior patterns and
the talent systems that reinforce them. 

Companies that increase diversity without increasing inclusion do not yield the 
benefi ts of a more diverse workforce over time.

2 Source: U.S. Census Bureau. PEPALL6N.
3 “Women in the Workplace Study 2018,” McKinsey & Company, October 2018, https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-
insights/gender-equality/women-in-the-workplace-2018.
4 “Build a Culture Where Every Employee Can Use Their Voice,” Gallup, https://www.gallup.com/workplace/215939/
invest-diversity-inclusion.aspx?utm_source=link_wwwv9&utm_campaign=item_236264&utm_medium=copy.

White Hispanic Black Asian Native American / Native Hawaiian Multiracial

Baby Boomer (1946–1964) Generation X (1965–1979) Millennial (1980–1999) Generation Z (2000–present) 

72% 60% 55% 50%
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The difference between diversity and inclusion is extremely important because 
diversity alone does not create inclusion. Inclusion is about creating belonging, 
connection, participation and contribution. The conversations and dialogue 
that take place in the workplace, as well as the symbols, traditions and other 
hard-to-see aspects of organizational culture can either cultivate the feeling 
of inclusivity or quite easily dampen it. Creating and promoting a culture of 
inclusion is not easy, and it is not simply a matter of being diverse. Diversity 
must be created, and then inclusion can be fostered over time. 

Companies that are able to increase diversity and inclusion fi nd these are not 
“nice to haves”—rather, they provide tangible benefi ts:

Employees are more engaged; for example, employees who are 
able to bring their whole selves to work are 42 percent less likely to 
say they intend to leave their job within a year.5

Teams are 17 percent more likely to report that they are high 
performing, 20 percent more likely to say they make high-
quality decisions, and 29 percent more likely to report behaving 
collaboratively.6

The organization will develop products that are more likely to 
appeal to a more diverse and global customer base.7

The organization will develop more innovative products, increasing 
revenue by almost 19 percent.8

5 Laura Sherbin and Ripa Rashid, “Diversity Doesn’t Stick Without Inclusion,” HBR, February 1, 2017, 
https://hbr.org/2017/02/diversity-doesnt-stick-without-inclusion.
6 Juliet Bourke and Andrea Espedido, “Why Inclusive Leaders Are Good for Organizations, and How 
to Become One,” HBR, March 29, 2019, https://hbr.org/2019/03/why-inclusive-leaders-are-good-
for-organizations-and-how-to-become-one.
7 Angela Hood, “Slow to Embrace Diversity in the Workplace? It’s Probably Affecting Business,” Fast 
Company, July 16, 2019, https://www.fastcompany.com/90376242/diversity-in-the-workplace-is-a-
smart-business-practice.
8 “How Diverse Leadership Teams Boost Innovation,” Boston Consulting Group, January 23, 2018, 
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation.aspx.
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9 Bourke and Espedido, “Why Inclusive Leaders Are Good for Organizations.”
10 Rocío Lorenzo, Nicole Voigt, Miki Tsusaka, Matt Krentz, and Katie Abouzahr, “How Diverse Leadership 
Teams Boost Innovation,” BCG Diversity and Innovation Survey, 2017, https://www.bcg.com/
publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation.aspx.

Teams with inclusive leaders are 17% more likely to report that they are high performing, 20% more 
likely to say they make high-quality decisions, and 29% more likely to report behaving collaboratively.9

Effects of Inclusive Leaders on Teams
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Business Value: Increase Diversity and Inclusion

Companies with more diverse leadership teams report higher innovation revenue.10 

Companies with 
below-average 
diversity scores

Companies with 
above-average 
diversity scores

average innovation 
revenue reported 

by companies

average innovation 
revenue reported 

by companies

45%26%

17% 29%20%
more likely to be
high performing

more likely to
make high-quality

decisions

more likely to
behave

collaboratively



COMPLIANCE-FOCUSED D&I
Most companies have diversity and inclusion efforts, but these efforts tend to 
heavily focus on “check-the-box” or legally obligated activities such as unconscious 
Bias training or mitigating Bias in the recruiting process. Fewer companies have 
integrated D&I into the core of their human capital strategy, through inclusion-
focused leadership training and development.

The common, check-the-box approach does not tend to show any measurable 
results. In the United States alone, corporations spend more than $8 billion each 
year on diversity training.11 Despite this tremendous expenditure, no single study 
has revealed that diversity training actually leads to more diversity. A meta-
analysis of hundreds of studies showed that the effects of most diversity efforts, 
including training, remain unknown, and a study looking at data from 708 private 
companies over 30 years found that diversity training didn’t produce more diverse 
workforces. In fact, mandated Bias training can have the opposite effect and 
actually increase racial and gender inequality in management.12

In general, there is very little changing in terms of overall effectiveness or levels 
of diversity, inclusion or belonging. As a result, companies often treat inclusion 
as a “nice to have” organizational trait and are not actively cultivating it in their 
leaders. Inclusion must go beyond legal obligations and check-the-box activities, 
and become part of the culture of both leadership and the broader organization. 
Every employee can contribute fully when they feel respected and included by 
both their leaders and their peers.

Linkage Finding:
The Most Effective Leaders Are Also the Most Inclusive
To understand the role of inclusion in being an effective leader, we examined
data from nearly 19,000 assessments evaluating nearly 1,200 leaders who 
participated in Linkage’s Purposeful Leadership 360° Assessment™ (PLA). Based 
on more than 30 years of qualitative and quantitative research, the PLA measures 
the fi ve leadership Commitments that Linkage has surfaced as requirements for 
effective leadership: Inspire, Engage, Innovate, Achieve and Become.

11 “Focusing on what works for workplace diversity,” McKinsey & Company, April 2017, https://www.mckinsey.com/
featured-insights/gender-equality/focusing-on-what-works-for-workplace-diversity.
12 Tessa L. Dover, Brenda Major, and Cheryl R. Kaiser, “Diversity Policies Rarely Make Companies Fair, and They Feel 
Threatening to White Men,” HBR, January 4, 2016, https://hbr.org/2016/01/diversity-policies-dont-help-women-or-
minorities-and-they-make-white-men-feel-threatened.
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LINKAGE’S 5 COMMITMENTS
OF PURPOSEFUL LEADERSHIP®

The fi ve Commitments of Purposeful Leadership were identifi ed 
by creating a proxy for leadership effectiveness, identifying the 
highly effective leaders in our database, sorting behaviors into 
effective versus ineffective, and then rigorously clustering them 
into factors. We further explored the impact of these factors by 
having leaders in organizations assess the degree to which their 
leaders displayed the fi ve factors and then correlated those results 
to the enterprise’s results. Companies with leadership exhibiting 
the fi ve factors of Purposeful Leadership showed signifi cantly 
improved strategic differentiation, revenue growth, profi tability 
and employee engagement. And just as importantly, companies 
with strong Purposeful Leaders generated signifi cantly higher 
Net Promoter Scores when it came to the likelihood of employees 
recommending their place of work to others. We then organized our 
fi ve factors into the Purposeful Leadership 360° Assessment (PLA) 
and launched a new effort to help leaders become more aligned 
with their own purpose and more effective in their roles. We also put 
in place methodology to further research what distinguishes the most 
effective leaders from other leaders.

These 360° assessments include a self-assessment completed by 
each leader, plus multi-rater assessments completed by the leader’s 
manager, colleagues and direct reports. In each assessment 
the leaders and their raters evaluated each leader’s overall 
effectiveness and the leader’s impact on other people, impact on the 
culture of the organization, and impact on the business.

Our research looked for strong positive correlations between 16 
behaviors that have been independently judged to be inclusive—
what we call the Inclusion Index—and leadership effectiveness. 

What we saw startled and amazed us: 

The aggregate of the 16 Inclusion Index behaviors
is just as strong a predictor of effective leadership—
a .92 correlation—as performance on the other fi ve 
Commitments of Purposeful Leadership.

FIVE COMMITMENTS OF PURPOSEFUL LEADERSHIP

LINKAGE’S PURPOSEFUL LEADERSHIP MODEL

INSPIRE:
Provides hope and inspiration for the 
future, and directs energy toward a 
bold vision

ENGAGE:
Identifi es and offers opportunities to 
engage,  contribute and thrive at work

INNOVATE:
Drives new thinking and creative 
freedom, reimagines realities for 
competitive differentiation and success

ACHIEVE:
Accomplishes successful outcomes 
and delivers excellence by creating 
appropriate structure and clarity

BECOME:
Grows with determination,
compassion, self-awareness, 
and courage
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We’ve distilled the hallmarks of inclusive leaders into the following 
fi ve areas, easily remembered as DELTA (another word for change):

Discusses Respectfully & Honestly
Direct with others and receptive to ideas; openly discusses failures 

Empowers Others
Elevates and equips others; supportive of others’ 
development and needs

Leverages Relationships
Easily connects with others, those who are different and 
those who are similar; understands how to impact others

Transparent & Open
Transparent and articulate about self and others

Actively Creates Psychological Safety
Establishes an environment where individuals can express 
themselves and are treated respectfully
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WHAT SHOULD ORGANIZATIONS DO?
The discovery that the most effective leaders are also the most inclusive leaders 
has important implications for how organizations structure themselves, as well 
as select, develop and evaluate leaders. Based on our extensive research and 
analysis, we have formulated the below recommendations and point of view on 
what organizations need to do to develop inclusive leadership capabilities and 
build a culture of inclusion.

1. Divorce diversity from inclusion. 

In order to see the benefi t of efforts in diversity or inclusion, an organization 
needs to have both. However, companies should also recognize that they are 
fundamentally different things. Many companies that have invested in “diversity 
and inclusion” have doubled down on sourcing and recruiting diverse talent as 
well as fulfi lling other broad legal obligations. But this is not enough to bring 
about the organizational benefi ts that can be achieved through effective 
diversity and inclusion practices.

Instead, organizations should pursue diversity and inclusion as separate, but 
related, goals. Inclusion should be shaping organizational development and 
strategy differently from diversity recruiting strategies. 

The most natural place for inclusion is in leadership development. Our data shows 
that any member of the workforce who is developing leadership skills should also 
be developing skills to be more inclusive. Based on our data, inclusion is critical to 
effective leadership. Leadership involves energizing, organizing and mobilizing 
the workforce. Implicit in leadership is inclusion. Inclusion should be brought out 
on a separate plane to allow organizations to leverage it to solve for future 
problems and reach future goals.

a) Present inclusion as a solution, not a problem.

Inclusion is often stated as a problem that companies have to solve. In reality, 
inclusion is a valuable solution. When most companies present goals or 
progress for diversity or inclusion, they normally speak of their diversity and 
inclusion needs. Our data suggests that instead of being one metric that can 
be achieved, inclusion is an inherent component of becoming a stronger, more 
strategic leader. This may require a mindset shift for some organizations: 
instead of seeing inclusion as a singular objective, inclusion should be at the 
center of the organization’s leadership development philosophy.
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2. Support the transition to inclusivity-focused leadership development 
with other talent management activities, a change in corporate culture, 
and executive action. 

To support the organization’s transition from a conventional approach to diversity 
and inclusion to a leadership development system that has inclusion at its heart, 
organizations need to go beyond individual leadership development and also 
embrace a change in culture, an updated approach to the standard talent 
management activities, and expanded executive action.

b) Consider a leader’s inclusivity maturity in leadership development metrics. 
For organizations making a fi nancial investment in leadership development, it 
is imperative that they capture their leaders’ progress to demonstrate success 
in their development efforts. Since our data shows that inclusivity is at the heart 
of being an effective leader, organizations should incorporate a measurement 
of inclusivity maturity into their leadership development metrics. This will help 
organizations measure and understand when leaders are not progressing in 
their embodiment of the inclusive behaviors that the Inclusion Index indicates 
are essential. One reading of our data, perhaps with a bit of heresy, suggests 
that the best leaders are better at reading people than they are at reading 
fi nancials. 

This also means that organizations should be prepared to transition any leaders 
who are not progressing in their inclusivity maturity out of leadership roles. 
Leaders who cannot embody inclusive behaviors will prevent an organization 
from seeing sizable economic benefi ts.

LINKAGE’S ADVANCING WOMEN LEADERS ORGANIZATIONAL MODEL

LEADERSHIP ENGAGEMENT
Executive Action

ENVIRONMENT
Culture

OPPORTUNITY 
Talent Systems

 INDIVIDUAL 
BEHAVIOR

Leadership Development
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Let’s take a deeper dive into the four areas to better understand the 
implications for organizations today.

a. Individual Behavior — Organizations need to take responsibility for 
the positive changes leaders need to make to become more inclusive. By 
designing and delivering inclusive leadership experiences in their leadership 
development curriculum, organizations can go a long way to accelerate 
individual leader growth. Organizations should kick-start the transformation 
among their leadership core/C-suite fi rst.

b. Environment — Similarly, the organization’s overall culture needs to 
transform to create a dynamic environment for inclusive leadership to make 
its tremendous potential impact. Leaders are not islands unto themselves; 
they represent a network that creates belonging through specifi c leadership 
actions. The organization’s overall culture, including the processes and 
structures that support the leaders, should reinforce inclusivity. Leaders need 
to be the kind of people worth following—they must lead with purpose, they 
should inspire and drive energy while bringing out the best in everyone, they 
should role-model innovation in how they are willing to do things, all while 
unlocking new organizational activities, relationships and structures that 
maximize diversity and foster inclusion.

c. Opportunity — Some of the most natural processes that organizations 
should use to reinforce culture lie in talent management. Processes related 
to performance management and succession planning, including promotion 
processes and reward and recognition systems, should be carefully innovated 
and refi ned to reinforce the organization’s inclusion goals.

d. Leadership Engagement — There is no place in an organization that 
needs to be more generative in creating inclusion than executive leadership. 
Executives need to leave their bubble and engage all those whom they lead. 
Creating a more inclusive organization requires activation energy, and the 
executive leadership may provide the initiative your organization needs 
to generate inclusive patterns of thinking and leading. It will need to be 
inspirational in order to reinforce the change and energize others to champion 
and personally own inclusion. It will need to fuel new processes, new systems 
and new activities. It will take energy to change valued traditions that no 
longer serve the inclusive organization.
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APPENDIX
The graphs below represent the demographic information on the entire population
of leaders who have taken the Purposeful Leadership 360° Assessment.

Gender Age

Race Level

Female

Male

1946–1964

1965–1979

1980 or after

I do not manage others

I manage individual contributors

I manage projects, programs, or processes, but not people

I manage supervisors or managers

I manage the entire organization or enterprise

(President, Managing/Executive Director, Managing Partner)

61%

39%

25%15%

60%

10%

29%

9%

4%

48%76.5%

1.4%

4.5%

9.2%
5.5%

.09%

1.2%
.9%

.3%

African American / Black

Asian / South Asian

Hispanic / Latina / Spanish Origin

Middle Eastern / North African / Arab

Multiracial

Native American / Alaska Native

Native Hawaiian / Other Pacifi c Origin

White

Other



Presented by Linkage’s Creating Cultures of Inclusion Solution
Linkage’s Creating Cultures of Inclusion solution enables 
organizations to assess, evaluate and accelerate inclusive 
leadership qualities in leaders at all levels. We empower 
organizations to elevate their leaders’ capabilities in the areas 
most closely correlated with inclusive leadership. With decades 
of experience working with organizations on inclusion-focused 
initiatives, we have a legacy of results in this critical area. Our 
interactive learning experiences are designed to equip leaders 
with the hands-on skills and knowledge they need to lead 
inclusively and actively contribute to cultures of inclusion.

About Linkage
For more than 30 years, Linkage has been changing the face 
of leadership. Through our work with more than one million 
leaders, we continue to evolve our leadership data, insights and 
frameworks, empowering leading organizations to solve their 
most vexing leadership development challenges. From developing 
effective, purposeful leaders to advancing women and creating 
cultures of inclusion, we guide our clients with proven solutions to 
create transformative change.
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