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Given all the effort that companies have put into diversity, it’s 
perplexing that they are not making faster progress. Over the past 

few years, press attention and awareness have expanded the focus on 
obstacles that employees in diverse groups, particularly women, face 
at work. In response, companies have launched even more programs 
to address these obstacles, yet few of these efforts have yielded 
results. Although nearly all companies have diversity programs in 
place, according to our research, only about a quarter of employees in 
diverse groups said that they have personally benefited. 

Most corporate leaders now understand that in today’s business envi-
ronment, companies must achieve diversity if they want to acquire 
and retain talent, build employee engagement, and improve business 
performance. (See “How Diverse Leadership Teams Boost Innova-
tion,” BCG article, January 2018.) But many leaders still have blind 
spots regarding diversity. They underestimate the obstacles confront-
ing an employee of a diverse group, perceiving a workplace with far 
less bias than actually exists. They launch programs that they think 
will yield improvements, but their decisions are based on gut instinct 
rather than proven results. Unless they acknowledge their blind spots, 
these leaders won’t make meaningful progress.

We recently surveyed roughly 16,500 people worldwide to identify the 
most effective diversity and inclusion measures. Our investigation 
builds on previous BCG research into gender diversity, including a 
landmark study in 2017. (See Getting the Most from Your Diversity Dol-
lars, BCG report, June 2017.) For our current analysis, we broadened 
our lens to include diversity in two additional dimensions: race and 
ethnicity and also sexual orientation. (See the Appendix for details on 
the methodology.) 

Through that research, we identified specific solutions that companies 
can implement to accelerate their progress on diversity. (See the side-
bar “Key Findings.”) These solutions fall into three categories:

 • Back-to-basics measures that all groups, regardless of age, gender, 
race or ethnicity, or LGBTQ status, agree are necessary and 
effective 

 • Proven measures that employees of each diverse group—along 
with management—agree are effective 

 • “Hidden gems” for each group—initiatives that members of that 
group cite as effective yet are undervalued by company leaders 

INTRODUCTION

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2017/people-organization-behavior-culture-getting-the-most-from-diversity-dollars.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2017/people-organization-behavior-culture-getting-the-most-from-diversity-dollars.aspx
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 • Despite greater attention to and increas-
ing investments in improving diversity 
related to gender, race and ethnicity, and 
sexual orientation, gains have been far 
from impressive. Approximately 98% of 
companies have established a gender 
diversity program, but only about a 
quarter of employees in diverse groups 
said that they have personally benefited. 
(See the exhibit below.) 

 • A key impediment to progress is that 
men age 45 or older, commonly those 
who lead decision making in corporate 
environments, underestimate—by  
10 to 15 percentage points—the 
obstacles in recruiting, retention, and 
advancement reported by female, 
racially or ethnically diverse, and 
LGBTQ employees. 

 • To improve, companies need to invest  
in back-to-basics measures that all 
respondents agree are effective. These 
include setting antidiscrimination 
policies, providing formal training  
to mitigate biases and increase cultu- 
ral competency, and removing bias  

from evaluation and promotion deci-
sions. 

 • Proven measures for individual groups 
include those that the majority and 
members of those groups say are 
effective. 

 • Most important, our research identified 
“hidden gems”—measures that leader-
ship underestimates but diverse 
employees consider critically important.

Women, for example, have a strong 
interest in indicators showing that 
advancement is possible. These include 
visible role models, parental leave, 
appropriate health care coverage, and 
assistance with childcare (such as on-site 
facilities and emergency backup care).  

Racially and ethnically diverse employees 
look for fairer recruiting and advance-
ment decisions, with sponsorship and 
individual roadmaps for advancement. 

LGBTQ employees are hoping for 
indications of less bias in the work 

KEY FINDINGS

96%–98% 21%–28%

“My company has a diversity
program in place”1

“I have personally benefited from
the diversity program”2

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.
1Responses: LGBTQ = 96%; women and people of color = 98%.
2Responses: LGBTQ = 26%; women = 21%; people of color =  28%.

Most Companies Have Invested in Diversity Programs, but Employees in Diverse 
Groups Are Not Benefiting
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Companies cannot simply launch programs and expect results. In-
stead, they need a strong focus on implementation, just as they would 
for any other business priority. Specifically, the success of each of 
these initiatives requires leadership commitment, a tailored approach 
that is based on the unique needs of the organization, and metrics for 
gauging progress. Furthermore, they need to involve their employees 
throughout—both in the choice of specific solutions and in assessing 
the impact of ongoing measures.

environment, including structural 
changes such as nonbinary gender 
designations and gender-neutral 
restrooms.

 • Finally, companies need to focus on 
implementation, exemplified by strong 

leadership commitment, actions that 
are tailored to drive change (for exam-
ple, balancing top-down and bottom-up 
initiatives), and rigorously tracked KPIs.

KEY FINDINGS (continued)
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LINGERING OBSTACLES 
AND GAPS IN AWARENESS

Clearly, companies have not made 
much progress in their ability to deal 

effectively with diversity, and the problem is 
acute at the leadership level. Among Fortune 
500 CEOs at the time of publication, only 24 
are women (less than 5% of the total), only 
three are black, and only three are openly gay, 
including just one lesbian. In fact, this kind of 
homogeneity among leaders is a key part of 
the problem at lower levels of companies. Our 
data shows that most company leaders—pri-
marily white, heterosexual males—still 
underestimate the challenges diverse employ-
ees face. These leaders control budgets and 
decide which diversity programs to pursue. If 
they lack a clear understanding of the prob-
lem, they can’t design effective solutions. 

When asked if they see obstacles to diversity 
and inclusion at their company, more than a 
third of diverse employees said yes. Half of all 
diverse employees stated that they see bias as 
part of their day-to-day experience at work. 
Half said that they don’t believe that their 
companies have the right mechanisms in place 
to ensure that major decisions (such as who 
receives promotions and stretch assignments) 
are free from bias. By contrast, white hetero-
sexual males, who tend to dominate the lead-
ership ranks, are significantly more likely than 
employees in diverse groups to say that the 
day-to-day experience and major decisions are 
free of bias. (To be clear, our overall analysis 
included respondents worldwide, but in this 

paper, we present the results for race and eth-
nicity from three countries: the US, the UK, 
and Brazil. The respondents in other countries 
cite other ethnic groups as the majority.)

If leaders lack a clear  
understanding of the  
problem, they can’t design 
effective solutions.

In terms of gender diversity, leaders are start-
ing to get it. The disparity between the per-
ceptions of leaders and those of women 
across all levels of the organization is relative-
ly small. Men are more likely to see the obsta-
cles that hold women back at work, probably 
because lately, the media has been covering 
such issues more openly. Yet the difference in 
the perceptions of straight, white men and 
those of people of color and LGBTQ employ-
ees remains significant. For example, just 26% 
of straight, white men see obstacles to the ad-
vancement of racially or ethnically diverse 
employees, compared with 35% of employees 
in that group. And straight white male leaders 
and LGBTQ employees indicate a similar dif-
ference in perception. (See Exhibit 1.) 

In addition to underestimating the problem, 
leaders tend to see it in the wrong place. We 
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break the obstacles to diversity down into 
four areas: recruiting, retention, advance-
ment, and leadership commitment. Many 
leaders believe that the recruiting phase pres-
ents the biggest obstacles—particularly for 
women and racial and ethnic minorities. It is 
not, however, that simple. Hiring people from 
diverse groups is easier than successfully ad-
dressing the deep-rooted cultural and organi-
zational issues that those groups face in their 
day-to-day work experience. 

And, in fact, members of diverse groups do 
see things differently. Because they have first-
hand experience of the daily biases that keep 
them from staying at an organization and ris-
ing through the ranks, they see more obsta-
cles across the entire employee life cycle: re-
cruiting, retention, advancement, and the 
commitment of leaders. 

It’s easy, therefore, to see how companies can 
spend money on diversity initiatives that don’t 
generate results. The senior leaders—primari-
ly older men—who make decisions about how 
much to invest in diversity and which initia-
tives to fund lack a clear understanding of 
how big the problems are or where those prob-
lems lie. (See Exhibit 2.) There is, however, one 
reason for optimism: our research shows that 
many younger men are more attuned to the 
obstacles that confront employees in diverse 

groups. See the sidebar “Younger Men Are an 
Untapped Resource.”) 

Many leaders believe that 
the recruiting phase presents 
the biggest obstacles.

How to get better? We asked survey partici-
pants to evaluate the effectiveness of 31 di-
versity initiatives. (See Exhibit 3.) On the ba-
sis of their responses, we have identified 
three categories of measures: 

 • Back-to-Basics Measures. All groups, 
regardless of age, gender, race or ethnicity, 
or LGBTQ status, agree that these are 
necessary and effective measures that 
should be priorities for all organizations. 

 • Proven Measures. Each diverse group has 
its own list, and management and employ-
ees in each group agree that these meas- 
ures are effective. 

 • Hidden Gems. Members of each group 
cite certain measures and initiatives as 
effective, but these measures are under-
valued by company leaders. These reflect 

Gender Other diversity dimensions

Share of respondents who agree that there are obstacles (%)

Difference
(percentage points)

Share of respondents who agree that there are obstacles (%)

Majority (male, white, heterosexual) Minority (women, racially and ethnically diverse, and LGBTQ)

36

1 9 11

37
26

35
24

35

Gender Race and ethnicity LGBTQ status

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.
Note: Percentages are aggregated for responses regarding all four obstacles: recruitment, leadership commitment, retention, and 
advancement.  Respondents included 7,506 men; 8,573 women; 4,458 whites; 3,206 people from racial and ethnic groups; 11,282 heterosexual 
and cisgender people; and 1,622 LGBTQ people.

Exhibit 1 | Public Attention Has Led to Increased Awareness of the Obstacles Women Face but Not  the 
Obstacles Other Diverse Groups Face
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0

40 37
343537 37

333536
3838 37

34

Leadership commitment
Advancement

Retention
Recruitment

Share of respondents who agree (%)

“There are obstacles to diversity and inclusion in my company.”

Racially and ethnically diverse employees LGBTQ people employeesWomen

Heterosexual men aged 45 or older

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.

Exhibit 2 | Older Men See More Obstacles in Recruitment; Diverse Employees See Obstacles Across  the 
Full Life Cycle of Employment

If there is a bright spot in our findings, it’s 
that the young heterosexual men in our 
sample (those younger than 45) are more 
attuned to diversity and inclusion than 
older heterosexual men—and therefore 
more likely to be empathetic and eager to 
address those issues. Specifically, the 
younger men’s perceptions of the obstacles 
that diverse employees face tend to  
be closer to those of people in those 
groups. 

For example, only 25% of older hetero 
sexual men see obstacles for women in the 
workplace, while 35% of younger heterosex-
ual men agree that there are obstacles, 
closer to the 37% of women who cite those 
concerns. The same difference between 
older and younger heterosexual men shows 
up in racially and ethnically diverse 
employees, and those in the LGBTQ 
category. 

This finding makes intuitive sense. Younger 
employees are less likely than older 

employees to see diversity as a new 
concept that they must incorporate into 
their thinking. Rather, all their lives, 
diversity has been an issue in the pub- 
lic eye. 

For companies, the clear takeaway is that 
they must engage younger employees in 
understanding—and tackling—the obsta-
cles to greater inclusion.

YOUNGER MEN ARE AN UNTAPPED RESOURCE
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FOR
FEMALE

EMPLOYEES

FOR
EMPLOYEES
OF COLOR

FOR
LGBTQ

EMPLOYEES

Intervention Women All men

Intervention
People
of color White men

Intervention LGBTQ White men

Antidiscrimination policies
Participation in external events and rankings (such as Pride events)
Appropriate health care that is transgender inclusive and covers same-sex partners 
Formal training to mitigate biases and increase cultural competency
Bias-free day-to-day experience1

Blind screening
Structural interventions (such as gender-neutral restrooms, nonbinary gender choices on forms) 
Employee surveys
Visible role models who represent diversity in leadership 
Removing bias from evaluation and promotion decisions2

Networking, employee resource groups, and supportive peer communities
Parental leave, including for adoption 
Flexibility programs
Public commitment of the CEO
A specific diversity strategy

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

1
5
7
3
15
2
24
6
12
10
14
13
11
4
9

Antidiscrimination policies
Formal training to mitigate biases and increase cultural competency 
Blind screening
Employee surveys
Removing bias from evaluation and promotion decisions2

Visible role models who represent diversity in leadership 
Diverse interview panels
Bias-free day-to-day experience1

Diversity leadership team or council
A specific diversity strategy 
Flexibility programs
Public commitment of the CEO
Outreach into more diverse talent pools 
Formal sponsorship of individuals and individual action plans
Appropriate health care coverage

Antidiscrimination policies
Flexibility programs
Parental leave, including for adoption 
Formal training to mitigate biases and increase cultural competency 
Visible role models who represent diversity in leadership 
Appropriate health care coverage (such as maternity care) 
Blind screening
Bias-free day-to-day experience1

Employee surveys
Removing bias from evaluation and promotion decisions2

Childcare (such as on-site or emergency backup care)
Structural interventions (such as lactation rooms) 
Balanced candidate slates for job interviews
Participation in external events and rankings
Diverse interview panels

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

1
5
10
2
17
11
4
7
8
3
22
9
12
14
18

1
2
4
5
8
10
12
14
11
7
6
3
13
28
24

Hidden gems

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.
1For example, when management staffs teams and chooses participants who will attend meetings.  
2Such as hard metrics for decision making; diverse panels.

Exhibit 3 | Rankings of the Most Effective Programs
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Antidiscrimination policies Formal training to mitigate biases and
increase cultural competency

Removing bias from evaluation and
promotion decisions

Showing a viable path forward 

Providing tools that help successfully
balance career and family
responsibilities

Getting back to basics: fundamentally reducing bias

Visible role models

Flexible-work programs 
Parental leave 
Appropriate health care 
Childcare 

Recruiting a diverse workforce 
Blind screening 
Diverse interview panels 

Advancing employees of color 
Bias-free day-to-day experience

Formal sponsorship of individuals;
individual action plans

Mainstreaming the LGBTQ experience 

Participating in external events
and rankings

Appropriate health care 

Removing bias

Bias-free day-to-day experience

Structural interventions 

FOR FEMALE EMPLOYEES FOR EMPLOYEES OF COLOR FOR LGBTQ EMPLOYEES

RANKED BY EVERYONE

Hidden gemsProven measuresBack-to-basics measures

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.

Exhibit 4 | The Most Effective Diversity Initiatives

the biggest blind spots, so organizations 
should prioritize those identified meas- 
ures and initiatives that correspond to 
their diversity objectives. 

Exhibit 4 shows a breakdown of the most ef-
fective initiatives, by group. 
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GETTING BACK TO BASICS

The first set of solutions includes 
back-to-basics measures. All were ranked 

in the top ten by all employees regardless of 
age, gender, race or ethnicity, or LGBTQ 
status, and all are aimed at reducing bias. 
These should be priorities for any organiza-
tion that wants to improve diversity. 

Antidiscrimination Policies 
In the past, HR departments have treated an-
tidiscrimination policies as a compliance re-
quirement—statements that lawyers draft 
and leave unread on the company intranet. 
The prominence of such policies in employ-
ees’ responses indicates that companies 
should do far more. 

A well-crafted policy can effectively lay out 
the company’s values, and frequently and ex-
plicitly communicating such a policy to em-
ployees sends a signal that the company 
takes the issue of diversity seriously. Unfortu-
nately, too few companies consistently follow 
their policies or take decisive action when 
problems arise. 

According to the Human Rights Campaign 
(HRC), almost half of LGBTQ workers believe 
that even if an antidiscrimination policy is in 
effect, it won’t be enforced if their own su-
pervisor is not supportive of the LGBTQ com-
munity. As a result, many employees in this 
group are reluctant to report issues. 

Training to Mitigate Biases and 
Increase Cultural Competency 
The second back-to-basics measure is formal 
training to mitigate biases and increase cul-
tural competency. Most managers and execu-
tives don’t think that they are biased, yet bias 
is wired into human nature: biases stem from 
the genetic shortcuts that help our brains rec-
ognize patterns. Overcoming these “uncon-
scious” biases can be difficult, but formal 
training can help employees identify their  
biases and understand their effect.

Most managers and  
executives don’t think that 
they are biased, yet bias is 
wired into human nature.

It’s worth noting, however, that there are 
many ways to get such training wrong. For ex-
ample, some companies hire outside vendors 
to come in for a single session lasting a few 
hours, but this approach is insufficient for ad-
dressing such a pervasive challenge. Others 
train in a way that puts employees and man-
agers on the defensive—and can actually 
backfire. Given these risks, companies need 
to make thoughtful choices regarding how 
they implement this kind of training. The 
best programs lead with the ideas that every-
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one has biases and that although biases may 
be a normal part of being human, uncon-
scious biases do have harmful effects. It’s crit-
ical that programs focus on actionable strate-
gies, and they must be complemented by 
changes to programs and policies.

To maintain the momentum initiated by for-
mal training, companies should look for ways 
to foster informal discussions among employ-
ees about bias and cultural issues. Many com-
panies host these kinds of discussions among 
small groups. (BCG’s program is called Au-
thentic Conversations.) These generally un-
structured sessions, led by a moderator or  
facilitator, provide an opportunity for employ-
ees to practice using the tools they acquire 

during the training, ultimately increasing cul-
tural competency, awareness, understanding, 
and inclusion. 

Removing Bias from Evaluation 
and Promotion Decisions 
Respondents in all categories highlighted the 
importance of eliminating bias from decisions 
related to evaluations and promotions. (See 
the sidebar “Boosting Diversity at Law Firms.”)
Many companies maintain that these process-
es are bias free, but rigorous examination of 
the data proves otherwise. Companies should 
start by comprehensively tracking diversity 
metrics relative to promotions. Next, having 
established clear criteria and hard metrics for 

The legal profession has long struggled 
with diversity. The Diversity Lab is an 
incubator dedicated to changing that. One 
of its key initiatives, born out of a 2016 
diversity “hackathon,” is the Mansfield 
Rule, named for Arabella Mansfield, the 
first female attorney in the US. The goal of 
the Mansfield Rule is to ensure a level 
playing field in the selection process for 
leadership positions such as equity partner 
and key governance roles. 

Law firms can become Mansfield certified if 
the slates they consider for leadership 
positions include at least 30% women, 
racial or ethnic minorities, and members of 
the LGBTQ community. Studies have shown 
that 30% is the threshold for changing 
mindsets regarding diversity. (The inclusion 
of just one candidate for an open position 
is easily dismissed as tokenism.)

Although the rule itself is fairly narrow, 
adopting a concrete, easy-to-grasp measure 
such as the Mansfield Rule has many 
benefits, according to Lisa Kirby, managing 
director at Diversity Lab. “It’s not just 
throwing more names into the ring. It has 
really changed the conversation. It brings 
diversity to the forefront when people are 
making these critical decisions around 
promotions and leadership. And what were 

previously often quick, gut decisions are now 
more structured, thoughtful discussions.” 

The Mansfield Rule includes two additional 
components:

 • Rigorous Tracking of the Diversity 
of Candidate Slates for Key Posi-
tions. Previously, only 60% of firms 
tracked diversity among equity-owning 
partners, 30% among leadership 
appointments, and 20% among senior 
hires. Now, 100% of participating firms 
track their performance across all three 
metrics.

 • Clearer Job Descriptions for Leader-
ship Positions and Transparency 
into the Decision-Making Process. 
The number of firms that make the 
responsibilities and requirements for 
open positions transparent to their staff 
has nearly doubled, from 28% to 55%. 

More than 40 top-tier firms signed up for 
the first pilot in 2017, and that number 
exceeded 60 firms in 2018. After just six 
months’ participation in the program, more 
than a third of those firms reported an 
increase in the representation of women 
and people of color across all areas 
tracked. 

BOOSTING DIVERSITY AT LAW FIRMS
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employee evaluations—and promotion deci-
sions—they can strip bias out of the decision- 
making process, demystifying the process for 
diverse employees who may not have access to 
insider networks and information. Rigorous 
tracking of promotions and evaluations can 
highlight areas in which biases may exist—
both who is (or is not) getting promoted across 
diverse populations and whether evaluations 
include questions or criteria that indicate sys-
temic bias because certain groups consistently 
perform at different levels.

In addition, specific training can help manag-
ers structure feedback so that it corresponds 
more closely to the completion of projects 
and goals. This helps make evaluations less 
dependent on personality-based observations 
that may be subject to bias. 
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PROVEN MEASURES FOR 
EACH DIVERSE GROUP

In addition to identifying the three 
back-to-basics measures, our research 

highlighted proven interventions for each of 
the three groups we analyzed. All of these 
solutions were consensus picks by members 
of the specific group—women, people of 
color, or LGBTQ employees—and majority 
respondents outside of those groups. 

 • Women. For women, flexible-work pro-
grams—such as part-time positions, the 
ability to modify working hours, and the 
opportunity to telecommute—remain 
highly valued. Women ranked them the 
second-most-effective measure. Many 
organizations now offer these programs, 
yet their implementation can vary widely. 

 • People of Color. Employees of color see 
measures related to recruitment as 
critical. For example, they ranked blind 
screening of résumés during recruitment 

third and diverse interview panels for job 
candidates, seventh. 

 • LGBTQ. Employees in the LGBTQ group 
ranked participation in external events 
(such as Pride activities) second: it sends 
an emphatic signal that the company is an 
LGBTQ-friendly organization that values 
its employees. In addition, this group 
ranked appropriate health care coverage 
third. Coverage can include equivalent- 
partner or spousal benefits as part of the 
employee’s health care plan, in addition 
to life insurance, relocation assistance, 
adoption assistance, and transgender- 
inclusive health care coverage. As of 2018, 
nearly 60% of Fortune 500 companies were 
providing such benefits, and the number 
is growing—up from none in 2002 and 
28% in 2012.
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HIDDEN GEMS FOR  
EACH DIVERSE GROUP

In addition to measures that are valued 
by both the diverse groups and the majori-

ty, our analysis identified hidden gems— 
measures that majority respondents labeled 
ineffective while diverse employees said that 
they consider them effective and valued. For 
each of these ranking disparities, members of 
the majority group were asked not whether 
they value the initiative but whether they 
think the diverse group values it. 

Hidden Gems for Women
For female employees, hidden gems are those 
that provide a viable path forward and give 
them the tools to balance career and family 
responsibilities. Specifically, the top hidden 
gem for women is having visible role models 
in the leadership team: this ranked 5th 
among women and 17th among men. Many 
women consider it dispiriting that they don’t 
see many females whose higher positions 
show that advancement is possible. They 
want to see role models who understand 
their situation or have similarly struggled to 
balance work and home life in the face of so-
cietal expectations for women. 

Many male senior executives have spouses at 
home who handle most of their families’ do-
mestic responsibilities. By contrast, midcareer 
women are far more likely to be part of 
two-career households. (See “Making the 
Workplace Work for Dual-Career Couples,” 

BCG article, July 2018.) Companies should 
spotlight their female executive-team mem-
bers so that rising women below them see a 
working model of success. One North Ameri-
can financial services company wanted to 
change the culture within certain units and 
create visible role models for junior women, 
so it made a point of moving senior women 
into units that previously had had all-male 
leadership. 

Women want tools that can 
help them balance career 
and family responsibilities.

In addition to visible role models, women 
want tools that can help them balance career 
and family responsibilities. They are looking 
for parental leave (ranked 3rd by women but 
10th by men), appropriate health care cover-
age (6th versus 11th), and childcare assistance 
such as backup or onsite childcare (11th ver-
sus 22nd). Medical care that covers pregnan-
cy, appropriate time off to recover from child-
birth and provide care for their infants, and 
continued support throughout childhood—in 
the form of health coverage and childcare 
support—all enable women to continue to 
thrive in their careers regardless of their fam-
ily status. Responsibility for family and child-

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/making-workplace-work-dual-career-couples.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/making-workplace-work-dual-career-couples.aspx
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care continues to fall disproportionately on 
women, so companies that want to improve 
gender diversity need to consider how these 
measures can help boost their overall gender 
diversity. (See the sidebar “Showing Women 
the Path to the Top at Unilever.”)

Hidden Gems for Racially and 
Ethnically Diverse Employees
The good news for employees of color is that 
the majority is largely in tune with the inter-
ventions that they believe are most effective: 
there is agreement on four of the top five. The 
majority’s blind spots are in the estimation of 
the importance of measures that advance 
people of color who are already employees.

Previously, we discussed stripping bias from 
critical promotion decisions (ranked 5th by 
employees of color and 8th by the majority). 

Another measure that does a good job of pro-
moting the advancement of diverse employ-
ees is formal sponsorship of individuals and 
the provision of individual roadmaps for ad-
vancement (ranked 14th by employees of col-
or and 28th by white men). These programs 
pair a high-potential individual with a senior 
person in the organization who can help 
open doors, advocate for promotion and ca-
reer advancement, and navigate to new op-
portunities and “hot” assignments. It’s not 
uncommon for informal networks to form 
among people with similar backgrounds, leav-
ing out diverse employees who see fewer 
people like themselves in leadership. Spon-
sorship programs fill this gap. They show di-
verse employees that the organization be-
lieves in their potential and is invested in 
their success. More important, they provide 
the access to leadership that is necessary for 
advancement. (Critically, sponsors need not 

Amanda Sourry was appointed president of 
Unilever North America and global head of 
customer development in January 2018, 
having served on the global leadership 
executive committee since 2015. A mother 
of two who worked part-time for seven 
years when her children were younger, she 
is passionate about serving as a role model 
for other women at Unilever. “When you 
see it, you can be it,” she says. Sourry has 
long advocated for diversity and for 
supporting working parents both within 
Unilever and externally. 

Unilever, which was ranked number one in 
Working Mother magazine’s ranking of best 
companies in 2018, provides a battery of 
support for families. The company provides 
16 weeks of maternity leave, 8 weeks of 
paternity and adoptive leave, extensive 
coverage of fertility treatments, lactation 
rooms and free breast milk shipping for 
traveling mothers, backup childcare, and 
support for children with disabilities. 

Under Sourry’s leadership, Unilever not 
only provides these benefits but also 
actively works to change the company 

culture so that women—and men—feel 
empowered to take advantage of these 
options. For example, since the company 
started its push to normalize paid paternity 
leave, the number of employees who use it 
has increased significantly. A recent 
five-member panel on parental leave 
included four males and only one female, a 
reversal of the typical gender dynamics. 
Having both men and women celebrate 
time off for family reduces the motherhood 
penalty that confronts many working 
women.

Unilever is also fostering the conversation 
beyond its own walls. Its Dove Men+Care 
brand has started a #DearFutureDads 
campaign that broadly advocates for paid 
paternity leave. 

Unilever believes that these initiatives not 
only help build a strong talent pipeline but 
also help all employees fulfill their poten-
tial. Women now make up more than 50% 
of Unilever’s managers. They are enjoying 
the benefits of being part of a culture that 
offers a clear path forward and the support 
to navigate it.

SHOWING WOMEN THE PATH TO THE TOP AT UNILEVER
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be from the same ethnic group as sponsorees, 
though that’s preferable.) 

In addition, employees of color cite the im-
portance of eliminating bias from the day-to-
day experience, including how teams are 
staffed or meeting attendance is decided 
(ranked 8th by people of color but 14th by 
white men). Such day-to-day decisions might 
seem insignificant, but their importance accu-
mulates, ultimately impacting decisions relat-
ed to promotions and key assignments and, 
consequently, job satisfaction and retention. 
Employees in these groups want to be valued 
equally, but they are convinced that they 
must be continually on guard against bias, 
leading to what Catalyst, a nonprofit focused 
on gender and diversity in the workplace, 

terms an “emotional tax” that diverse em-
ployees must pay every day.

Hidden Gems for LGBTQ  
Employees 
The top hidden gem for LGBTQ employees is 
a bias-free day-to-day experience (which they 
ranked 5th, compared with 15th by the con-
trol group of heterosexual men). Like racially 
and ethnically diverse employees, LBGTQ em-
ployees want to have equal opportunities  
day-to-day and to come to work without fear 
of being judged for who they are. (See the 
sidebar “Fostering LGBTQ Inclusivity at  
Barclays.”) A 2018 HRC survey showed that 
despite corporate antidiscrimination policies, 
nearly half of LGBTQ workers are still closet-

Barclays, a leading UK bank, has a 
long-standing global commitment to five 
aspects of diversity and inclusion: disabili-
ty, gender, LGBTQ, multicultural, and 
multigenerational. In particular, Barclays 
has long been a leader in LGBTQ advocacy. 
(The company refers to LGBT+ diversity, 
rather than LGBTQ, which is used in the 
US.) Barclays, which launched Spectrum, 
its LGBT+ employee network, in 2002, 
offers cross-industry mentoring to LGBT+ 
employees, provides unconscious-bias 
training for all managers, and encourages 
allies to challenge any inappropriate 
behavior they might see in the workplace.

For Barclays, internal support for the 
LGBT+ community has advanced hand-in-
hand with external activities, becoming 
part of the company’s culture and business 
strategy. “We want not just our colleagues 
but also our clients and customers to feel 
free to express who they are,” says Mark 
McLane, who was formerly the global head 
of diversity and inclusion at Barclays. “Our 
colleagues report through our employee 
opinion survey that 91% globally feel they 
can bring their whole selves to work.”

For the past five years, Barclays has served 
as the lead sponsor of Pride in London, 

with more than 400 employees taking part. 
The bank has used this forum to launch 
key customer initiatives, including a 
mobile-banking platform. “Pride allows us 
to show our commitment to our LGBT+ 
employees, who see their community 
celebrated, and we are able to promote 
inclusion in the broader community,” 
McLane says. Over the past three years, 
Spectrum has distributed more than 
10,000 rainbow lanyards for the Interna-
tional Day Against Homophobia, Transpho-
bia, and Biphobia. 

The bank’s work on transgender inclusion 
is another example of how diversity and 
inclusion apply both internally and exter-
nally. In addition to offering transgender- 
inclusive health care benefits to employees, 
the company ensures that transgender 
customers feel included. For example, it 
changed its call center processes after 
realizing that voice recognition software 
was disproportionately flagging transgen-
der customers as security risks because of 
a perceived mismatch with their listed 
gender. Barclays recently instituted the 
gender-neutral title Mx. as an option for 
both employees and retail bank customers. 
“Whether or not you use it, if it’s there, it 
means you count,” McLane says. 

FOSTERING LGBTQ INCLUSIVITY AT BARCLAYS
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ed at work, and more than half report hearing 
jokes about lesbians or gays at least occasion-
ally. Companies need to actively look for un-
conscious bias and create a culture in which 
people have no tolerance for jokes or deroga-
tory statements and in which LGBTQ employ-
ees can be their authentic selves. A BCG sur-
vey of 4,000 LGBTQ employees at various 
companies in 12 countries found that al-
though 80% said that they were ready to dis-
close their sexual orientation at work, only 
50% had actually done so. 

LGBTQ employees cited structural interven-
tions that accommodate a broader gender ori-
entation than simply male or female (ranked 

7th, compared with 24th by heterosexual 
men). These interventions might include the 
provision of gender-neutral restrooms and the 
redesign of employee surveys to include non-
binary gender choices. Although such meas- 
ures might appear insignificant to the majori-
ty, they signal a company’s commitment to di-
versity and understanding of the issues facing 
LGBTQ employees. 
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GETTING  
IMPLEMENTATION 

RIGHT

Our analysis pointed to several organi- 
zational aspects of implementation. 

Companies that are developing diversity and 
inclusion initiatives need to apply the same 
methodology to those efforts that they apply 
to any other business priority. (See Exhibit 5.) 

Leadership Commitment 
Successful implementation requires true lead-
ership commitment—much more than super-
ficial words or platitudes. Leaders, those in the 
C-suite and upper and middle management, 

must build a clear case for change, determin-
ing the company’s current performance in 
terms of diversity and communicating the 
ways that a more diverse workforce and lead-
ership team will lead to better performance. 
Organizations should also challenge leaders to 
work with diverse mentees to better under-
stand the challenges that people in diverse 
groups face and to demonstrate their own per-
sonal commitment to change. 

Next, they should set strategic goals, prioritiz-
ing them on the basis of the company’s big-

• Back-to-basics measures
• Proven measures
• Hidden gems

Leadership
commitment

Tailored actions to
drive change

Metrics and tracking

Source: BCG Global Diversity Survey 2018.

Exhibit 5 | Three Organizational Aspects of Implementation
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gest diversity challenges. Generally, this de-
termination is the result of listening to the 
diverse employees who are the focus of the 
initiatives to make sure that the initiatives 
meet specific problems that their diverse 
population experiences. 

Tailored Actions to Drive Change
The measures we’ve discussed can serve as a 
guide, but they must be tailored to each com-
pany, using its specific culture and starting 
point to determine the best course of action. 
Companies working to reduce bias can consid-
er a variety of top-down and bottom-up ap-
proaches. 

For example, top-down approaches could in-
clude corporate-level training, initiatives for 
midlevel managers who actually do the work, 
and programs that track promotion and pay 
data across diversity cohorts. Bottom- 
up approaches could include measures that 
help managers think about the daily impact 
of their actions—who they bring to important 
meetings, how they run meetings and deal 
with interruptions, and even who they ask to 
organize the office holiday party. 

Furthermore, many companies make the mis-
take of launching a program without first do-
ing the hard work of analyzing how it will 
function on a day-to-day basis and how it will 
change the employee experience. Or they 
launch programs within HR without involv-
ing affected employees in the design and as-
sessment of those programs. Mainstreaming 
each intervention—or securing buy-in and 
promotion across business units, at every lev-
el, and critically, by members of the majority 
group—is necessary for any intervention to 
take hold and be effective. 

The number two intervention for women—
flexible-work programs—provides a good ex-
ample. Too many companies have established 
flex programs without also addressing the 
culture shift required to make them realistic 
options. 

There is, for example, a stubborn perception 
that flexible work is only for mothers with 
young children and will derail a person’s ca-
reer trajectory. Many women simply don’t be-

lieve that these programs support them on a 
leadership path. The best flex programs are 
“reason neutral,” designed not only for wom-
en or just one type of situation. Instead, they 
are developed with broad input that ensures 
that they function for everyone involved and 
are supported with the appropriate resources. 
And they are modeled by senior leaders, in-
cluding men. (See the sidebar “Getting Flexi-
ble Work to Stick at PepsiCo Australia & New 
Zealand.”)

Establishing and  
tracking clear metrics  
is critical.

Metrics and Tracking 
Establishing and tracking clear metrics is crit-
ical. Top-performing companies set clear, 
quantifiable diversity goals, measure their 
progress over time, and foster transparency 
by reporting their progress publicly. 

Perhaps most important, these organizations 
use KPIs to hold leaders accountable for re-
sults. (See “Measuring What Matters in Gen-
der Diversity,” BCG article, April 2018.) Com-
panies can use their measurements to refine 
the approach, building on successes and re-
thinking initiatives that don’t lead to quantifi-
able results.

For example, the Canada Pension Plan In-
vestment Board (CPPIB), with a portfolio to-
talling more than $260 billion, set a long-term 
goal of achieving a 50/50 hiring ratio of fe-
male talent to enhance performance and in-
crease the diversity in their workforce. Im-
pressively, in an industry not known for its 
gender diversity, they have achieved it along-
side strong and sustainable financial returns. 
Now, the organization is working toward 
more equal representation across the leader-
ship ranks in investment departments, al-
ready experiencing an 8% increase since 
2016. 

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/measuring-what-matters-gender-diversity.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/measuring-what-matters-gender-diversity.aspx
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PepsiCo Australia & New Zealand (ANZ) had 
established flex programs, but adoption was 
low. “We had all the right policies, benefits, 
and procedures in place, but they weren’t 
being championed or embedded into the 
culture,” said Shiona Watson, senior director 
of human resources at PepsiCo ANZ. 

The key to changing that was the compa-
ny’s One Simple Thing initiative, which 
provides a framework that allows employ-
ees to talk to their managers about the one 
thing that is most important for them 
personally in crafting a more flexible and 
sustainable work-life balance. 

Employees—women, men, parents, and 
nonparents—across PepsiCo ANZ engage 
in such discussions, which can lead to 
changes in work schedules. Mothers and 
fathers may opt to come in late after 
dropping their children at daycare or school 
or to leave early to pick them up, depend-
ing on their family needs. Or an avid surfer 
may take time off to hit the waves. 

PepsiCo ANZ credits the following aspects 
of the program:

 • The program works to ensure that 
senior leaders—both women and 
men—are visible role models for 
flexible ways of working, and the 
company supports an initiative that has 
leaders “leave loudly” when departing 
work for personal reasons. 

 • It empowers direct managers to make 
decisions about what works for their 
own teams. In this way, the program 
works for managers and employees.

 • The company extends flexible-work 
concepts to all employees. In manufac-
turing units, not all options—such as 
adjusting an employee’s working 
hours—are available. But PepsiCo ANZ 
still seeks to work within the constraints 
of those facilities to offer alternatives, 
such as different shift patterns, working 
only certain days of the week, or 
part-time employment. 

 • It leverages technology to make flexible 
work easier.

PepsiCo ANZ has seen clear benefits from 
the program, which has allowed it to tap 
into broader talent pools, retain its best 
and most diverse talent, and enhance the 
company’s culture.

GETTING FLEXIBLE WORK TO STICK AT PEPSICO  
AUSTRALIA & NEW ZEALAND
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CONCLUSION

There’s still room for progress in 
achieving corporate diversity and 

inclusion. But the good news is that there 
are many measures that diverse employees 
already find effective in promoting a more 
diverse workplace. 

For leaders who want to make a difference 
but aren’t sure how, this report recommends 
specific actions that leaders can take—start-
ing today—to create and sustain a more in-
clusive workplace.
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APPENDIX
METHODOLOGY

Our survey drew responses from approxi-
mately 16,500 people in 14 countries (Austra-
lia, Brazil, China, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Germany, Japan, India, Italy, Norway, Spain, 
the UK, and the US) across a range of indus-
tries. Respondents included 8,600 women, 
3,200 racially or ethnically diverse employees 
(in Brazil, the UK, and the US), and 1,650 
people of the LGBTQ community, including 
those with a sexual orientation other than 
straight or a gender-nonconforming status. 

As we did in the 2017 analysis, we asked re-
spondents to rank the relative effectiveness 
of 31 diversity initiatives. We compared those 

rankings with those from respondents outside 
of each diversity category. (For example, the 
rankings of women were compared with 
those of men; the rankings of LGBTQ respon-
dents were compared with those of hetero-
sexual men; the rankings of racially or ethni-
cally diverse employees were compared with 
those of white men.) The initiatives with  
the biggest disparities between the two 
groups—at least five places in how they were 
ranked—were deemed to be the biggest hid-
den gems or blind spots. 
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Boston Consulting Group has pub-
lished other articles and reports on 
the topic of diversity, particularly 
gender diversity. Examples include 
those listed here.

Making the Workplace Work for 
Dual-Career Couples
An article by Boston Consulting Group, 
July 2018

Measuring What Matters in 
Gender Diversity
An article by Boston Consulting Group, 
April 2018

How Diverse Leadership Teams 
Boost Innovation
An article by Boston Consulting Group, 
January 2018

How Millennial Men Can Help 
Break the Glass Ceiling
An article by Boston Consulting Group, 
November 2017

Getting the Most from Your 
Diversity Dollars
A report by Boston Consulting Group, 
June 2017

Dispelling the Myth of the 
Gender “Ambition Gap”
An article by Boston Consulting Group, 
April 2017

FOR FURTHER READING
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