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Introduction

Those in leadership positions throughout an
organisation are pivotal to creating an inclusive
workplace culture. One way they can do this is by
becoming inclusive leaders. Inclusive leaders are
collaborative and versatile, treat all team members
equally, develop personal relationships with each of
them and value everyone’s contribution. This
inclusive leadership can in turn create a more
inclusive culture. For instance, one study shows
that when employees rated their managers as more
ethical, there were lower rates of workplace
bullying.! Another study showed that when there is a
strong relationship between a manager and an
employee, this can lead to increased levels of
inclusion and job satisfaction.’ Leaders can also
contribute by making their organisation’s
communications more inclusive, as well as by
setting goals and targets for inclusion.

Leader-Member Exchange

If you are a leader or a line manager, one way you
can contribute to boosting inclusion is through high
quality Leader-Member Exchange (LMX)."" ‘High-
quality’ LMX entails mutual trust and respect,
whereas ‘low-quality’ LMX is characterised by a lack
of trust or respect between managers and
employees. Emerging research shows that high-
quality LMX is not only mutually beneficial to those
involved, but also has knock-on effects that can
increase levels of inclusion in the team as a whole.
Leaders and managers should therefore make an
active attempt to get to know each of their
employees personally, and use inclusive language
when communicating with teams " for example, not
making assumptions about team members’ personal
characteristics such as age, gender, race and
sexuality.
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Creating the Space

As well as developing individual relationships with
employees and using inclusive language, leaders
and managers need to think more broadly about
how their day-to-day behaviour creates the space
for an inclusive workplace. A genuine commitment
to collaboration, a willingness to be versatile and
being empathetic are all traits which contribute to
leaders being perceived as more supportive of
diversity and inclusion by team members.¥

The actions of individuals within a leadership team
are also important. A recent study found that when
leadership teams were diverse, socialised together,
and actively discussed their different experiences,
they were more effective." Inventive ways of
building these connections may need to be
developed due to the ongoing COVID-19 restrictions
and the anticipated move away from 9-5 office
work.

Demonstrate Fair Processes

Links between fairness and inclusion in the
workplace are complex. Despite employer efforts to
ensure fair employment practices, this has not been
shown to facilitate inclusive behaviour in the
workplace in all instances. Nevertheless, there is
evidence that when an organisation does have fair
decision-making processes, this is an important
factor in determining whether employees feel a
sense of safety and security at work, particularly for
women and employees from a Black, Asian and
other ethnic minority background.' Yet, other
studies have shown that fairness and inclusion are
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further apart than we may expect. For instance,
employees can feel HR decisions are based on
merit but at the same time they may not feel their
social identity is valued in their organisation.’" This
suggests that fairness is important, but does not
guarantee inclusion.

Use Communications to Foster Inclusion

Beyond their day-to-day actions and relationships,
how leaders seek to define their organisation
through language and imagery has a great deal of
power when it comes to creating an inclusive
workplace culture. In addition, more subtle ‘diversity
cues’ within the workplace environment have been
shown, particularly in relation to race, to
cumulatively contribute to employees’ sense of
inclusion or exclusion.”™ For example, a study in the
US> found that when a company had little ethnic
minority representation in their communication
materials, feelings of trust and comfort were low
among African American employees. Conversely
the highest feelings of comfort and trust were found
when the company combined high ethnic minority
representation in materials and explicitly referenced
issues relating to race in the workplace (this is an
example of an ‘identity conscious approach —
explored further below). Such cues contribute to
employees’ perception of what behaviours and
identities are valued and supported in the
organisation

Create and Sustain Inclusive Social Norms

Recent research suggests organisations can use an
array of communication strategies to create and
sustain social norms around diversity and inclusion.
In one study in a university setting, participants were
shown videos and posters of their peers displaying
pro-diversity attitudes and inclusive behaviours (pro-
diversity social norms). Participants who were
shown these materials were less likely to endorse
racist beliefs than those who were not shown the
materials. X Similar strategies could be used in
relation to a variety of characteristics such as age,
gender and sexuality in a workplace setting to
communicate organisational norms and
expectations around inclusive behaviour, for
example when training leaders and line managers.

An ‘Identity Conscious’ Approach

Research shows that it is beneficial to adopt an
‘identity conscious’ approach to communications*V.
For instance, explicitly stating that your organisation
values diversity within its workforce is likely to be
more effective at promoting inclusion than ignoring
the issue. Moreover, leaders can go further, by
conveying that they appreciate the differing
concerns that certain minority groups face, as this is
likely to be more effective than blanket statements
about diversity.

Make Leaders and Managers Accountable for

Inclusion

Leaders can demonstrate their commitment to
inclusion by setting goals and targets for the
demographic composition of a workforce,
monitoring these goals and including these
measurements in line managers’ performance
assessments. Using measures such as these can be
associated with greater feelings of inclusion from
minority colleagues.® This greater feeling of
inclusion is due to organisations being seen to be
putting their values into action.

Recommendations

o Leaders and line managers are pivotal to
enabling inclusive cultures to thrive.

o Include Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
targets in performance objectives to ensure that
this a focus for leaders and assess effectiveness
through employee survey data and 360-degree
feedback mechanisms.

o Stress the importance of collaborative and
empathetic leadership styles and cultivating
mutual trust and respect with employees, whilst
role modelling leaders who exhibit these
behaviours

e Review internal processes for potential biases
and ensure identity conscious diversity
communications underpin your efforts to develop
inclusive leaders.
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Links to further resources

o What works: Ensuring Inclusive Cultures Report,
Factsheet and Briefing Paper

o Everyday Inclusion case studies (BFI, Capgemini,
EY)
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