


“As a life-long educator, I believe that the key to addressing our collective
needs and to fostering equity and justice is to harness and develop the
power of every individual to fully realize their potential and contribute to
the larger community in ways that are grounded in and honor their
identities and backgrounds. Inclusive leadership is fundamental to doing
this, and this timely volume provides a thorough roadmap. It’s a great go-to
resource during these turbulent times!”

— Ana Mari Cauce, PhD, President and Professor of Psychology,
University of Washington, USA

“A powerful new perspective on leadership! Ferdman, Prime, and Riggio’s
excellent new book provides a crucial tool for inclusive leadership to grow
and strengthen your organization. A must read!”

— Marshall Goldsmith, PhD, USA, Thinkers50 World’s
Most Influential Thinker, and New York Times #1

bestselling author of Triggers, Mojo, and What
Got You Here Won’t Get You There

“Changing organizations and societies to dismantle the legacy of racial
oppression requires new visions and new leadership capacities. This
timely volume provides much-needed perspectives and actionable steps
to help move us into a more equitable and inclusive future.”

— David M. Porter, Jr., PhD, Chief Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion Officer, Haas School of Business,

University of California, Berkeley, USA

“Inclusive leadership has never been more important, and this timely
collection of powerful essays by leading thinkers lays the groundwork
for cultivating inclusive leadership that promotes equity, justice and
vitality for all types of people, especially those who traditionally hold
less power or privilege. An essential resource for anyone who seeks to
promote inclusion at all levels of the organization.”

— Laura Morgan Roberts, PhD, Professor of Practice,
Darden School of Business, University of Virginia, USA,

and co-editor, Race, Work, and Leadership: New Perspectives
on the Black Experience

“Filled with wise and practical insights and suggestions, this book is a
must read for leaders who want to build a great organization and win in
these extraordinarily challenging times.”

— Steve Reinemund, Retired Chairman and CEO, PepsiCo,
and Former Dean, Wake Forest University

School of Business, USA



“Anyone who calls themselves a leader should read this book. Based in
the best of practice and science, the thoughtful and expert perspectives
woven through each chapter offer crucial insights toward achieving
positive change.”
— Eden King, PhD, Diversity and Inclusion Scholar, Lynette S. Autrey
Professor of Psychology at Rice University, USA, and Past President,

Society of Industrial and Organizational Psychology

“Now more than ever, workplaces need to be transformed—diverse
teams make better decisions than homogeneous ones, and leaders
can set the tone from the top. Although the leadership of organiza-
tions has become more diverse in recent years, is it enough? How do
we ensure that all members of an organization feel they actually
belong? Ferdman, Prime, and Riggio provide us a roadmap for how
to conceptualize inclusive leadership, why it is important, and how
to achieve it. Rooted in social psychology and organizational beha-
vior, this volume belongs on the bookshelves of leaders across all
sectors of society.”

— Peter Salovey, PhD, President and Chris Argyris Professor of
Psychology, Yale University, USA

“I'm writing this three weeks after George Floyd was killed, and I’m
inundated with calls from organizational leaders who are inspired to
advance racial equity, but who're flummoxed as to where to start. In this
comprehensive anthology, they will find a bounty of ideas and practices –
grounded in theory and research – that address the critical importance of
inclusive leadership in fostering diverse, equitable, and inclusive teams,
organizations, and societies. A must-read!”

— Kumea Shorter-Gooden, PhD, Former Chief Diversity Officer,
University of Maryland, College Park, USA, and Co-author,

Shifting: The Double Lives of Black Women in America

“The timeliness of this book is commendable. By examining the type of
leadership required to cultivate inclusion at a community and societal
level, the authors address a real need during the COVID-19 pandemic,
when inequalities have become more pronounced. The book contains
useful strategies and frameworks for all to benefit from.”

— Nene Molefi, CEO, Mandate Molefi Consultants, South Africa

“Most organizations talk about the vital importance of diverse perspec-
tives in driving organizational success, however when it comes to creat-
ing an inclusive culture for their diverse workforces, they often fall short.
What truly drives change is well-grounded information that provides
direction for action. This book offers all of that and more.”

— Donna Sharp, Associate Dean, Executive Education, UCLA
Anderson School of Management, USA



“Being an inclusive leader doesn’t happen naturally. Inclusive leader-
ship is a skill. It can be learned. And that learning requires studying
the views of experts—practitioners, role models, and scholars. The
chapter authors in this book have much to offer those who want to
be an inclusive leader. And the world needs everyone to be an
inclusive leader.”

— Julie O’Mara, Board Chair, The Centre for Global
Inclusion, Co-author, Global D&I Benchmarks: Standards
for Organizations Around the World, and Past-President,

American Society for Training and Development
(now ATD), USA

“Now more than ever, organizations need to challenge their dominant
leadership paradigms. The future of work lies in fostering inclusive
leadership for all of our teams, organizations, and communities. This
outstanding volume, which brings together perspectives, insights, and
best practices from leading thinkers and practitioners in the field, pro-
vides the deep guidance that is needed to help leaders develop these new
skills and mindsets.”

— Allan H. Church, PhD, Senior Vice President Global
Talent Management, PepsiCo, and Co-editor,

Handbook of Strategic 360 Feedback

“Inclusive Leadership is a valuable addition to the field of diversity and
inclusion. The collection of perspectives and resources included in the text
provides a guidebook for creating and transforming organizational cultures
to be more inclusive of all of their employees, customers, and stakeholders.
Perhaps the most valuable aspect of the book is its practicality. Any
organizational leader will benefit from reading and applying these
insights!”

— Howard Ross, Author of Everyday Bias and ofOur Search for
Belonging, USA

“This book will become the go-to resource for anyone who believes that
inclusion is a necessary function of leadership in order to achieve a just
and equitable society. It simplifies the complexities and challenges at
individual, group, and systemic levels. It also illuminates the hard-won
lessons and provides practical tools of brilliant practitioners who have a
pragmatic approach to this work.”

— Joe Goldman, President, Democracy Fund, USA

“If choosing the journey to become an inclusive leader, you will find no
better roadmap than this book. You can peruse the landscape for a
broad view, or meander into specifics—competencies and practices, tools



and tips. For sure, upon reading this book, how and why to become an
inclusive leader will not be in doubt.”

— Barbara Deane, Co-founder and Co-director, Institute for
Sustainable Diversity and Inclusion, Editor-in-Chief,
DiversityCentral.com, and Associate Editor, Diversity

at Work: The Practice of Inclusion

“This book on inclusive leadership is a comprehensive and valuable
resource for creating and maintaining inclusive leaders, organizations,
and societies. Deeply researched by a broad array of voices from various
backgrounds, organizations, and cultures, it provides a roadmap for
what all leadership should look like.”

— Steven Humerickhouse, Executive Director, The Forum on Work-
place Inclusion, Augsburg University, USA

“Take advantage of this well-crafted volume to deepen your understanding
and practice of inclusive leadership. Try exploring its rich perspectives with
an inclusive mindset: Pick a chapter that resonates with you—you’ll be
affirmed and likely inspired by it. Pick another chapter that seems unfamiliar
or a bit weird—you’ll be stretched and perhaps intrigued by it. Both good
outcomes for a diverse world!”

— Cynthia McCauley, PhD, Senior Fellow, Center for Creative
Leadership, USA

“Inclusive Leadership is a tour de force, illustrating both the clarity and
the complexity of intersectionality and authentic selves in organizations.
The remarkable timeliness of this collection, combined with the deep
scholarship and thought that underlies it, makes it a ‘must-have’ for any
student or practitioner of leadership who is concerned with equity, social
justice, and inclusion.”

— Bill Berman, PhD, CEO, Berman Leadership Development, and
Past-President, Society of Consulting Psychology

“In the world today, leadership often means change. Leading change
effectively means involving the people who are expected to bring about
the change. Inclusive leadership guarantees this involvement and there-
fore leads to commitment to change and the generation of ideas that
provide creativity. Thanks to Ferdman and his colleagues we have with
this exceptional book evidence and stories that support the need for
outstanding change leadership.”

— W. Warner Burke, PhD, E. L. Thorndike Professor of Psychology
and Education, Teachers College, Columbia University, USA

“The future will belong to leaders and organizations that can create and
maintain a culture of inclusion and respect—in business, political life,
and society overall. Bernardo Ferdman is a master at helping individuals

http://www.DiversityCentral.com


and teams learn to do this, and he and his fellow editors have brought
the best of scholarship and practice to this book. Inclusive Leadership
will be a key resource for the enlightened manager.”

— Laurie Dowling, Executive Director, National Utilities
Diversity Council





Inclusive Leadership

In a time of increasing divisiveness in politics and society there is a desperate need
for leaders to bring people together and leverage the power of diversity and
inclusion. Inclusive Leadership: Transforming Diverse Lives, Workplaces, and
Societies provides leaders with guidance and hands-on strategies for fostering
inclusion and explains how and why it matters.
Inclusive Leadership explores cutting-edge theory, research, practice, and experi-

ence on the pivotal role of leadership in promoting inclusion in diverse teams,
organizations, and societies. Chapters are authored by leading scholars and practi-
tioners in the fields of leadership, diversity, and inclusion. The book is solidly
grounded in research on inclusive leadership development, diversity manage-
ment, team effectiveness, organization development, and intergroup relations.
Alongside the exhaustive scholarship are practical suggestions for making teams,
groups, organizations, and the larger society more inclusive and, ultimately,
more productive.
Leaders and managers at all levels, HR professionals, and members of diverse

teams will find Inclusive Leadership invaluable in becoming more effective at
cultivating inclusive climates and realizing its many benefits—including innovation,
enhanced team and organizational performance, and social justice.

Bernardo M. Ferdman, PhD, has worked with leaders and organizations for over
three decades to bring inclusion to life. He is an award-winning scholar-
practitioner and consultant, distinguished professor emeritus of organizational
psychology, and Fellow of SIOP, SCP, APA, and other groups. He has published
and presented extensively on inclusion, diversity, and related topics.

Jeanine Prime, PhD, is a researcher and advisor who has worked with corporate
clients to create inclusive workplaces for over twenty years. She has held research
leadership roles at Catalyst and more recently at Gartner. Her expertise includes
stereotyping, implicit bias, change management, and inclusive leadership.

Ronald E. Riggio, PhD, is the Henry R. Kravis Professor of Leadership and
Organizational Psychology at Claremont McKenna College. A social/personality
psychologist and leadership scholar, he has published over a dozen authored or
edited books and more than 150 articles/book chapters. His research interests are in
leadership, team processes, and organizational communication.
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Series Foreword

As this book goes to press, there is something unsettling about studying
the concept of inclusiveness while being told to “self-isolate” during the
coronavirus pandemic. In an era of “shelter-in-place” and “social distan-
cing,” how exactly are we supposed to promote inclusivity? A multina-
tional chatroom? Paradoxically, the timing is perfect for this work. We can
use this time to reflect and emerge stronger. To deconstruct, reconstruct,
reinvent, and reimagine the kind of world we want our children and
grandchildren to inherit.

Like other offerings from the Kravis-deRoulet leadership conference
series, this remarkable volume benefits from the collective wisdom and
learning of top social science scholars and leadership practitioners that
grew out of this gathering. So, while there were divergent and creative
perspectives presented at the conference, there were also significant insights
into how leaders can facilitate a more inclusive workplace. For example,
even at a basic level, we’re such a “go along to get along” world that often
people think we have to “normalize” to be accepted into a group. Yet this
strategy often has the opposite effect: isolation and a lack of authenticity.
One author, Martin Davidson, suggests that “embracing your weirdness” is
a more productive approach. As Series Editor, I loved it, and you will, too.
Maybe this is more of an “Onward” than a “Foreword.” Enjoy!

Georgia Sorenson
University of Cambridge



Preface and Overview
Inclusive Leadership

Bernardo M. Ferdman, Jeanine Prime, and
Ronald E. Riggio

Aswe finalize writing this, the world is in the midst of the novel coronavirus
pandemic, with changes happening hourly and uncertainty about the future
only increasing. While governments, businesses, NGOs, and every person
are challenged with difficult decisions about how to act and what restric-
tions to put in place to prevent the further spread of a new and dangerous
disease—one for which there is yet no vaccine or cure—it has become
exceedingly salient how interdependent all people in the world have
become. The rush to close borders, to restrict movement, and to practice
physical distancing—and the difficulty, insecurity, and pain that this is
causing—paradoxically highlight how truly impermeable boundaries no
longer exist. Information, ideas, and influence have become truly global,
and what happens in a marketplace inWuhan, a nursing home in Seattle, or
a business meeting in Milan—not to mention stock markets, factories, or
communities anywhere in the world—quickly can and does reverberate far
and wide. The idea that we can simply choose to stay in the comfort zone of
working and interacting with people who are just like ourselves is no longer
viable. Moreover, as we look to chart the course to address challenges for
which there is no precedent or experience that precisely matches what may
be needed, the world and our leaders are confronted with the need to stay
open to possibilities they may never have considered and voices that they
have not been used to tapping and engaging.

From our perspective, the current world situation and its likely after-
math make the subject of this book particularly timely, and also timeless.
Inclusive leadership—leadership that promotes and facilitates experi-
ences of inclusion for all, across multiple identities, and that supports
the development of workgroups, organizations, communities, and even
whole societies where diversity is a source of collective advantage; where
ideas, contributions, and direction can come from all types of people;
and where equity and social justice are focal goals—is clearly needed,
not only now but for a future in which collective survival and vitality
will require innovation, talent, and engagement from all people, not just
from those traditionally in positions of power or privilege or those who
have historically been in the “in-group.”



Inclusive leadership requires fully engaging and adopting the lens and
practice of inclusion (Ferdman & Deane, 2014a) as we live and work
together in diverse groups, workplaces, and societies, and transforming
our mindsets, behavior, and collective practices, values, and norms so as to
more fully engage and mutually benefit from our many differences. Indeed,
inclusion provides “a key driver and basis for reaping diversity’s potential
benefits” (Ferdman & Deane, 2014b, p. xxiv). As Barbara Deane and one
of us (Ferdman) have pointed out:

the concept and practice of inclusion provide a frame to permit
addressing the dynamics of diversity in more complex, expansive,
and productive ways. Through an inclusion lens, we can continue to
incorporate our prior insights regarding diversity and also highlight
the practices needed so that individuals, groups, and organizations
can truly benefit from that diversity. Through an inclusion lens, we
can attend to the complexity of individual experience and identity,
without losing sight of intergroup relations, intercultural dynamics,
and systemic processes and structures.

(Ferdman & Deane, 2014b, p. xxiv)

This imperative for inclusion and the leadership needed to achieve it—
at all levels of system, now and in the future—was the inspiration for the
25th Annual Kravis-deRoulet Leadership Conference, Inclusive Leader-
ship: Transforming Diverse Lives, Workplaces, and Societies, held at
Claremont McKenna College in Claremont, California, in March, 2017.
As the organizers, we brought together a range of researchers and
practitioners from different disciplines to discuss and better understand
inclusive leadership. The dialogue that began at the conference did not
end with its conclusion but continued as the presenters went forward to
write about their research and practice in inclusion and inclusive leader-
ship—newly enhanced by the content shared at the conference and in
ongoing discussions after it ended. Other experts, who could not be
present at the conference, were recruited to round out the topics pre-
sented in this volume.

The result is this book, which explores cutting-edge theory,
research, practice, and experience on the pivotal role and features of
inclusive leadership in diverse organizations and societies. The twenty-
nine chapters, written by forty-seven authors, give testament to the
power of diverse voices to provide useful insights and solutions. Our
authors span five continents, multiple disciplines, and various sectors,
industries, roles, and work experiences; together, they provide
a unique and necessary in-depth look at the components, manifesta-
tions, nuances, and complexities of inclusive leadership across a range
of settings and levels of analysis.
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Overview

The titles of the various sections of the book give the outline for the
story. The first part sets the stage, in five chapters, with a discussion of
key frameworks and perspectives for inclusive leadership. These explore
how experiences of both exclusion and inclusion vary based on gender
and race (Livingston and Rosette, Chapter 3) as well as culture (Schein
and Schein, Chapter 5), and describe the key role of both inclusion and
leadership for gaining the benefits of diversity (Johnson and Lambert,
Chapter 4). This context frames up the challenges, practices, and impor-
tance of inclusive leadership—at the interpersonal, group, organizational,
and societal levels (Ferdman, Chapter 1)—and speaks to the urgent need
to advance its study and practice as a core part of the field of leadership
(Ensari and Riggio, Chapter 2).

The second part—with eight chapters—explores the practice of inclusive
leadership at the interpersonal and group levels. From boundary spanning
(Chrobot-Mason and Aramovich, Chapter 10) to climate shaping (Nishii
and Leroy, Chapter 12), from vulnerability and integrity (Wasserman,
Chapter 6) to inclusive everyday behaviors (Atewologun and Harman,
Chapter 7), from the need to lead oneself as well as others (van Bommel
et al., Chapter 8) to the need to create fairness as well as synergy
(Dwertmann and van Dijk, Chapter 11), and from the importance of
creating inclusion at the team level (Offermann and Lanzo, Chapter 13) to
the importance of “embracing the weird” (Davidson, Chapter 9), our
authors identify critical leadership practices for cultivating inclusive inter-
personal and group dynamics, as well as the requisite attributes and
behaviors leaders need to be successful in implementing these practices.
They also identify the critical moments and group processes where these
practices must be applied for optimal outcomes.

The third part incorporates five chapters and focuses on the role that
inclusive leadership plays in helping to create organizations that respect,
foster, and sustain inclusion and leverage the diversity of all their members
to positive ends. Authors cover a wide range of practices that help to
institutionalize inclusion and create shared responsibility for its realization
within organizations. Examples of these practices come from a range of
organizational settings and contexts, including the military (Goosby Smith,
Chapter 18), and give attention to “responsible inclusive leadership devel-
opment” (Booysen, Chapter 14), “diversity workspaces” for supporting
using differences as a key resource (Creary, Chapter 15), skills and practices
for “bold, inclusive conversations” (Winters, Chapter 16), and the need to
work both top down and outside in as well as bottom up and inside out to
remove barriers to inclusion at the micro, meso, and macro levels (Shyam-
sunder, Chapter 17).

The fourth part of the book brings together four chapters and goes beyond
looking at teams and organizations to examine the type of leadership
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required to cultivate inclusion at the community and societal level. The
authors highlight critical challenges to inclusive societies, including increas-
ing social inequality (DiTomaso, Chapter 19) and political polarization and
incivility (Lukensmeyer and Torres, Chapter 21), and suggest ways to
address these. From polarity management (Henderson, Chapter 22) to
differentiating complex identities (Smith, Chapter 20), these chapters out-
line frameworks, strategies, and tactics that can contribute to creating more
inclusive societies.

The fifth part—comprised of six chapters—provides much-needed stra-
tegies, models, and resources for the development of inclusive leadership,
across multiple levels of analysis. These contributions lay out how models
and approaches such as experiential and service learning (Murrell et al.,
Chapter 24), appreciative inquiry as an organization development inter-
vention (Cruz Teller, Chapter 27), and 360-feedback focusing on inclusive
behavior (Dillon and Caspi Sable, Chapter 26) can be applied to enhan-
cing inclusive leadership for both individuals and organizational systems.
Authors describe how inclusion can be made a part of ongoing organiza-
tional and leadership practice (Katz et al., Chapter 23) and the importance
of considering and addressing broader systemic issues, including White
male culture (Welp and Schein, Chapter 25) and systemic racial inequities
and oppression (Leadership Learning Community Collaboration, Chapter
28) in the process of developing greater inclusion and the leadership
needed to accomplish it. These chapters provide practical case studies
and compelling examples of inclusive leadership in practice.

In the concluding section, the three of us (Prime et al., Chapter 29) provide
summary reflections on what we learned and why it matters, including what
the collection of chapters taught us about inclusion and what it takes to
foster and sustain it in groups, organizations, and communities.

We believe that an extensive range of readers will find the contents of
this book to be both compelling and practical. Those in positions of
authority or leadership, whether in work or community settings—including
leaders and managers at all levels, HR professionals, and members of
diverse teams—as well as anyone who would like or needs insight and
guidance into what it takes to create relationships, workplaces, and socie-
ties where diversity is a source of collective benefit and where people can be
free to develop and contribute their talents without suppressing or hiding
valued identities, will find this volume to be an indispensable handbook.
The book will also be helpful to anyone who would like an in-depth
understanding of the connections between leadership and inclusion, includ-
ing HR and OD practitioners, professors and students of leadership,
organizational behavior, organizational psychology, management, busi-
ness, and human resource management, and to those curious about what
leadership will look like in the future.

In his concluding comments at the 25th Annual Kravis-deRoulet
Leadership Conference, David A. Thomas, at the time Professor at the
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Harvard Business School and now President of Morehouse College, and
a renowned scholar of diversity and intergroup relations in organiza-
tions, said the following:

This conference has done a job that I have never seen done at any
other conference [to illustrate] that inclusion is a multi-level phenom-
enon—individual, group, organizational, and societal. At the end of
the day, it comes back to what are the experiences that we are
creating for an individual? If we have all of the right policies and
practices in place, but individuals still are not finding that they have
the ability to be self-authoring, then something is not working. The
implication for those of us who want to pick up this mantle of
inclusive leadership—particularly those of us who operate as indivi-
dual contributors or leaders of teams, or even as leaders of organiza-
tions—is that we have to develop comfort in creating what my
mentor, Clayton Alderfer, described in a phrase he coined several
decades ago as “incongruent embeddedness.” That means that there
may be a set of dynamics that swirl around my work team in the
organization that are not inclusive and that serve to undermine
inclusiveness. My job as a leader is to create incongruence in that
embeddedness, so that the team that I manage is having a different
experience, operating in a way that is incongruent with what may be
the dominant patterns around them. I think that this takes courage,
and it takes skill.

I [also] found myself thinking about . . . what metaphor would
capture this word, when we didn’t have labels like diversity and
inclusion? In 1986, when I finished my dissertation, I was asked,
“what is your work really about?” This was when everyone was still
doubtful about this kind of work. And I remember I said, it is “libera-
tion work.” As I sat here today, I came back to that statement. It is
liberation work because it is about liberating the human spirit. It is
about altering the patterns in society and organizations that suppress
our ability to be self-authoring, our ability to bring our gifts to the
table, our ability to connect to each other. Think about what it means
not to be free, not have liberty. It does not have to be because you are in
shackles, but it could be because of the mind and the human spirit. We
are engaged in liberation work, and that is what we, I believe, are
taking on.

(Thomas, 2017)

As the stewards of this project, we could not agree more with
Thomas. At its core, inclusive leadership is very much about liberation,
for each of us and for all of us. We hope and trust that our readers will
discover this as well, and will incorporate the mindsets, practices, and
systems of inclusive leadership into their own lives, workplaces, and
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communities, so as to lift up all people and permit all of us to thrive
together.

March 2020

Bernardo M. Ferdman
San Diego, California

Jeanine Prime
Washington, District of Columbia

Ronald E. Riggio
Claremont, California
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Part I

From Exclusion to
Inclusion
The Challenges of Inclusive
Leadership





1 Inclusive Leadership
The Fulcrum of Inclusion

Bernardo M. Ferdman

The ability to be inclusive and to foster and sustain an inclusive culture
in groups, workplaces, and communities is a critical component of
21st-century leadership. Successful and effective leadership in today’s
organizations and societies and in those of the future requires strong
understanding of and skills for creating and catalyzing opportunities to
benefit from all types of diversity and to enhance these capacities in
oneself and others. Thus, inclusive leadership goes well beyond cultural
competence or managing diversity to incorporate creating and fostering
the conditions that allow everyone—across and with their differences
and without having to subsume or hide valued identities—to be at and
to do their best, to see the value in doing so, and to belong and
participate in ways that are safe, engaging, appreciated, and fair. In
short, inclusive leadership means bringing inclusion to life, whether in
an interpersonal relationship, a work group, an organizational system,
or a community. Beyond facilitating participation, voice, and belonging
without requiring assimilation, inclusive leadership also involves foster-
ing equity and fairness across multiple identities.

In recent years, as the focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion around
the world and especially in organizations has expanded, the number of
articles, books, blogs, speeches, and other material addressing aspects of
inclusive leadership has also grown. These perspectives on inclusive
leadership tend to vary in at least three major ways. The first relates to
how much explicit and focal attention is given to diversity, intergroup
dynamics, and equity. The second has to do with the levels of system
that are addressed: intrapersonal, interpersonal, group, organizational,
and/or societal. A third aspect of variation—often cross-cutting the other
two—involves the degree to which traditional hierarchical structures are
assumed, such that leadership is seen as the responsibility of and
primarily emanating from those holding particular positions (e.g., execu-
tive, manager, supervisor, etc.)—in other words, as being based on
a particular role—versus viewing leadership as a social process con-
structed collectively and relationally and constituted by a set of functions



and processes that produce direction, alignment, and commitment
(Drath et al., 2008) and that also serve to catalyze adaptive work
(Heifetz & Laurie, 1997) by individuals and groups.

In my own work on inclusion and inclusive leadership over the years,
both on my own and with colleagues (e.g., Ferdman, 2014b, 2017;
Ferdman & Brody, 1996; Gallegos et al., 2020; Holvino et al., 2004;
Wasserman et al., 2008), I have sought to integrate these perspectives,
proposing a multi-level systemic view of the practice of inclusion (Ferd-
man, 2014b) and its goals, and highlighting the importance of addressing
multiple social identities and cultures as core to inclusion (e.g., Ferdman,
1995). In this chapter, I apply this approach to lay out elements of
a broad and integrative framework for inclusive leadership that considers
individual and collective effectiveness as well the importance of participa-
tion, engagement, safety, voice, and equity in the context of the complex-
ity and intersectionality of multiple social identities, intergroup relations,
and their multifaceted organizational and societal manifestations.

I do so in the context of a view of leadership that acknowledges the
particular responsibilities of those with authority in a group, organiza-
tion, or community, but that also recognizes the ways in which anyone
in these systems can display acts of leadership—acts that in some way
move that system toward adaptive work, greater inclusion, and mutually
beneficial processes and outcomes. In particular, I ground this aspect of
my approach to inclusive leadership in the work of Heifetz and collea-
gues (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz & Laurie, 1997; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002),
who describe leadership as an activity, not a set of personality character-
istics; for them the core activity of leadership is mobilizing groups and
individuals to address adaptive challenges, and helping to create the
conditions that make this adaptive work possible.

The central questions that inclusive leadership—and inclusive leaders—
address, in this conceptualization, include the following:

1 How can people work and live together, interact, and engage in
positive and mutually enhancing ways—productively, effectively,
and authentically—in diverse groups, organizations, and commu-
nities while maintaining valued identities and cultures and fostering
equity and fairness? How can collectives use their differences as
a source of benefit for both individual members and the whole?

2 What behavior, mindsets, values, interactions, norms, policies, pro-
cesses, and systems encourage, support, and incentivize people to
work together and interact positively while maintaining their multi-
ple identities, their cultures, and their sense of authenticity? How
does the practice of inclusion manifest in a particular group, organi-
zation, or community? What do equity and fairness mean in that
same collective (and in the larger systems of which it is a part)?
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3 How can these goals and the factors that bring them about be
clarified, articulated, and implemented so as to catalyze sustainable
changes on the part of individuals and collectives?

4 What are the individual qualities, behaviors, and interactions that
support finding answers to these questions and implementing them?

The key to inclusive leadership is the way in which it helps people,
groups, organizations, and societies find answers to these questions that
work, that are sustainable, and that maximize experiences of inclusion,
across a range of identities and social positions (Ferdman, 2014b). I refer
to inclusive leadership as the fulcrum of inclusion because it plays a key
role in magnifying inclusion within levels of analysis and transmuting
inclusion across levels of analysis—from micro to macro and vice versa.
Although specific answers to the questions can and do vary across
contexts, depending for example on the particular diversity dimensions
and their dynamics relevant in a specific collective, inclusive leadership
involves mobilizing people to jointly co-construct the best and most
sustainable approaches.

The first question has to do with inclusion—defining and clarifying it, and
giving it a prominent role in social collectives—whether a group, an organi-
zation, or a whole society. Inclusive leadership both makes this question and
the need to address it prominent and also supports the adaptive work needed
to address it. The second and third questions have to do with individual and
collective change and even transformation, so as to help foster and instill
new ways of thinking, behaving, interacting, and engaging across differences
in these social collectives. This can often require reassessing and redefining
previously held practices, ideas, or values that serve as barriers to inclusion
and equity. And the final question has to do with noting and raising up the
perspectives, voices, and influence of those most likely to support changes
needed to drive and sustain inclusion and equity.

In the rest of this chapter, I provide a frame to help think about these
processes that constitute inclusive leadership. First, I define inclusive leader-
ship through the lens of diversity, inclusion, and equity in a multilevel
systems perspective. Then I expand on this definition to discuss how
inclusive leadership serves a pivotal role as a fulcrum or force multiplier to
foster and magnify inclusion at micro and macro levels and to connect
micro and macro aspects of inclusion. I conclude by discussing key elements
of inclusive leadership and a set of behaviors that leaders can use to increase
and facilitate inclusion and that are likely to foster this within- and cross-
level reverberation of inclusion.

Leadership through the Lens of Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity

Inclusion is fundamental for the success of diverse groups, organizations,
and societies (Ferdman, 2014b). It supports equity, encourages people’s
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multi-faceted talents and contributions and permits reaping their bene-
fits, and also supports individual development, growth, engagement, and
self-determination (Ferdman, 2014b, 2017). In sum, it is the short
answer to the first question posed earlier. So, how does each of these
concepts—diversity, equity, inclusion—matter for leadership?

Diversity and Inclusive Leadership

Diversity is essentially the “representation of multiple identity groups
and their cultures in a particular organization or workgroup” (Ferdman,
2014b, p. 3) or in a larger system, such as a community or society. (It is
important to highlight that diversity is always an attribute of a collective,
and never of a specific individual. There is no such thing as a “diverse
person,” in spite of frequent use of that term to denote someone
different than the dominant group.) Diversity is both simple and com-
plex, which I have previously explained as follows:

At its most basic level, diversity is simply about difference; people
vary in many ways, some based on individual differences and others
grounded in the range of social identities and groups that we belong
to. At the same time, diversity can be multilayered and complex,
because these identities and characteristics combine within each of
us, and because there are histories of relationships between groups
that also come into play.

When we first hear about diversity, we tend to focus on demo-
graphic or identity dimensions, especially the most visible ones (e.g.,
gender, race, ethnicity, culture, age, national background, sexual
orientation, physical ability/disability). At the same time, diversity
also involves less visible and more individual dimensions (e.g., person-
ality, abilities, thinking style, values, experiences). In short, diversity
involves the differences and similarities among people across many
dimensions represented in a particular group or organization. These
dimensions combine within individuals, influencing how we approach
and experience work and life as well as how we perceive and treat
each other.

(Ferdman, 2018, paras 3–4)

Diversity and its dynamics at different levels of system—whether in
a group, an organization, or a community—present both challenges and
opportunities for leaders. As has become clearer from a growing body of
theory, research, and practice, diverse collectives can derive great benefit
from their differences, but can also experience tensions related to those
same differences. Phillips (2014), for example, compellingly summarized
how racial, gender, and other types of diversity in groups can lead to
availability of more information, more creativity, greater innovation,
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and deeper processing. But truly gaining these benefits requires more
attention to process and to creating opportunities for the differences to
emerge in the service of collective goals (see, e.g., Creary et al., 2019).
This also means removing invidious biases, discrimination, and other
barriers to diversity in the first place.

Given that diversity is a reality in most human collectives—whether
workgroups, organizations, or the larger society—it is also a critical
leadership issue. A key aspect of inclusive leadership, then, involves
awareness of, attitudes about, and approaches to diversity:

At both societal and organizational levels, leaders must in some way
address diversity and intergroup relations. Doing this requires
addressing questions about the proper role of differences in culture
and identity at both individual and group levels and about appro-
priate ways to structure relationships across these differences. It also
requires clarifying which differences matter, in what ways, and to
whom. Answers to these questions are often grounded in widely
divergent values and ideologies regarding diversity.

(Ferdman, 2017, p. 238)

Inclusive leadership requires mindsets and skills for noticing, engaging
with, and creating space for multiple dimensions of diversity, as well as
the varying ways in which people deal with this diversity. It requires
being able to explain how diversity matters, and to help people close the
gap between the tendency to avoid, reject, or minimize differences in
identities or cultures and the need to move toward approaches that
highlight the value of diversity and other positive diversity mindsets
(van Knippenberg et al., 2013) that allow for, encourage, and support
deriving the mutual benefits of diversity (e.g., Bennett, 2014; Hannum
et al., 2010; Miller & Katz, 2007). Thus, inclusive leadership involves
noting the identities and associated differences that matter, and provid-
ing space and perspectives to help people recognize, appreciate, address,
and work with these differences in a positive way (see, e.g., Creary, this
volume; Ferdman, 2017; Plaut et al., 2009; Rock et al., 2016), as well as
challenging invidious biases and discriminatory beliefs and practices.

A key element for making this happen is inclusion, another core
foundation for inclusive leadership and essential for deriving the benefits
of diversity (Ferdman & Deane, 2014), which I address in the next
section.

Inclusion and Inclusive Leadership

Inclusion is a system of “creating and embedding organizational, leader-
ship, and interpersonal practices that result in a sense of safety, full
belonging, participation, and voice across the range of diversity
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dimensions, without requiring assimilation or loss of valued identities”
(Ferdman, 2016, para. 4). Inclusion is a fundamental practice—at the
individual, group, and organizational levels—for gaining the benefits of
diversity and for making it possible for all people to flourish and to
contribute at their best and is thus a foundational element of organiza-
tional success. At the societal level, it is similar, but perhaps even more
complex, given the range of social institutions and settings involved.

The essence of inclusion has to do with how much people feel
appreciated, valued, safe, respected, engaged, able to be authentic, and
therefore able and willing to provide their full contributions to the
collective, whether in work or other settings—both as individuals and
as members of multiple identity groups (Ferdman, 2014b); people feel
included when they can fully belong without having to subsume their
uniqueness or their differences from others (Ferdman, 2010, 2017; Shore
et al., 2011). Inclusion—engaging in ways that value and respect human
diversity and provide mutually beneficial opportunities for all to con-
tribute and matter—requires shifting individual, group, and societal
interactions to leverage, appreciate, and integrate human differences
and to disrupt patterns of social inequality and their effects.

Interpersonally and at the group, organizational, and societal levels,
inclusion involves behaviors, practices, and policies that result in such
experiences of inclusion individually as well as collectively (Ferdman,
2014b), that eliminate invidious discrimination and promote fairness,
and that foster climates for inclusion (Nishii & Rich, 2014). Inclusion is
therefore a set of related practices and their outcomes that “involve each
and all of the following: an individual or group experience; a set of
behaviors; an approach to leadership; a set of collective norms and
practices; and personal, group, organizational, or social values” (Ferd-
man, 2014b, p. 4). This is how I have previously defined inclusion:

Inclusion is an active process in which individuals, groups, organiza-
tions, and societies—rather than seeking to foster homogeneity—
view and approach diversity as a valued resource. In an inclusive
system, we value ourselves and others because of and not despite our
differences (or similarities); everyone—across multiple types of dif-
ferences—should be empowered as a full participant and contributor
who feels and is connected to the larger collective without having to
give up individual uniqueness, cherished identities, or vital qualities.

On its face, inclusion can be simple and straightforward: it is about
presence, participation, safety, voice, authenticity, equity, and equal-
ity for more people across multiple identity groups. Yet, at the same
time, inclusion is complex and multifaceted. Inclusive systems—
through a combination of individual behavior and attitudes, group
norms, leadership approaches, and organizational policies and prac-
tices [Ferdman, 2014b]—enable each person to flourish and develop,
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providing opportunities to fully connect and engage in ways that are
beneficial for both the individual and the collective. . . . Like multi-
culturalism, inclusion values the coexistence of multiple values, per-
spectives, styles, and means of accomplishing goals within the same
social system. However, it broadens the focal dimensions of difference
and more fully addresses their intersectionality. . . . Inclusion provides
a lens that reorganizes how we look at and experience identity,
interpersonal interactions, group dynamics, intercultural interactions,
intergroup relations, and even work itself.

(Ferdman, 2017, pp. 238–239)

Thus, inclusion is a multi-layered construct and process that can and
needs to be created at multiple levels of system. Figure 1.1 shows
a graphic representation of my multilevel systemic framework for inclu-
sion (Ferdman, 2014b). The idea is that the fundamental criterion as to
whether inclusion exists is at the individual level, the experience of
inclusion (Davidson & Ferdman, 2002; Ferdman, 2014b), and that this
can vary from person to person, often in relation to social identities and
other factors:

Society: inclusive policies, 
prac�ces, values, ideologies

Organiza�on: inclusive values, 
policies, prac�ces, climates

Leaders and leadership: 
inclusive prac�ces, 

competencies, & mindsets

Groups and teams: 
inclusive prac�ce & 

norms, collec�ve 
experience of inclusion

Individuals: inclusive 
interpersonal 

behavior, mindsets 

Experience of 
inclusion: 
individual

Macro level

Micro level

Figure 1.1 Systems of inclusion: a multi-level analytic framework. Source: adapted
from Figure 1.2 in B. M. Ferdman (2014b, p. 17).
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Without the experience of inclusion, people who are different in
notable ways from the traditionally represented groups may not feel
quite as safe, accepted, or valued and may therefore be less likely to
fully engage, participate, and contribute. If their sense of identity is
threatened or they do not feel that they can be their authentic self,
their talents and full contribution may be diminished or lost. In
inclusive workplaces, people can be fully themselves, striving to be
their best, without fear or without a sense that they must hide or
become someone else.

(Ferdman, 2018, para. 6)

In this model, inclusion is viewed as a practice with manifestations and
elements at various levels of system, from micro to macro. It is “an
interacting set of structures, values, norms, group and organizational
climates, and individual and collective behaviors, all connected with
inclusion experiences in a mutually reinforcing and dynamic system”

(Ferdman, 2014b, p. 16).
This means that inclusion can be created, strengthened, and sustained

at each and all of these levels. And this is why leadership has such
a critical role in this process:

In many ways, inclusive leadership is the linchpin for inclusion at
other levels of the multilevel framework; it can facilitate (and
perhaps even be considered a key part of) inclusion in groups,
organizations, and societies, as well as help translate and spread
inclusion across these levels.

(Ferdman, 2014b, p. 19)

Thus, inclusive leadership is leadership for inclusion: the mindsets,
practices, and ways of influencing other people and the systems in
which we work and live, so as to clarify and support learning about
what inclusion is (and can be), to foster inclusion on an ongoing basis
(including expecting and rewarding inclusive behavior), to embed inclu-
sive values and processes in how work is done, and to make inclusion
sustainable. In other words, inclusive leadership involves helping collec-
tives find meaningful and appropriate answers to the questions I posed
earlier, especially that of how to use differences as a source of benefit for
both individual members and the whole, and how the practice of
inclusion will specifically manifest in the behavior, norms, interactions,
and processes of that collective.

A complete view of inclusive leadership needs to consider how change
happens at each level of analysis—individual, interpersonal, group,
organizational, and societal—and the influence processes, competencies,
and interventions that foster more inclusion, both within and across
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levels. Booysen (2014) combines these elements to define inclusive
leadership as

a respectful relational practice that enables individuals and collec-
tives to be fully part of the whole, such that they are directed,
aligned and committed toward shared outcomes, for the common
good of all, while retaining a sense of authenticity and uniqueness.

(p. 322; see also Booysen, this volume)

A key element of inclusive leadership then, involves inspiring and
challenging individuals and collectives to develop a vision of inclusion
for themselves and each other and to find ways to close the gap between
that vision and current reality. Because inclusion is not the same for
different people or groups, and because it incorporates a range of
paradoxical elements—for example, between belonging/absorption and
distinctiveness/uniqueness; between stable, well-defined norms and shift-
ing and open norms; and between comfort and discomfort (see Ferdman,
2017 for details)—inclusive leadership requires the capacity to under-
stand, engage with, and manage these tensions, while challenging self
and others to move toward better processes and outcomes.

Equity and Inclusive Leadership

A third and essential construct needed for inclusive leadership is equity.
Equity is a way of assessing fairness and justice, whether of outcomes
(distributive justice) or processes (procedural justice).

A common view of equity in social science focuses on exchanges
(Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983) and the appropriate or most fair way of
allocating resources or other outcomes (for example pay) as a function
of contributions (for example, amount or value of the work). More
generally, this has to do with deservingness: who is considered to deserve
what or how much, relatively speaking. Essentially, on this view equity
is perceived and experienced when outcomes are proportional to relevant
inputs or contributions in the same measure across the people or groups
we are comparing, and people therefore get what they are thought to
deserve.

At a societal level (at this point in history), we would not expect or
claim, for example, that only White people should get paid for their
work, while people of color should work for free. Nonetheless, we know
from much research that there continue to be great racial disparities in
earnings in the United States and other societies (see, e.g., https://inequal
ity.org/facts/racial-inequality)—even when comparing within the same
type of work; this is one example of a prominent type of inequity.
There are also great disparities in wealth in the United States as
a function of race. This is cited by many as another example of racial
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inequity, one that should be addressed with reparations or other ways of
making up for the practice of slavery and subsequent oppression that
created that wealth gap. Yet, at the same time, others do not necessarily
see this gap as inequitable, because they may be thinking about deserv-
ingness not in a historical context, but purely in individual terms—with
regard to the work or inputs on the part of the specific person or family
(see, for more discussion on this, Ferdman, 1997). This also applies to
the workplace, for example in assessing fairness or equity in pay. Even
though few people would claim that everyone should be paid the same,
regardless of the type and amount of work they do, there is no agree-
ment on what degree of inequality or disparity is fair, for example,
between a CEO and the other employees in an organization. So, in
spite of the general principle, there is no general consensus on what
equity or fairness would look like.

A similar view can be applied to processes: processes—for example,
those in hiring or promotions, or in how people are treated when they
apply for social services, seek health care, or must go to court—are
viewed as equitable when how someone is treated, and their experiences
in going through the process, are commensurate with general rules or
principles for that process. In other words, factors perceived to be
irrelevant do not affect those experiences. This is also true at the group
level, when comparing across groups. For example, there is ample
evidence that people’s race can make a great difference in how they
experience and are treated by the criminal justice system in the U.S. (see,
e.g., https://eji.org). While many people might agree that this is not fair—
in other words, that justice should be “blind”—the same people might
disagree as to whether the differences in the experience within the justice
system of those who can afford to pay for a lawyer versus those who
cannot is inequitable.

As illustrated by the examples, a key challenge in determining
equity has to do with different views of what constitutes a relevant
contribution or factor in assessing fairness (Ferdman, 1997). In the
context of diversity and inclusion, it is evident that when factors such
as intergroup bias or discrimination determine or affect important
outcomes (such as access to particular types of jobs, education, or
health care; who gets paid how much; access to housing and other
social benefits; who speaks in a meeting, etc.), this is not equitable.
Instead, equity involves providing both access to opportunity and to
outcomes without invidious bias—whether overt or covert—and
making sure that irrelevant factors do not hinder or help particular
groups of people.

Indeed, many see equity as a focal goal or result of inclusion. David
A. Thomas (2017), in his comments at the conclusion of the 25th
Annual Kravis-deRoulet Conference that led to this book, framed it
this way:
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What is the result of inclusion? What is it that we see, regardless of
what we call it? Some of the things that were said today helped me
to start to move toward my own answer. One is this notion that we
will know when we have actually made an inclusive society or
organization, when there is no correlation between identity group
membership and life chances. At a societal level that’s about not
being able to predict, if you are born Black or born into a particular
social class, what the outcomes are that you can achieve in a society,
breaking that correlation. Or inside organizations: that that is no
longer a predictor of how far you can go, how [far] you are likely to
go, and where we will find you working. That means that inclusion
doesn’t leave behind some of the work that used to fall under other
labels, like affirmative action or equal opportunity.

In this sense, then, equity is also about power and access to power.
When access to roles with more power—for example membership on
corporate boards, or executive positions in corporations, or election to
legislative bodies—is associated with membership in identity groups that
are societally more dominant—for example, being a White man—then
we could say that this is not equitable, especially to the extent that this
cannot be explained in other ways.

Inclusive leadership, then, involves noting, calling out, and addressing
inequities. It also means challenging groups, organizations, and societies
to foster more equitable processes, systems, and outcomes. Inclusive
leadership involves noticing and voicing issues of equity and power and
addressing them.

To do this, inclusive leadership requires challenging all-too-widely
accepted ideas of what is “normal” with regard to access to resources
and to their allocation, and holding up a mirror to self and others about
our unspoken or taken-for-granted assumptions about both outcomes
and processes. Is it fair and equitable that women are paid, on average,
only a fraction of what men earn? Is it fair and equitable that these
disparities are even greater when race and ethnicity are considered? Is it
fair and equitable that people with disabilities have a much harder time
finding suitable employment? Is it fair and equitable that new fathers are
much less likely to take parental leave, even if offered, or that people
who are transgender are much less likely to get the health care they need,
or to feel safe when they go to work or even walk down the street? Is it
fair and equitable that there are very few women leading major corpora-
tions or serving as chief of state around the world?

These are but a few of the most visible examples of the types of
distributive and procedural justice issues that inclusive leadership must
address. At a more micro level, other issues come up: is someone using
up all the airtime in a meeting? Does everyone ignore the person in the
wheelchair? Are women paid less than men in the organization? Is the
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organization only looking for new hires from certain universities and in
majors? What are the effects of the organization’s policies and practices
(and products) in the larger society on different groups of people, when
diversity is considered?

Inclusive leadership involves seeing and disrupting patterns of inequality
and inequity by raising these types of questions; challenging groups,
organizations, communities, and societies to work through the tensions
and dilemmas involved to address, mitigate, and ideally eliminate inequi-
ties; and to find ways to collaborate to remove barriers to equity and
fairness. Simultaneously attention to equity and fairness creates better
working conditions, promotes social responsibility and engagement, and
fosters more sustainability for organizations and the communities and
world around them.

Inclusive Leadership as the Fulcrum for the Practice of Inclusion

As discussed throughout the prior section, inclusive leadership plays
a key role in highlighting diversity in groups, organizations, and com-
munities; in catalyzing inclusive behavior, norms, and values, on the part
of members of those collectives; in driving and sustaining inclusive
organizational practices and systems; in promoting, fostering, and sus-
taining inclusive values, perspectives, policies, and systems in commu-
nities and societies; and in working to ensure that equity is a focal goal
and result. Inclusive leaders help to create a compelling vision of
diversity, inclusion, and equity, and challenge themselves and others to
work to do what is needed to make that vision a reality (Gallegos, 2014;
Gallegos et al., 2020). Inclusive leaders must be stewards and facilitators
of an inclusive culture, as they attend to themselves and their effect on
others, the groups in which they participate and lead, and the systems in
which they play influential roles.

In the context of the systems model described earlier (and depicted in
Figure 1.1), inclusive leadership can be seen as the essential fulcrum for
the development of an inclusive group, organization, or larger system. In
the most general sense, a fulcrum is something that plays a pivotal role
in a given activity or situation. More concretely, a fulcrum is the pivot
around which a lever turns; by resting on the fulcrum, a lever is able to
convert force pushing down at one end into equivalent force pushing up
at the other end. In the case of a seesaw, the fulcrum is usually in the
middle, at the center of gravity, helping to balance the two sides and
create equilibrium. In the case of a lever, the fulcrum can be moved
closer to the weight that needs to be raised, so that less force pushing
down is needed at the longer end.

Paralleling a physical fulcrum, leadership plays a pivotal role in
inclusion in at least two important ways. On the one hand, inclusive
leadership gives meaning to and helps to translate societal and/or
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organizational-level processes, practices, policies, and values into every-
day behaviors and relationships, thus fostering inclusive practices and
behavior in groups and in interpersonal interactions, and the experience
of inclusion at the individual level. In this sense, inclusive leadership
translates macro-level inclusion to the micro-level. On the other hand,
inclusive leadership can combine what would otherwise be isolated or
disparate individual behavior and experiences, interpersonal interac-
tions, and group dynamics, and gives them meaning and visibility that
translates them into patterns with larger organizational or societal
significance. Inclusive leadership thus also translates micro-level aspects
of inclusion to the macro level. In addition to transmuting inclusion
across levels of analysis, leadership plays an important role in high-
lighting and strengthening inclusive practices at each level of analysis.
I expand on these three aspects of inclusive leadership in the following
sections.

From Macro to Micro

Leadership plays a key role in helping to bring societal and organiza-
tional goals, values, and policies related to inclusion to life in everyday
behavior and interactions. Nishii and Paluch (2018) described the key
implementation behaviors that leaders engage in to create strong HR
systems. Fundamentally, these behaviors, including explaining and mod-
eling what is expected of followers, serve to create collective meaning
and translate aspects of the organizational system so that they make
sense and can be implemented in specific situations. Buengeler et al.
(2018) described various ways in which leaders in organizations can
respond to human resources diversity practices in particular, and how
these responses can affect employees’ experiences of inclusion.

In many workplaces, the everyday experience of workers is grounded
in the way they are treated by supervisors and managers, and can also
be affected by the tone set at higher levels by executives. Organizations
may have policies and systems in place designed to foster inclusion,
but, ultimately, it is most likely how these are interpreted and imple-
mented, in combination with leader and supervisor behavior, that
affects whether or not the organization’s members will experience
inclusion.

In a related study, for example, Chen (2011) found that respondents
who perceived their leaders as displaying more authentic leadership
(Avolio & Gardner, 2005) were also more likely to report affective
commitment to their organization (r=.59); this relationship was par-
tially and significantly mediated by the experience of inclusion. In my
own work (Ferdman, 2014a) with a consulting client on their Global
Inclusion Survey, I found that employee ratings of their supervisors’
inclusive behavior were highly correlated (r=.64) with how included the
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employees felt in the company. The overall experience of inclusion was
also positively correlated with ratings on items quite connected to
leadership, assessing respondents’ perception that they were given
similar opportunities to others to develop their skills and careers, the
degree of comfort they felt expressing their ideas, concerns, and
opinions, and their belief that their supervisor made promotion and
placement decisions based on performance, skills, and abilities. Buen-
geler and Den Hartog (2015) found that teams in a multinational
company that were diverse in nationality performed better to the
extent that the supervisor was perceived as treating the team members
fairly, and that this perception was shared among the team. This
result highlights the importance not only of how the supervisor
behaves, but of how consistently this is experienced across the
group. And Travis et al. (2019) reported that, in a multinational
sample of 2,164 from 15 companies, 45% of the variance in employee
experience of inclusion—how valued, trusted, authentic, and psycho-
logically safe they felt—was predicted by the degree to which their
supervisors behaved inclusively.

Beyond modeling and explaining desired behavior, inclusive leaders
play an important role in reminding those around them about core
values and imperatives at the organizational and societal level. Many
organizations have strong value statements, often including diversity and
inclusion. But unless these are taken into account in making decisions, in
interactions, and in conducting business, they will not have much
implication for everyday experience and behavior. Similarly, societies
can have policies and values, such as democracy or multiculturalism,
that only become real when they affect what happens in specific situa-
tions. Inclusive leadership, then, involves serving as the conduit for this
macro to micro influence.

From Micro to Macro

Leadership also plays a key role in noting and highlighting micro-level
experiences and behavior, recognizing patterns, and giving them life at
the organizational and societal levels. People in an organization may
very well be individually kind to each other, may collaborate effectively,
and may generally be open to differences. However, it is only when these
and other manifestations of inclusive behavior become normative and
institutionalized, based on the meaning and importance that leaders give
to such behavior and on the norms and expectations that they system-
atically promote and communicate and that they embed into the organi-
zation’s standard practices, that we can begin to speak of a truly
inclusive organization.

As Wasserman et al. (2008) point out, a key responsibility of inclusive
leaders is to create a “meta-narrative” that can create and foster a vision
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of what an inclusive culture is and needs to be. This is more likely to
happen when leaders build on values, behaviors, needs, and aspirations
that are already present in the organization, at least in some form, and
then “connect the dots” among these (see also Wasserman, Chapter 6,
this volume, and Cruz Teller, Chapter 27, this volume). Inclusive leaders
can weave together various disparate components of inclusion (e.g.,
O’Mara, 2014) so that the combination can become a notable and
persistent feature of the organization as a whole.

In sum, inclusive leaders can tell the story, make meaning, and help to give
life to the views, needs, and aspirations of members of the organization,
especially those who may have less access to power or visibility. By using the
lenses of diversity, equity, and inclusion, inclusive leaders can make it more
possible for relevant dynamics to be addressed in systemic ways.

Strengthening Within-Level Inclusion

Inclusive leadership also involves designing, implementing, and sustaining
inclusive practices at each level of analysis. To foster inclusion in groups,
for example, it is important to co-construct suitable norms, to allow for
dialogue about process, to facilitate sometimes difficult conversations that
bring differences to light and help to make them work for collective
benefit, and to call out and address inequities—whether in participation,
treatment, or experience. At the organizational level, inclusive leadership
involves keeping issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion at the forefront,
and catalyzing systematic and effective ways to address them (see, e.g.,
O’Mara & Richter, 2017). At the community and societal levels, inclusive
leaders must do the same, with the additional challenges of navigating
political tensions and, often, strong intergroup conflicts.

Manifestations of Inclusive Leadership: Qualities and Behaviors

Various authors (e.g., Booysen, 2014; Chrobot-Mason et al., 2013;
Gallegos et al., 2020; Wasserman et al., 2008) have listed key compo-
nents of inclusive leadership, generally speaking, and of its behavioral
expressions and features (Gallegos, 2014; Travis et al., 2019), and
I provide such a list in this section. But what characterizes leaders
who are particularly likely to foster the translation or transmutation
between micro and macro levels and are effective in doing so? I
believe that such leadership includes, at a minimum, the following
key elements:

1 Self-awareness and authenticity. Inclusive leaders must not only
understand themselves as individuals and as members of multiple
identity groups, but they must also be clear about how their role and
function serves to magnify or dampen inclusive behavior by
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followers on the one hand and to serve as catalysts for organiza-
tional change on the other. Inclusive leaders must encourage others
to be authentic, must be authentic themselves, and must help create
the conditions that permit both of these to happen.

2 Conceptual and operational clarity and vision. Inclusive leaders
must be clear not only about what inclusion is but also how it
operates in an everyday fashion in their organization and among its
particular people. At the same time, they must have the capacity to
see beyond what currently exists and to hold themselves and the
organization’s people accountable for new and more far-reaching
possibilities.

3 Capacity for complexity and paradoxical thinking and behavior. To
serve effectively as the fulcrum for inclusion across micro and macro
levels, leaders must often simultaneously hold and balance seemingly
disparate and even conflicting perspectives and views, as well as
behave in ways that can appear to be conflicting. For example, they
must be accepting of the organization’s people and their styles and
behavior, while at the same time catalyzing learning and openness to
new possibilities and ways of doing things. They must push the
organization to higher standards of fairness and transparency while
making sure that existing norms and values are acted on. They must
help create a climate in which the organization’s people feel valued
and included for who they are, yet simultaneously create suitable
discomfort with the status quo, thus encouraging and pushing
members of the organization to expand their range of behavior and
acceptance. The ability to understand, hold, and manage the ten-
sions and paradoxes of inclusion (Ferdman, 2017) is a vital element
of inclusive leadership.

In addition to these broad characteristics, inclusive leaders need to
display and model inclusive behavior, and encourage it in others.
A number of the chapters in this book describe some of these practices.
The following is a list of ways in which leaders can build more inclusion
at work:

1 Acknowledge and appreciate differences of all types in the group
and in the organization.

2 Learn about and be mindful of personal biases; examine and address
assumptions about power, voice, competence, and effectiveness,
especially how these relate to our different identities.

3 Seek to notice and remove systematic bias and discrimination—
whether conscious or inadvertent—and to replace these with more
productive and fair ways to work with difference.

4 Model and encourage authenticity.
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Table 1.1 Inclusive behaviors.1

For Everyone For Leaders

(Behaviors that everyone can exhibit to
foster inclusion for themselves and
others)

1 Acknowledge, connect, and engage
with others. Greet them (in
culturally appropriate ways). Get
to know them.

2 Listen deeply and carefully, as an
ally not a critic. Check for
understanding. Develop and use
cultural understanding.

3 Engage a broad range of
perspectives. Invite new voices.
Provide space for dissent. Have the
courage to say what needs to be
said. Check whether people feel
included.

4 Openly share information; seek
clarity and openness. Share your
intent and process.

5 Be curious. Learn how other people
and groups may see and experience
the world differently than you and
your groups. Identify and share
your assumptions.

6 Become comfortable with
discomfort. Find and use your voice
(even if different from others). Use
discomfort as an opportunity for
learning. Openly address
disagreements—engage differences.

7 Increase your self-awareness.
Understand your biases,
assumptions, cultural background,
and areas of privilege. Be aware of
how your verbal and nonverbal
behavior communicate to others.
Recognize that all of us have
complex identities; learn more
about yours.

8 Be willing to learn and be
influenced by others. Ask others
about what they know, think, and

(Behaviors that leaders, especially those
in positions of authority, can exhibit, in
addition to those for everyone, to foster
inclusion)

1 Hold yourself and others
accountable for creating an
inclusive culture. Use your power
and position to challenge inequities
at the individual, group, and system
levels. Create safety for self and
others. Question traditional
assumptions regarding what
performance and performers look
like.

2 Invite engagement and dialogue.
Take the time for authentic
conversation. Acknowledge and
learn from mistakes. Explicitly
consider and ask who else needs to
be included—continually ask who
is missing.

3 Model bringing one’s whole self to
work and give permission for and
encourage others to do so. Show up
authentically. Be vulnerable.
Honor the full range of who people
are. Be intentional about where you
show up and where you are visible.

4 Foster transparent decision-
making. Make it safe for others to
express different perspectives.
Model not having all the answers.
Share data and information to the
fullest extent possible.

5 Understand and engage with
resistance. Engage many people in
your efforts, especially those who
have different views or ideas. Fully
hear and respond to people’s
concerns and ideas. Have a goal of
creating the best possible option
rather than influencing others to
agree.

(Continued )

Inclusive Leadership 19



5 Create opportunities tailored to individuals’ special qualities and
strengths, seek out unique voices, and highlight both individual
uniqueness and collective identity.

6 Give all stakeholders the opportunity to engage in constructing
norms and processes for inclusion while holding each other
accountable.

7 Learn to be comfortable with discomfort and seek out situations
that will result in learning, growing, and collective mutual benefits.

(Ferdman, 2018, para. 8)

In Table 1.1, I provide a detailed list, adapted from a list initially created
by Ferdman, et al. (2009); the list is divided into those behaviors that
everyone can do, regardless of role and degree of authority, and those
that are particularly the responsibility of designated leaders—those
holding roles that require overseeing, supervising, or managing others.

Conclusion

Inclusive leadership can sometimes feel elusive and particularly challen-
ging. In part because of the tensions inherent in inclusion, the seeming
lack of clear guideposts or parameters, and the controversial and often
polarizing as well as hierarchical aspects of intergroup relations, leaders

Table 1.1 (Cont.)

For Everyone For Leaders

feel, especially when their
perspective may be different from
yours. Remain humble and flexible.

9 Be respectful and demonstrate
fairness. Speak up when others are
excluded. Be aware of your impact,
not just your intent.

10 Foster interdependence &
teamwork. Move from an “I” to
a “we” mindset. Recognize whom
you rely on to achieve tasks, and
who relies on you. Invite active
participation of all team members.

6 Understand and talk about how
inclusion connects to the mission
and vision. Paint the big picture.
Consistently explain why and how
inclusion matters. Recognize your
critical role in linking the effort to
individuals.

1 Copyright © 2020 by BernardoM. Ferdman. Used with permission. (This list is an adaptation
of Inclusive Behaviors and Practices, Version 1.1, April 2009, by B. M. Ferdman, J. H. Katz,
E. Letchinger, and C. Thompson, created for The Institute for Inclusion and presented in
Ferdman, B. M., Katz, J. H., Letchinger, E., & Thompson, C. (2009, March 9) Inclusive
Behaviors and Practices: Report of the Institute for Inclusion Behavior Task Force. Pre-
sentation at the Institute for Inclusion 4th Conference, Arlington, VA).
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need to develop this capacity in ways that foster ongoing learning and
growth, build on their strengths, and provide safe and helpful ways
to experiment, make mistakes, ask difficult questions, and practice new
or different ways to engage across differences. Our collective future
depends on it!
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