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Building inclusive workplaces to 
optimise diversity of talent and ideas

It’s no secret that most of us want to do a good job at work, and enjoy the work 
we do. We all like to feel a sense of belonging at work, and be treated fairly.

Dr Katie Spearritt, Chief Executive Officer, Diversity Partners

Unfortunately, this doesn’t always happen. Some 
practices and behaviours lead to individuals 
and groups feeling marginalised or excluded. 
Sometimes this happens intentionally, but most 
often it’s unintentional. 

The upshot is that organisations not only miss 
out on getting the best available talent in the first 
place, but they often lose good people, can be 
slow to innovate, and succumb to poor decision-
making processes. Performance – of individuals, 
and the organisation – diminishes.

So, what can we do to create more inclusive 
workplace cultures? As businesses turn their 
attention to diverse new markets and customer 
personalisation strategies, how do we leverage 
the increasing diversity of talent and ideas in 
workplaces across Australia?

This paper looks at four foundations for progress, 
and how training on diversity, inclusion, and 
unconscious bias provides a significant foundation 
for enabling everyone to achieve their potential  
at work. 
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‘Employees who understand how 
to treat people and groups fairly, 
who recognise the uniqueness 
of individuals from diverse 
backgrounds, and who create a 
sense of belonging in their teams 
will be well prepared to lead the 
workplace of the future.’

Four foundations for organisational progress on 
diversity and inclusion:

1. Build a consistent understanding of what 
diversity and inclusion mean

2. Lead by example – champion diversity & 
inclusion from the top

3. Understand that change is systemic and 
requires a strategic approach

4. Recognise that barriers to diversity and 
inclusion are often hard-to-see and 
unintentional, but can be addressed through 
refreshing talent management processes and 
leadership development and training.
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W H I T E  P A P E RBrief Background: Australia’s workforce 
is getting more diverse, but …

Over the past few decades, Australia’s society and workforce has become increasingly diverse with an 
ageing population, increasing migration, globalisation of business, the growth of digital technologies, and 
greater flexibility in how and where work is undertaken.

In Australia:

• One in four of Australia’s population were born 
overseas, and nearly 20 per cent of Australians 
speak a language other than English at home1. 

• Women comprise roughly 46 per cent of all 
employees in Australia2. 

• The number of fathers using flexible work 
hours to look after children has nearly doubled 
(to 30%) since 19963.

• In the majority of two-parent families with 
dependants, both parents are employed4. 

• There are 2.1 million Australians of working age 
(15–64 years) with disability. Of these, just over 
1 million are employed5.

• Workforce participation among Australians in 
their 50s and 60s has grown, particularly over 
the last decade. By 2056, around one quarter of 
all Australians will be aged 65 years and over6.

While we’re seeing greater diversity in the 
workplace than ever before, these demographic 
shifts are not consistent at all levels of the 
workforce and across all industries. Which means 
we’re not getting the full benefits that diversity 
can bring, such as innovation and better decision-
making.

For example, only 1 in 5 ASX board directors and 
senior executives have culturally diverse (non-
Anglo-Celtic) origins7. Women hold only 29 per 
cent of management positions and one quarter 
of board positions of ASX 200 listed companies8. 
People with disability remain significantly under-
represented in the Australian workforce. 

And recent research suggests a narrow range of 
thinking approaches tend to dominate the ranks 
of senior executive teams, limiting the ability 
to generate breakthrough business insights in 
decision-making9.
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Foundation 1. Build a consistent 
understanding of what diversity 
and inclusion mean

In Australia, diversity is often considered in terms 
of gender diversity. Some would say that’s code 
for initiatives only about women. But diversity is 
in fact about all of us.

Diversity, in its broadest sense, refers to all the 
differences and experiences we bring to work. 
It’s a collection of unique attributes that include, 
but are not limited to, gender, language, cultural 
background/identity, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, disability, age, caring responsibilities, 
religion, education, experience, perspective and 
thinking approaches. 

Some of our differences are visible; most are 
invisible. The diagram below shows a range of 
dimensions of diversity in organisations.

But diversity alone isn’t enough. For diversity 
of talent and ideas to thrive, we have to pay 

close attention to the work environment. How 
inclusive of difference is it? Do people from 
different backgrounds and with different thinking 
approaches feel valued and able to fully contribute?

An inclusive work environment is one where all 
employees feel valued and included, where people 
are encouraged to speak up, and where leaders 
willingly seek alternative perspectives when 
problem-solving. 

Verna Myers, an American diversity advocate, 
differentiates the terms diversity and inclusion 
with the analogy that: ‘Diversity is being invited to 
the party. Inclusion is being asked to dance’10. 

Anchored together, diversity and inclusion efforts 
contribute to increased innovation opportunities, 
more robust decision-making processes, access 
to broader talent pools, and better financial 
performance. Deloitte research found that when 
employees think their organisation is highly 
committed to, and supportive of diversity, and 
they feel highly included, then they are 80% more 
likely to agree that they work in a high performing 
organisation11.
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Foundation 2. Lead by example – 
champion diversity & inclusion  
(D & I) from the top

Many leaders of top ASX firms actively promote 
diversity and inclusion initiatives, both internally 
and externally. Initiatives such as the ‘Male 
Champions of Change’ in Australia show the level 
of priority that senior leaders and boards place on 
achieving progress, and have proven an effective 
way to build personal understanding of barriers 
to inclusion and momentum for change across 
corporate Australia12.

Having a C-suite executive with accountability for 
diversity and inclusion makes a significant positive 
difference to achieving diversity goals, according 
to PwC’s Global D & I Survey (2016)13. 

There are many ways to show leadership and 
drive accountability for diversity and inclusion. 
Some executives chair internal diversity advisory 
boards and monitor metrics, some encourage 

‘D & I shares’ at team meetings, some champion 
diversity through community and customer 
forums, while others set KPIs for all managers to 
sustain progress. 

And sometimes it’s about role-modelling 
behaviours. For example, some chief executives 
routinely invite their direct reports to offer an 
alternative viewpoint in meetings, and consciously 
seek out multiple perspectives before making a 
key decision. Some make a point of suspending 
their viewpoint until everyone else has had their 
say, avoiding the risk of thought cascades that 
promote groupthink. 

Some request shortlists of candidates from 
diverse backgrounds. And some make a point of 
encouraging leaders to ‘leave loudly’ when they 
leave the office to encourage flexible work hours 
and reduce ‘presenteeism’14.

These are all tangible examples of inclusive 
leadership practices and behaviours.
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Foundation 3. Understand that 
diversity and inclusion progress is 
systemic and requires a strategic 
approach

Those organisations with the greatest success 
typically align D & I with business goals, and 
embed diversity, inclusion and flexibility within 
cultural values and norms. We recognise, 
though, that’s often easier said than done.

Like any major change process, D & I progress 
requires a strategy and action plans that link 
with organisational priorities. For example, if 
innovation is a key driver in the business, how 
does the D & I strategy support this? If the 
organisation is seeking to grow and expand its 
customer base in new markets, how is D & I 
embedded in product and service design?

An effective strategy is a tailored one. It 
addresses the organisation’s specific diversity 
and inclusion challenges and opportunities. If 
a company were losing more women than men 
at particular levels, for example, the strategy 
would include research to understand why, 
and actions to address the gap. 

Leadership accountability, communication, 
training and development, process review, and 
measurement are all important ingredients of a D & 
I strategy. As the global consulting firm McKinsey 
states: ‘There is no single way to make change 
happen; companies need a whole ecosystem of 
measures’15.

Targets are usually an important part of the D & I 
strategy. Organisations that set D & I organisation-
wide and division/regional targets to measure and 
track progress are more likely to achieve greater 
progress16.  

Strategies usually include resources and 
governance frameworks (such as a diversity 
council, and/or employee resource groups) that 
help to sustain progress.

Organisations that are well-advanced in their D & I 
efforts are integrating diversity best practice with 
relevant business processes (such as procurement 
and sustainability programs) and their customer 
value propositions, reflecting their broader 
commercial priorities. It’s this internal and external 
focus that marks them as global leaders.
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Foundation 4. Recognise that 
barriers to diversity and inclusion 
are often hard-to-see and 
unintentional, but can be addressed 
by refreshing talent management 
processes and leadership 
development and training

Three decades of anti-discrimination and equal 
opportunity laws in Australia have tackled some 
of the more obvious biases in our workplaces. 
But it’s the subtle, taken-for-granted biases and 
assumptions about gender, cultural background 
and age that are much harder to change. 

Unconscious bias is now recognized as one of the 
key barriers to diversity and inclusion progress in 
organisations.

There’s extensive research from the fields of 
business psychology and neuroscience to show 
we are all biased, even though we like to think that 
we always apply logic and reason in our decision-
making. 

Unconscious bias can impact many decisions 
we make – whether it’s a hiring-related decision 
or just day-to-day decisions involving people. 
Although we like to think that all hiring is based 
on merit, the reality is that our unconscious biases 
influence our thinking and decisions.

Gender biases, for example, are so ingrained 
we hardly notice them. We expect women to 
show warmth, and men to show assertiveness 
and competence. Our notions of leadership are 
associated with assertiveness and competence – 
in other words, masculine stereotypes. Women 
and men behaving counter-stereotypically can 
experience a backlash and are less likely to be 
hired and promoted17.

Working with difference is hard because we 
naturally gravitate to people who are similar to 
ourselves (it’s called affinity bias). Often these are 
people who are part of our ‘in-group’. It’s natural 
to connect with people who are like us, but in the 
workplace this can mean we overlook candidates 
and co-workers who are different from ourselves.

To address these biases, leading companies are 
systematically refreshing recruitment, promotion, 
remuneration, and succession planning policies 
to reduce the potential for unconscious bias, 
and explicitly articulate the value of diversity of 
background and thinking approaches. 

To complement this, they offer training and 
development to help leaders recognise and 
challenge unconscious bias and take inclusive 
actions.
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Education helps to build awareness of unconscious bias and 
steps that everyone can take to collaborate and lead inclusively

Leadership development programs and training 
are an important part of a systemic diversity and 
inclusion effort and can motivate employees to 
engage in new behaviours. 

In a Harvard Business Review article on diversity 
and unconscious bias training, Joelle Emerson 
offers three guidelines to make it effective and 
sustainable18.

First, Emerson recommends reducing 
defensiveness about unconscious bias, ‘by 
explaining that we don’t have unconscious 
biases because we’re bad people – we have them 
because we are people’. At the same time, she 

says, it’s important that training makes clear the 
importance of mitigating individual and group 
biases so decisions are fair and objective.

Secondly, content that is structured around 
workplace situations (e.g. a hiring scenario, or 
team meeting dynamics) is important. The third 
guideline is to make it action-oriented. 

Committing to inclusive leadership strategies 
helps to sustain the learning, especially when 
review mechanisms are in place to consistently 
evaluate the impacts.
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There’s substantial evidence that organisations 
and teams benefits from diversity of background, 
such as culture, gender, age, functional roles 
and educational disciplines, as well as different 
thinking approaches to solve problems.

To optimise this diversity, we recommend 
organisations build a consistent understanding 
of diversity and inclusion, approach diversity 
and inclusion as a strategic initiative linked to 
business goals with C-suite level leadership, and 

reduce unconscious biases by refreshing talent 
processes and providing leadership development 
and training.

Employees who understand how to treat people 
and groups fairly, who recognise the uniqueness 
of individuals from diverse backgrounds, and who 
create a sense of belonging in their teams will be 
well prepared to lead the workplace of the future.

Summary
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Help your leaders drive positive 
change and achieve business 
success though better decision 
making

Diversity Partners has partnered with  
Learning Seat to deliver diversity and inclusion 
microlearning training. 

The Creating Value Through Diversity and 
Inclusion Bundle will give leaders skills they need 
to build a more inclusive culture and optimise 
diversity of talent and ideas in their organisations.

The training is aimed at leaders at every level in 
business and government, and is designed to help 
them better manage diverse teams effectively.

To learn more, get in touch with Learning Seat 
today, at enquiries@learningseat.com or on  
1300 133 151.

Roll out 
Microlearning 
in Unconscious 
Bias & Inclusive 
Leadership
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About Dr Katie Spearritt and 
Diversity Partners

Katie is the CEO and founder of Diversity Partners 
in Australia. 

Diversity Partners is a highly respected professional 
services firm providing consulting advice to 
organisations on diversity, flexibility, and inclusive 
leadership to enhance business performance. 

Diversity Partners has delivered programs 
and consulting to hundreds of organisations 
in Australia & Asia, ranging in size from small 
engineering consulting firms to large global firms 
such as BP and BHP. Thousands of leaders – from 
boardrooms to mine sites – have participated in 
their programs.

Before establishing Diversity Partners in 2009, 
Katie worked as the Head of Diversity in Hewlett 
Packard Australia and Asia, Coles Group and the 
National Australia Bank. She has a deep knowledge 
of industry best practice through diverse 
consulting assignments in Australia and Asia.

More information is available at  
www.diversitypartners.com.au
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