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The context of modern DEI

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives have become increasingly commonplace in a modern business environment. 

Research suggests an estimated $7.5 billion was spent on DEI measures globally in 2020, a figure expected to increase to 

$15.4 billion by 2026 (Global Industry Analysts, 2021). At the same time as companies are investing in DEI initiatives and 

strategies, job seekers are increasingly focused on potential employers’ efforts to make their workplaces more diverse, 

equitable, and inclusive. Indeed, according to a recent survey conducted by Glassdoor, 76% of job seekers report that 

a diverse workforce is an important factor for them when evaluating job offers (2021). As such, there is an urgency for 

organizations to consider how to produce effective, impactful DEI measures in order to compete in a modern business 

landscape. 

For any organization to succeed in its DEI efforts, it must adopt a data-driven, process-oriented approach. Research 

suggests that many companies have already been leveraging outcome metrics to gauge the success of their DEI initiatives 

for some time: a report conducted by Forbes revealed that 60% of companies were using such data to evaluate the success 

of their DEI initiatives as early as 2011. However, with more data available than ever to track the progress of DEI measures, 

it is crucial that organizations not only adopt an approach based on quantifiable metrics, but also choose the right metrics 

to evaluate. This paper will provide strategies any company can adopt in order to develop its DEI initiatives more effectively, 

as well as offer insights into the many benefits of a constructive, process-driven approach to DEI led by Learning and 

Development (L&D) and HR professionals.

$7.5billion
was spent on DEI measures 
globally in 2020

76%
of job seekers report that 
a diverse workforce is an 
important factor for them when 
evaluating job offers (2021)
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Why attention to DEI matters 

Organizations are increasingly acknowledging the importance of DEI measures and are doing so for any number of reasons. 

Nevertheless, one might broadly categorize the motivations into a perceived need for increased corporate accountability 

(sometimes referred to as “the moral case” for DEI) and a growing awareness that a strong DEI strategy drives business 

growth (“the business case”). 

In the case of increased accountability, enduring racial discrimination, misogyny, homophobia, and transphobia have been 

at the forefront of public discussion over recent years. From the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements to civil unrest 

in the US in the summer of 2020, public awareness of injustices has risen significantly in an age of digital communication 

and social media. As a consequence, organizations’ values and branding are being interrogated more rigorously than in years 

previous, forcing many companies to grapple with the morality of their practices and their commitments to diversity, equity, 

and inclusivity in new ways. 

One global survey conducted in 2022, for instance, revealed that 58% of consumers adapt their preferences according to 

a brand’s perceived values (Edelman). Moreover, there is an expectation that modern business executives demonstrate 

meaningful leadership regarding  social justice issues, with the same survey also finding that 60% of job seekers worldwide 

would like their CEO to publicly state a position on discrimination and inequality. It is, therefore, increasingly necessary for 

modern businesses to think carefully about the ethics of their practices and ensure employees are engaged as stakeholders 

in creating more diverse, equitable, and inclusive workplaces. 

Societal changes 

60%58%
of job seekers worldwide 
would like their CEO to 
publicly state a position on 
discrimination and inequality

of consumers adapt their 
preferences according to 
a brand’s perceived values 
(Edelman)
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When it comes to making the business case for DEI initiatives, the benefits are well-documented. A more diverse, equitable, 

and inclusive workplace increases employee engagement and retention while enhancing innovation. Indeed, according to a 

2018 Deloitte report, cognitive diversity - that is, diversity of beliefs, values, and approaches to problems - boosts company-

wide innovation by 20%. Ultimately, these outcomes of more effective DEI measures lead to revenue growth through a more 

inclusive, productive, and engaged workforce. As a result, according to an influential McKinsey report published in 2019, 

companies that invest more resources and time in executive-level gender diversity are 25% more likely to achieve above-

average profitability. 

However, it must be acknowledged that the common presentation of these two cases for DEI as distinct is itself worth 

questioning. Often, the real driving force behind the moral case for DEI initiatives is the appeal of a PR-friendly cosmetic 

solution. In a digital business landscape, wherein consumers can hold companies values more accountable via social media, 

TrustPilot, and Yelp, there are few places to hide from the scrutiny of consumers and clients. Similarly, when it comes to the 

company’s relationship to their employees, Glassdoor, Indeed, and other job-seeking platforms offer users the opportunity 

to provide honest, transparent feedback on former employers. As such, cosmetic or PR-focused solutions aiming to boost 

a company’s public image or attract more talent will often prove ineffective. It is, in all cases, both more meaningful and 

impactful to engage in DEI initiatives with sincerity and transparency; in other words, the moral case is the business case. 

Changes in business approaches

According to research, employees who feel their 
company culture takes DEI seriously are

9.8x 6.3x 5.4x
More likely to look 
forward to going to 
work

More likely to take 
pride in their work

Source: Great Place to Work, 2021

More likely to want 
to stay at a company 
for longer

https://www.sharpist.com/blog/diversity-and-inclusion-at-work-more-than-just-buzzwords


6www.sharpist.com

The current state of DEI initiatives: limited use 
of evidence-based, metrics-driven practices

Despite a growing number of companies investing in DEI initiatives and efforts worldwide, the efficacy of DEI education 

programs still needs to be improved. In an influential 2006 paper, for instance, Kalev, Kelly, and Dobbin found that education 

initiatives at the time had little impact on gender and racial diversity in organizations’ management. More recently, research 

conducted by the World Economic Forum revealed that it would take another 150 years to eliminate the global economic 

gender gap (2022). It would seem that even though many companies now recognize both the business and ethical cases 

for expanding their DEI programs, evidence-based and data-driven practices are still not utilized effectively (Williams and 

Dolkas, 2022). 

A significant challenge is that common approaches to DEI have often relied heavily on appeals to vague aims and targets, 

such as “greater representation”, “greater transparency”, or “inclusivity” (Zheng, 2023). Though all important aims, these do 

little to address the changes needed on operational, practical and procedural levels. Put simply, as with any organizational 

transformation, employees cannot be expected to go from A to Z without guidance through B, C, etc., which is precisely 

why Learning & Development (L&D) professionals’ interventions are so crucial to the success of DEI initiatives. An additional 

problem with imprecise targets is that, by their nature, they are difficult to quantify as measurable progress. For example, 

how might we measure what greater transparency looks like on a day-to-day basis? If an organization’s aim is greater 

minority representation, over what period? 

Underlying these issues is the importance of evidence-based, metrics-driven approaches to DEI within modern businesses. 

Modern HR and L&D professionals have the capacity to collect, interpret, and analyze a wealth of data that can be translated 

into actionable changes in systems and processes. As Harvard Kennedy School professor Iris Bohnet recommends, “manage 

DEI in exactly the same rigorous and data-driven way you manage the rest of your business” (2020). Yet, as has often been 

noted, few organizations currently incorporate effective and strategic metrics-driven approaches into their DEI strategy 

(Williams and Dolkas, 2022). What is crucial to the success of DEI initiatives is an approach based on quantifiable data with 

a specific focus on process rather than outcome. 

75%
of employees think their workplace 
needs more diversity (Quantum 
Workplace, 2022), while the same 
percentage of top execs would leave 
their job for a company that values 
diversity (Deloitte, 2017)
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Insights from Sandra Subel, Global Head 
of D&I Strategy at Axel Springer SE

As was highlighted in a recent Sharpist webinar by DEI thought-leader Sandra Subel, when implementing a DEI initiative, we 

must ask ourselves, fundamentally, “who?”, “what?”, “when?”, “where?”, “how?”, and “why?”

Who?

When?

How?

What?

Where?

Why?

Who are the stakeholders in the DEI 
initiative? Who will lead and champion 
the DEI initiative? Who will measure its 
progress?

When will the DEI initiative be 
launched? When will milestones and 
progress be assessed?

How will progress be measured? 
How will individuals and the 
organization be held accountable for 
the initiative?

What are the specific, measurable 
objectives of the DEI initiative? What 
processes will be implemented to 
reach these outcomes?

Where in the organization is the DEI 
intervention most urgent? Where 
will resources for the initiative come 
from?

Why does the organization need this 
DEI initiative? Why is DEI important 
to the organization’s values and 
success?

One of the important benefits of a data-driven approach to DEI measures is that it increases accountability, a powerful 

tool for catalyzing meaningful and long-lasting changes. An example of the power of data comes from 2014, when Google, 

Apple, and Microsoft all began producing annual diversity reports. Though the initial figures gathered some criticism, their 

publishing accomplished two significant goals. Firstly, the decision to publish produced an accountability mechanism: 

since the tech platforms’ diversity statistics were publicly available, and ultimately reflected their ethics and values, senior 

executives were incentivized to pursue DEI goals with more commitment, strategic focus, and resources. Secondly, the 

diversity reports offered a means of measuring incremental progress and improvement year-by-year. Instead of focusing on 

a fixed end goal of more diverse representation in leadership, these large tech corporations were able to translate annual 

company-wide data into actionable steps. 

https://www.sharpist.com/webinars/webinar-diversity-equity-and-inclusion
https://about.google/belonging/
https://www.apple.com/diversity/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/diversity/inside-microsoft/default.aspx#epgDivFocusArea
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/may/29/google-diversity-women-black-people
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Many organizations are on a learning curve regarding Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion (DEI). To be able to run the successful execution of the DEI strategy, 

we need to make sure that we have the buy-in and support from the 

leadership team but also all employees. The buy-in requires understanding. 

Also, DEI work is a massive change management program. And we know 

from different change management frameworks that knowledge is one of the 

success factors in change implementation. For these two reasons, learning 

and development (L&D) are essential. Through upskilling and awareness-

raising, we can help people to be on board for the change and gain their 

buy-in.

Global Head of D&I Strategy at Axel Springer SE

Sandra Subel

“

Outcome-driven metrics vs. 
process-driven DEI metrics 

Collecting company-wide data on diversity and representation can offer a useful starting point for new DEI strategies and 

initiatives. However, there is a broad misconception that DEI is ultimately about body count (Williams and Dolkas, 2022) that 

ultimately stifles companies’ efforts toward a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive environment. If an organization places 

too much emphasis on outcomes, it may ignore the underlying processes and behaviors that contribute to those outcomes. 

In other words, organizations need to focus on both outcome-driven and process-driven metrics to ensure that they are 

creating a sustainable and effective DEI program. Process-driven metrics can help identify areas of improvement and can 

be used to measure progress toward achieving outcomes.

Outcome-driven metrics in DEI Process-driven metrics in DEI

Representation: The diversity of the 
workforce in terms of race, gender, age, 
and other demographic characteristics. 

Retention: The retention rates of 
employees from diverse demographics. 

Promotions: The diversity in the 
demographic profile of employees 
promoted to more senior roles.

Training: The number of employees 
who have completed, or are in the 
process of completing, diversity and 
inclusion training programs.

Rate of promotion: The speed at 
which historically underrepresented 
demographics move up the company 
ladder. 

Accountability mechanisms: How 
many senior leaders have specific 
DEI goals incorporated into their 
performance evaluations?
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An effective way to leverage a combination of outcome- and process-driven metrics is to plan a DEI intervention as a 

logic model. By using this model,  L&D professionals can gain a clearer understanding of the inputs needed for their DEI 

to succeed, the means through which progress can be monitored, and how to ensure lasting impact. As a digital coaching 

company, we firmly believe in the power of a coaching program to align learners’ targets with company goals, making 

coaching an ideal intervention for DEI initiatives. As such, the example of a logic model we have included below integrates 

a coaching program as the main catalyst for change. 

The benefits of logic models such as these are numerous. The intervention design can be tailored to meet the unique 

needs, challenges, and targets of the organization, ensuring that the coaching is relevant and effective in promoting DEI. 

The aims of the initiative can be well-defined, and the change mechanisms can be specified, providing a roadmap for how 

the coaching will be implemented to bring about change. Moreover, by using this model, the organization can gain a clearer 

understanding of the inputs needed for the initiative, such as coaching resources and support from senior leadership. 

In addition, focusing on process-driven metrics allows the organization to measure the effectiveness of the coaching 

intervention in real time. This approach is useful because it enables the organization to identify areas for improvement 

quickly. For instance, if there is a decline in participation rates or engagement levels, the organization can take action to 

address the underlying issues before they become more significant problems and compromise the impact of the initiative. 

Input Intervention design Aim/s Change mechanisms Outcomes

• Top and middle-level 
management

• Certified coaches

• Data on diversity, equi-
ty, and inclusion in the 
organization

• Commitment of re-
sources from relevant 
executives and deci-
sion-makers

• Develop a coaching 
program incorporating 
personalized coaching 
sessions and group 
workshops. 

• Incorporate data-driv-
en strategies and tools 
into coaching sessions 
and workshops to 
identify and address 
areas for improvement.

• Improve the represen-
tation of marginalized 
groups in leadership. 

• Promote a culture 
of inclusivity and 
belonging. 

• Foster a sense of 
ownership and ac-
countability among all 
employees for creating 
a more equitable and 
diverse workplace.

• Personalized coaching 
sessions and work-
shops to address 
specific DEI issues. 

• Targeted micro tasks 
to ensure incremental, 
steady progress. 

• Ongoing support and 
feedback to encourage 
progress and ensure 
sustainability. 

• Emphasis on creating 
a culture of inclusivity 
and accountability. 

• Increased represen-
tation of marginalized 
groups in leadership. 

• Improved employ-
ee engagement and 
retention. 

• Enhanced creativity 
and innovation through 
diverse perspectives 
and ideas. 

• Improved organiza-
tional representation 
among job-seekers 
and industry profes-
sionals through a more 
diverse and inclusive 
workplace.

Inputs Implementation The impact of 
the DEI program

Example of a logic model for a data-driven DEI initiative
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How L&D can shape Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion strategy

In order for a DEI initiative to be successful, employees 

and executives alike must be given the opportunity to 

listen to other perspectives and self-reflect. To these 

ends, L&D departments can design and deliver training 

programs that increase awareness and understanding 

of DEI issues, as well as provide the tools and skills 

necessary for employees to navigate DEI challenges 

in the workplace. Training programs and facilitating 

workshops are undoubtedly an important aspect of L&D 

professionals’ role in DEI. However, the far more important 

role is to equip employees with the soft skills necessary 

to engage in open-minded, meaningful conversations 

about DEI with their colleagues. In this way, the vital role 

L&D professionals can play in promoting a more diverse, 

equitable, and inclusive workplace is not the learning 

material itself; rather, it is to teach people how to learn. 

An additional important reason why Learning and 

Development and HR professionals play a pivotal role 

in the success of a DEI initiative is that, more than any 

other departments, they have the ability to produce 

process-driven metrics to measure success over time. 

Through various qualitative and quantitative methods, 

L&D professionals can track the progress of individual 

employees’ learning journeys over time, as well as 

systemic and operational changes such as representation, 

recruitment, and promotion of diverse demographics 

across the workforce. Ultimately, the ability for L&D 

professionals to leverage data strategically is the 

difference between a long-lasting, company-wide change 

in DEI culture and a short-term education program. 
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In conclusion, there are many important factors that lead to a successful Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion initiative. Firstly, a 

sincere engagement with DEI based on a genuine desire to foster a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive work environment is a 

prerequisite for meaningful change. Secondly, companies must not only establish quantifiable metrics for the success of their DEI 

efforts, but they must also choose the right measures for tracking progress; in this way, DEI interventions must be not only data-

driven, but process-oriented. Lastly, businesses must recognize the importance of L&D professionals in promoting education, 

training, and fostering a continuing culture of learning. By investing in L&D programs and adopting these strategies, businesses 

can cultivate a more inclusive workplace culture, attract and retain diverse talent, and ultimately drive greater innovation and 

success. 

Conclusions
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