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Drives Transformational Change
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The twenty-first century is witnessing rapid and deep change in the global economy. 
These changes require innovation-driven solutions and motivated, skilled workforces. 
The talents of every person will be required to support performance in every domain, 
and deliberate actions must be taken to address impediments to full engagement. 
Even with clear government policy and significant investments in encouraging repre-
sentation and inclusion of diversity of race, sexual orientation, gender identity, and 
ability, progress continues to lag. This essay captures promising practices and recom-
mendations for structural or systemic change punctuated with stories of leadership 
driven by the belief that implementing strategies to disrupt the effects of implicit bias 
are important to develop diverse, fully engaged populations.

Are there opportunities to shape our future based on the beliefs we artic-
ulate? Or are our actions controlled by our unconscious biases, prepro-
grammed and potentially toxic? For more than fifty years, American 

polling on perspectives of diverse populations has reflected shifting attitudes. For 
example, the 2022 Gallup poll on race relations shows a reversal of position on in-
terracial marriage, from 4 percent approval in 1958 to 94 percent in 2021.1 The poll 
on values and morality in America indicates a greater acceptance of same sex mar-
riage, from 27 percent to 71 percent approval (1996 to 2022).2 Psychologists Tessa 
E. S. Charlesworth and Mahzarin R. Banaji report explicit attitudes on race, sex-
ual orientation, weight, and ability have decreased in bias by 98 percent, 65 per-
cent, 31 percent, and 37 percent respectively since 2007.3 These supportive trends 
have been reflected in public commitments to accessibility, inclusion, equity, and 
diversity by various groups, including the government, industry, and education 
communities, and reflected in public policy and the media. So why is there still 
significant evidence of toxicity?

 • There are glass ceilings for women, racially minoritized people, and gender- 
nonconforming people, making them unlikely to hold executive roles.4 
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 • In companies with more than one hundred employees, Black people make 
up approximately 3 percent of senior leaders.5

 • Hiring and promotion for cultural fit is the norm, but only people under 
forty-five years old are seen as a “good cultural fit” by 85 percent of hiring 
managers.6

 • Extroverts and confident talkers are seen as a better cultural fit and more 
promotable but may not be the best leaders.7

 • Overweight people are seen as less suitable.8 
 • Explicit evidence of heightened anti-Asian racism during and after the 
COVID-19 crisis exists.9

Apparently, against a backdrop of articulated support, evidence of equality 
seems limited. Charlesworth and Banaji contrasted explicit attitudes with results 
from implicit bias testing.10 Reductions in implicit biases were generally lower than 
articulated values, sometimes significantly so. Kirsten N. Morehouse and Banaji’s  
essay in this volume provides a detailed discussion.11

Let’s clarify terminology. Implicit bias is a negative attitude, often unconscious, 
against a specific social group.12 Other essays in this volume discuss the history, 
theory, research, and sustainability of interventions of implicit bias.13 As noted by 
psychologists Calvin K. Lai and Banaji in their essay on implicit intergroup bias, 
and Jack Glaser in this volume, unconscious biases may unwittingly produce be-
haviors that limit access to resources like health care, education, and funding, and 
may influence workplace decisions.14 Intentional belief refers to moral reasoning, an 
intentional and conscious mental activity that consists of transforming given in-
formation about people (and situations) in order to reach a moral judgment.15 Ini-
tiated by leaders with the intentional belief that they can influence implicit bias by 
using their “bully pulpit” within their organization to reduce systemic bias, this 
essay discusses possibilities for sustainable organizational change. 

As discussed elsewhere in this volume, individual bias and systemic discrimina-
tion are interrelated. Using the “bias of crowds” theoretical framework, Manuel J. 
Galvan and B. Keith Payne’s review of the structural or systemic aspects (used inter-
changeably) of bias, specifically racism, explains why articulated support of racial 
equity has not had greater impact. As we address structural inequalities, we reframe 
the experiences that shape implicit bias.16 As culture drives experiences, experienc-
es shape bias, bias in society shapes the mind, and, in turn, bias in the mind shapes 
culture. Institutional and structural bias drives long-standing conditions that rein-
force implicit bias. Both individual and institutional solutions are needed.17

Although significant research exists on implicit bias, evidence of success-
ful interventions is limited. The meta-analyses by psychologists Patrick 
S. Forscher, Jordan R. Axt, Lai, and colleagues, as well as those by psychol-



153 (1) Winter 2024 233

Wanda A. Sigur & Nicholas M. Donofrio

ogists Chloe FitzGerald, Angela Martin, Delphine Berner, and Samia Hurst re-
viewed hundreds of bias-intervention studies and data on tens of thousands of 
participants.18 None resulted in long-term change.19 However, Lai and Banaji  
acknowledge that the influence of bias may be reduced through various learn-
ing processes and practices they recommend. But they also acknowledge that it is 
“unreasonably optimistic” to assume individuals will choose to change their val-
ues on their own on a large scale. Structural solutions may be appropriate at the 
macro level, with institutions implementing policy and governance solutions that 
control resources like housing, education, business, and health care, to encourage 
individuals to close gaps and push for justice and equality.20 Cass R. Sunstein and 
Richard H. Thaler suggest a form of “paternal libertarianism” in circumstances 
such as this, by which they mean that the best approach to organizational decision- 
making is one within a framework that includes data analysis and a clear cost- 
benefit analysis.21

This essay focuses on systemic solutions. Recognizing the role that work plays 
in the lives of individuals, and that workplace culture is often a reflection of soci-
ety, our examples and discussion are focused on leaders and changes in the orga-
nization of workplaces. Highlighting promising practices and featuring stories of 
leaders who have moved beyond their own unconscious biases in favor of actions 
that elevate their communities, we discuss transformational leaders addressing 
the effects of implicit bias within their organizations. 

Transformational leadership, a theoretical model attributed to historian James 
MacGregor Burns, highlights that “the result of transforming leadership is a rela-
tionship of mutual stimulation and elevation that converts followers into leaders 
and may convert leaders into moral agents.”22 Building on Burns’s work, which 
focuses on political leaders, psychologist Bernard Bass extended the model to or-
ganizational management, adding that transformational leaders “attempt and 
succeed in raising colleagues, subordinates, followers, clients, or constituencies 
to a greater awareness about the issues of consequence.”23 

The drivers of transformational leadership originate in personal beliefs and 
value systems that include such values as justice and integrity. Burns refers to 
these values as “end values,” those that cannot be negotiated or exchanged be-
tween individuals. When leaders introduce change at key intervals, it supplies a 
nudge to redirect and prevent bias-based outcomes.24 

This model for leadership was selected because of its potential to create and en-
ergize the next level of leaders to carry on sustained change, and because of the op-
portunity to engage individuals, potentially a disagreeing majority, in transforming 
beliefs. The four dimensions of transformational leadership–inspirational motiva-
tion, idealized power, intellectual stimulation, and consideration of individuals–
temper the potential for elitist leader-driven change.25 Sustainable change requires 
participatory, somewhat democratic methods of engagement, including transpar-
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ent communications and commitments from organizational stakeholders, while 
achieving performance goals. 26 Alexandra Kalev and Frank Dobbin give histor-
ical context and multiple examples of organizational change that resulted in a 
“revolution in attitudes.” When common goals are established and members of 
different groups are working as equals, real change is possible across areas of race, 
ethnicity, and religion.27

Although the pace of change in addressing social issues is inadequate, we know 
change is possible, particularly when leaders see it as critical and act. Research on 
transformational leaders who focus on both moral values and data-driven reasoning  
to drive culture change is limited. However, there are examples of leaders using 
values to drive decisions, engagement, and inclusion:

 • Who hired the first Black woman into a predominantly white male business 
world and why?

 • Who first gave same-sex partners benefits in an assumed heterosexual busi-
ness world and why? 

 • Who enables, in a business world rich with choice, all people, no matter 
who they are, to be their best and do their best each and every day and why?

We explore promising practices for disrupting the effects of implicit bias 
through reflections on each of our own experiences working for strong leaders 
with strong beliefs and clear value systems (even if their words may have revealed 
internal biases to the contrary). 

Donofrio: IBM, a company I grew up in and lived in for forty-four years, not only taught 
me these lessons but actually had a history of teaching others these lessons—if you 
are only willing to look, listen, and learn. 

Starting with Thomas J. Watson Sr., who was basically the founder of the IBM 
Company as it is known today, I often wondered how he knew what to do when ev-
erything around him was changing, if not telling him to do something else. How did 
he know in the 1920s and 1930s that women had a place in business when everything 
around him told him otherwise? How did he know that equal pay for equal work—no 
matter your gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality, or skin color—was the right thing to 
do? While he wasn’t always perfect and right and first, somehow he seemed to have 
implicit belief versus bias! Net, he led from his beliefs, which perhaps became his 
bias. Or was it the other way around? 

Soon after Watson arrived at IBM in 1914, he developed and released his “Basic 
Beliefs” for all employees. IBM’s three Basic Beliefs, the foundation for the values and 
culture that guided the company decade after decade, were respect for the individual, 
superlative customer service, and the pursuit of excellence in all tasks.

Even as I joined IBM in 1964, these Basic Beliefs were on the tip of everyone’s 
tongue and guided everything every IBMer did. In three simple thoughts, Watson told 
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everyone what IBM would do for them and what IBM expected from them. Beliefs, val-
ues, culture. There was very little room for bias. 

Clearly, Watson made this happen because he saw a critical void and stepped up 
to fill it based on his own experiences and beliefs. After all, it was his company, and he 
was charged with its leadership for the betterment of all stakeholders, employees, cli-
ents/customers, partners, investors, and communities. 

History would suggest that this top-down move worked wonders for the struggling 
CTR Company Watson joined in 1914, and the incredible IBM success he left in 1956. 

The willingness and determination of leaders to act on values for the good of 
their teams and the good of their enterprise are critical. Both organization-
al and individual goals are important. Transformational leadership theory 

pushes leaders to pursue teamwork, communal respect, and cooperation.28

Our concentration on the role of leadership in setting up policy, providing incen-
tives like awards, recognition, and promotions, and enforcing accountability with 
metrics is based on the links between organizational behavior and organizational 
culture. Employee engagement is a product of the organizational culture with the 
“daily experience” crafted by colleagues, peers, supervisors, stakeholders, and the 
organization. 

Culture is evident in the vision, values, and frameworks for the behaviors that 
prevail. Psychologist Edgar Schein has captured these elements when he defines 
organizational culture as “a pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned 
by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, 
that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 
new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 
problems.”29 Shared assumptions evolve as the group works to adapt to external 
conditions and achieve internal integration. Basic assumptions and practices are 
being taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel.30 The 
issue of bias is associated with the character of the organization, the character of its 
leadership, and the conviction with which all are willing to shape the organization 
on the side of right. Much of the leadership challenge is to hand decision-making 
back to our rational belief system and wrestle it away from implicit bias.

Schein also finds a unique association with leadership in creating culture. 
The values of the leader are imposed on the group through process and require-
ments. With success, the culture develops, including assumptions that are taken 
for granted, like in-group/out-group dynamics, and other elements of culture. 
The leader has the responsibility to step outside the culture when assumptions are 
no longer valid and change is needed. “This ability to perceive the limitations of 
one’s own culture and to evolve the culture adaptively is the essence and ultimate 
challenge of leadership. Leaders begin the culture creation process and, as we will 
see, must also manage, and sometimes change culture.”31 Sustainable change re-
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quires clear goals, change agents, engagement, metrics, reward structures, re-
sources, and leadership support.

Donofrio: Another approach to ensuring you are connected and relevant as you look 
to innovate in this multigenerational workforce world is to engage everyone and any-
one you can in addressing the problem as you seek to unlock hidden value. In 2002 
and 2003, as Sam Palmisano took the reins at IBM as CEO and chair, we focused on 
utilizing technology to enable an open, collaborative, multidisciplined, global plat-
form focused on the problem in a way that everyone could contribute. We called them 
“Jams.” The Values Jam was Sam’s brainchild (with complete support of all of us on 
his senior leadership team) as he determined that IBM needed to update, refresh, and 
reassess its original Basic Beliefs as laid out by its founder. 

Rather than “handing down” his version, Sam chose to ask IBM’s employees to 
engage and help him determine what those beliefs should be that we would all follow 
and use to build our twenty-first-century culture. Sam engaged the entire IBM glob-
al workforce, over three hundred thousand members strong in one hundred seven-
ty countries. Over a few days, more than half of all IBMers engaged to provide their 
thoughts and ideas with lots of discussion and debate. Shortly thereafter, when all the 
results were tallied, Sam simply announced what everyone working together had de-
termined: our chosen new IBM Values are, “Dedication to every client’s success. In-
novation that matters for the company and the world. Trust and personal responsibili-
ty in all relationships.”

Much has been written about this massively parallel approach to collaboration  
and problem-solving (in 2004, scores of colleges and universities wrote about the 
Jams approach and their results). If values and beliefs set the base for culture, which 
in turn provides everyone the guidelines for action or inaction, what better way to get 
everyone, including the leaders, on the same page than through an experience like 
Values Jam? When everyone is looking and everyone is engaged, is there really any 
room for bias?

Footnote. . . Just before I graduated from IBM, we held an Innovation Jam that 
again utilized the entire IBM workforce, with the addition of their family members and 
IBM’s clients, to help us determine where to invest and how to quicken our path to 
successful innovation. As Sam led the Values Jam, I led the Innovation Jam. What an 
innovative way to innovate! Hiding biases when nearly two hundred thousand people 
are engaged and questioning every move, while not impossible, is highly unlikely.

Customers buying goods, investors investing, employees choosing where 
to work and how to engage–all are tied to a cycle of innovation, perfor-
mance, and customer attraction. The challenge of creating value or pro-

ducing something of value for a customer or the business itself involves balanc-
ing the needs and interests of external and internal stakeholders. While businesses  
have always struggled to increase revenue, differentiate themselves, manage costs, 
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and delight customers, the pace of innovation has been accelerated to accommo-
date disruptive business models and a growing global marketplace. The key driv-
er of innovation–the people within the enterprise–must be carefully considered 
and their engagement painstakingly prioritized. The National Commission on In-
novation and Competitiveness Frontiers clearly laid the foundation for all to follow 
since 2003: “To compete in the next economy requires playing a new innovation 
game, one whose goal is to boost U.S. innovation tenfold,” demanding bold lead-
ership, a global perspective, a whole-of-nation strategy, and appropriate support.32 
To meet this demand, the American workforce should be engaged, skilled, and en-
abled to contribute.33 Needless to say, this includes every employee in every role.

Sociologist Bas Hofstra and colleagues’ research points to higher innovation 
rates among demographically underrepresented doctoral candidates.34 The in-
novation enterprise is at its best when it fully uses the broadest range of human 
talent.35 In their meta-analysis of multiple studies, health care researchers Luis 
Emilio Gomez and Patrick Bernet found that diverse teams can support bet-
ter decision-making by introducing difficult, unexpected questions that require 
resolution.36 

Sigur: The Return-to-Flight effort following the tragic NASA Space Shuttle Columbia 
accident included both significant technical and personal challenges. A comprehen-
sive investigation found that catastrophic damage to the shuttle orbiter was caused 
by the loss of large pieces of shuttle external tank foam insulation during launch. The 
tank production plant, located in New Orleans, was hit by Hurricane Katrina during 
the safe hardware redesign effort. Ninety-eight percent of the workforce were affect-
ed, most left homeless. The factory was surrounded by water, and a concrete roof had 
collapsed onto near-complete hardware. 

I was asked to lead the recovery effort for Lockheed Martin Space, the external 
tank contractor. Recovery meant every person was needed, both qualified and qualifi-
able, with no room for racism, ageism, sexism, or sexualism as we worked together on 
solutions across every front: finding our team members and families and helping re- 
establish lives while developing solutions for safe flight against a backdrop of sched-
ule pressure to assist with building the Space Station as geopolitical support waned.

Prompted by NASA Human Factors expert Cynthia Null, I redesigned the makeup 
of solution teams, giving production-floor practitioners a voice along with engineering, 
a first. They supported everything as a group: design, build, test at work; and house 
“gutting,” rebuilding, and personal support at home. I realized the unique nature of this 
effort when I observed a “production huddle” before performing a redesigned tank 
spray: the practitioners, a nearly all-Black group, and the scientists and engineers, a 
nearly all-white group—expert peers, discussing a solution that had escaped solving 
for years. Intergroup relationships flourished and continue to this day, including those 
across racial lines, as they had helped each other succeed both at work and at reknit-
ting their personal lives. And tank vehicle performance was nearly perfect. 
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Although it may be difficult to revise individual bias, it is definitely possible 
to interrupt bad behaviors. Promising practices include identifying and 
owning clearly defined expectations and practices for a) the daily expe-

riences of employees; b) organizational demographics (hiring and promotions); 
and c) self-assessment tools to measure progress–everything must be linked to 
the organization’s strategy and goals.37

You cannot simply “have” diversity. Improved performance is possible with di-
verse teams, but different perspectives, knowledge, and backgrounds will only lead 
to the promised breakthroughs when issues of communication and integration can 
be resolved.38 Dialogue around expected outcomes and behaviors can have signifi-
cant impact. Left unresolved, employee turnover prompted by bias and unfair treat-
ment (unfair employee assessments, limited access to key assignments and promo-
tions) has cost U.S. employers $172.4 billion over the past five years.39 Employees 
who perceive bias react by downsizing contributions, disengagement, absenteeism, 
leaving, and withholding innovative ideas in greater percentages than those who do 
not perceive negative bias.40 Gallup’s State of the Workforce Report estimates ac-
tive disengagement alone can cost around $500 billion per year.41 

 • Investing in retention is generally a better strategy than letting talent leave. 
The literature points to multiple practices to better manage daily work 
experiences.42

 • Involve multiple leaders and employees in diversity management. It helps to 
hear concerns and possible solutions directly. Leadership engagement can 
supply needed visibility and even build relationships.

 • Review how and to whom assignments that lead to visibility, networking, 
and promotions get assigned. Ultimately these experiences set up employ-
ees for their next opportunities.

 • Ensure equal access to decision-makers. Personal biases of leaders are best 
influenced by proper engagement and access.43 Establish specifically ex-
pressed corporate rules and consequences for unacceptable behaviors. 

 • Introduce senior-level advocates focused on careers of women and minori-
ties, particularly if there are disparities. In a study by economists Sylvia Ann 
Hewlett, Melinda Marshall, and Laura Sherbin, this practice resulted in 
more inclusive leaders who created a “speak-up” culture, which decreased 
perceived bias up to 90 percent.44 Addressing the underlying systems that 
keep inequality in place is important to changing the work environment.45

 • Ensure inclusion-training incorporates easy-to-implement, skill-building 
tasks, and is ingrained with company goals and inclusive of targeted, pos-
itive approaches and messages that communicate acceptable behaviors.46 
As Kalev and Dobbin discuss in their essay in this volume, cultural inclu-
sion training curricula can be particularly effective at teaching listening and 
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observational skills and increasing diversity and inclusion.47 For example, 
affinity bias, the tendency to gravitate toward people similar to us, can be 
limited by requiring that hiring and promotion slates must include two or 
more qualified underrepresented candidates as well as two or more quali-
fied women.48

Donofrio: This is an important topic. I have always understood that for business suc-
cess, everyone is needed and welcomed and enabled to be their best. As a young en-
gineer, I often wondered what we were missing based on who was not in the room 
where it happened. Clearly, there were very few women and even fewer people of col-
or. How do we know that this all-white male group is going to give us the best answer? 
Are they really the only experts on this topic? While I struggled with these thoughts, I 
also better understood what needed to be done. 

As a member of the National Action Council for Minorities in Engineering board, 
and later serving as its Chair, as a recipient of the Rodney D. Chipp Memorial Award 
from the Society of Women Engineers and eventually a member of their ranks, and as 
a recipient of the Renaissance Engineer Award from the Society of Hispanic Profes-
sional Engineers, as well as a frequent speaker at their national convention, I learned 
to use every opportunity to help turn bias into belief by simply enabling and amplifying 
the obvious. “She is right, just listen!” Who is not here, and where are they?

At IBM, we narrowed and focused our commitments in support of women and un-
derrepresented minorities. We could not do everything and support everyone, but for 
those we could help, we would double down if not triple down our support and long-
term commitment. This was not always the most popular corporate decision, given the 
natural bias to always keep your business commitment options open to change when 
and as required. But addressing long-term structural societal deficits requires much 
more than simply following wise and sage corporate advice. Once again, we had to 
make good business sense out of all of this, regardless of how emotionally connected 
our biases and beliefs were.

As I studied the processes around innovation between 2002 and 2008 for the U.S. 
Council on Competitiveness (see their National Innovation Initiative, which I helped 
lead and IBM strongly supported), all the pieces started to fall into place. Start with 
the problem and not the answer.49 Enable an environment that supports open, collab-
orative, multidisciplined, global engagement. If you do not know who has the missing 
piece to the puzzle, why are you excluding people from engaging? Why let your bias 
determine the outcome? Innovation in business, government, education, for-profit, 
and nonprofit enterprises is the holy grail. Letting your bias control what you do is like 
starting with the answer. Every now and then, you may actually get it right. But more 
often than not, you will be wrong. 

Perhaps it was easier for me to engage on these topics because I was often rep-
resenting those who were not in the room to people who were in the room who looked 
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just like me. It is likely I had their biases if not beliefs working for me. Bias or belief. 
Right or wrong? Moral or immoral? If you are honest about what is really best for the 
enterprise now and in the future, the answer is obvious to and believable by all! 

Sigur: In the 1980s, I took part in a “glass ceiling study” to assess whether there was 
indeed a barrier to promotion for women and minorities. The approach was general-
ly straightforward, starting with an assessment of the numbers of employees of mul-
tiple demographics at each career stage. One of the products of the study was a se-
ries of pie charts showing percentages of diverse employees in the overall population, 
starting at entry levels and at successive levels of career advancement, later called 
the “Pac-Man series,” as successive levels of career promotions showed smaller and 
smaller percentages of women and minorities who had made it through the ranks. The 
graphics, placed in the same location on successive pages, produced a flip-book  
animated illusion or movie when viewed in quick succession that was reminiscent of 
the chomping arcade character by Namco. The effect was dramatic and rallied sup-
port for addressing inequities. The white male population was “eating” women and 
minorities over time. Significant corrective actions included mentoring, leader train-
ing, implementation of representative promotion slates, and more consistent process-
es, with positive shifts in representation.

How do we establish clear practices to manage organizational demograph-
ics, such as hiring and retention? A diverse team starts with ensuring ef-
fective hiring.

 • Establish objective criteria for each position. 
 • Ensure interviews are structured around skills-based questions to limit bias. 
 • Limit the use of referrals to avoid reaffirming social rather than objective- 

focused hiring. 
 • Supply explicit guidance on expectations for a “diverse candidate pool.” Re-

search shows that the odds of hiring or promoting a woman are seventy- 
nine times as great if at least two women are in the finalist pool, while the 
odds of hiring or promoting a nonwhite nominee are one hundred ninety- 
four times as great with at least two finalist minority applicants.50 

 • Avoid assessing candidates for “culture fit.” Culture fit is frequently asso-
ciated with shared interests, experiences, and backgrounds. When used as 
a selection criterion, culture fit often leads to homogeneity. Clear objective 
criteria and a common rubric to evaluate candidates help to avoid unintend-
ed impacts.51

 • Place focus on recruiting diverse candidate employees. Although historical-
ly white alma maters of existing managers supply great references and those 
schools produce candidates of color, top Brown and Black talent should also 
be recruited from minority-serving institutions, including historically Black 
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colleges and universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs), 
Tribal colleges and universities (TCUs), and Asian American and Pacific  
Islander–serving institutions (AAPISIs). 

Donofrio: Capitalizing on the belief that talent is equally distributed and the need for 
STEM talent is nearly endless, my colleagues and I focused on pathways for historical-
ly underrepresented communities in STEM. Included within the broad HBCUs are fif-
teen schools that meet the Certified Engineering requirements set by the Accredita-
tion Board for Engineering and Technology. Our bias-turned-belief was that if we could 
ensure success for current students through industry internships and mentoring, and 
at the same time ensure success for faculty through industry and government fund-
ing, these colleges and universities with help and support could build out clear and 
strong pathways for local P–12 schools in their proximity. Focusing school by school, 
this initiative has started to take hold, built off this underlying belief that rich STEM tal-
ent is available locally and simply needs to be enabled. The added belief here is that 
constantly moving talent to opportunity may not always yield the fullest return on the 
investment. Moving opportunity to talent is a belief that counters the bias that talent 
must seek out opportunity and move toward it.52 

Sigur: Leaders committed to developing diverse talent may take bold action. In re-
sponse to learning that roughly three-quarters of the Black executive leadership in the 
corporation had undergraduate degrees from HBCUs, the CEO, Marilyn Hewson, al-
located an annual investment for developing talent pathways produced by accredit-
ed minority-serving institutions (MSIs) with executive liaisons to develop programs to 
help both the students and the corporation. The multimillion-dollar investment result-
ed in multiple benefits: a dialogue on new and upcoming talent beyond the big name 
schools and frankly an effort to grow talent resident in not only HBCUs, but MSIs and 
community colleges serving other communities across the United States; partnerships 
with some of these schools and faculty on new contracts; and opportunities for the 
faculty of these schools to engage in big business engineering and technology— 
experiences most of them had not had. 

While hiring talent is critical, retention and development must get equal atten-
tion. Data on executive leaders who are neither white nor male show that business 
practices for promotions and employee development should be reexamined. Gen-
erally, around 90 percent of the Fortune 500 CEOs are white men, usually justified 
by a lack of available and qualified candidates. In addition to pipeline challenges, 
research points to negative perceptions of companies with women and minority 
executive leadership by both outside stakeholders (such as equity investors and 
other CEOs) and internal stakeholders. Internal leaders experiencing reduced or-
ganizational identification following the appointment of a racial minority or fe-
male CEO (versus the appointment of a white male CEO) manifests in tendencies 
to supply less help in task guidance, less mentoring, and limited recommendations 
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for promoting minority colleagues.53 Hopefully, these tendencies can be managed 
through the best practices captured by business scholars Michael L. McDonald, 
Gareth D. Keeves, and James D. Westphal.

 • Ensure objective criteria are used in evaluations, with different metrics for 
skills, personality, and potential;

 • Implement transparent promotion and talent-development review boards 
that understand company values and goals;

 • Use structured and open mentoring; and
 • Implement robust and transparent succession planning.54

Sigur: In my career, diversity initiatives have focused mostly on hiring, with some suc-
cess in wider representation of both race and gender identities. But promotion can-
didates were mostly white and male. And their résumés and experiences supported 
them as the better candidates for advancement. Why were equally capable women 
and people of color becoming “less capable” over time?

An examination of contributing causes revealed that they were not given the “hard  
assignments”: working challenges on the production floor, dealing with difficult cus-
tomers, or meeting tight margin assignments. Anecdotally, some white women weren’t 
being given “dirty work” in attempts to “protect” them; a Black woman wasn’t being 
given an assignment because “she wouldn’t like it”; and the Black men “might be too 
imposing.” The result was that they missed assignments that would have developed 
needed skills because of stereotypes and biases. These issues were only revealed 
through one-on-one dialogues with supervisors, pointing out that these practices, 
while maybe well-intended, ensured that potential rising stars were being left behind. 
Without further prompting, the supervisors implemented immediate corrective action 
and our demographics improved.

Donofrio: Too often, we believe as leaders that offering ourselves as a mentor is go-
ing to consume us. How can I do any more than I am doing? How many protégés are 
too many? We approach this topic with a personal bias. Over the years, I have learned 
more from mentoring than I ever expected. The act of mentoring is simpler than I 
ever thought, and I learned to offer myself freely to anyone who would have me. Peo-
ple cringe when I say that. Yet how hard is it to listen and offer advice? How hard is it 
to connect one thing to another or one person to another? I tell my protégés to have 
many mentors. No mentor has all the answers to all your problems or questions. Keep 
the relationship real and lifelike. It is not about form; it is all about function. The temp-
tation, and perhaps bias, is to document everything and report progress. To whom and 
for what reason? If you like what I have to say and it helps, you got what you wanted 
and needed and will come back as needed for more. Along the way, I will also learn 
through the very subtle process of reverse mentoring. I counsel, guide, and teach you 
while I also see and learn and better understand you. This is so critical as we em-
brace and work in a world that is increasingly more and more multigenerational. Baby 
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Boomers working side by side with Gen Zs, if not pre-Boomers working side by side 
with Gen Alphas. All those biases and beliefs within each generation need to be un-
derstood, heard, and hopefully reconciled. Generational biases run rampant. We all 
think and believe we know better about each other until we sit down and talk togeth-
er to determine what the real issues and questions are so we can each contribute to 
the solution. 

Sigur: Succession planning is recognized as a best practice to ensure the longevity 
and health of an organization. When we implemented the “who’s in charge if you win 
the lottery and leave?” dialogue, it seemed like a good process; however, the result 
was an overwhelming number of nonminority male, albeit qualified, leaders ascending 
through the organizational ranks. Somehow we had institutionalized a glass ceiling! 
The leadership courage of the executive vice president of Lockheed Martin Space,  
Joanne Maguire, saw this and turned it around. Upon realizing the limitations of our 
leadership pipeline, she instituted mandatory succession planning meetings that start-
ed with a synopsis of each department’s current and future plans and included a 
“wall-walk” of succession plans for key positions. Mandatory diverse slates were de-
veloped, to include both “ready now” candidates and candidates that could be ready 
in as many as fifteen years, including skill gaps and paths to promotion. Assignments 
were negotiated for every candidate to push them to their next level. The result was 
the most transparent talent-development effort I’ve seen and a massive shift in the 
promotion of qualified women, men, and underrepresented minorities to significant  
positions within the company. 

Organizations should measure the impact of their actions against desired 
goals by keeping internal metrics. Just like other metrics of accomplish-
ment, such as returns on investment or capital, the returns on training and 

other actions should be measured and expanded to include not only whether the 
actions took place and under what circumstances, but data on the effects for those 
the actions are intended to benefit. Data should be shared, as appropriate. Visibil-
ity supports accountability and the data inform decision-making. Increasing the 
numbers of minority groups represented in the workforce does not mean the com-
pany has embraced inclusivity or created a culture of belonging. Established objec-
tive criteria, scoring rubrics, and consistent practices provide information to assess 
effective performance. Regular climate surveys can measure progress and identify 
areas of concern.55 In addition, as companies use analytical tools to support work-
force decisions–from hiring and promotion to productivity and compensation–
the risks of bias being introduced into these key processes need to be monitored 
and managed, as potentially toxic training datasets or nonrepresentative informa-
tion may detrimentally influence and worsen existing conditions.56

Multiple tools exist to aid in the development of fair and equitable processes 
and in assessing progress. Examples include the tools developed by MITRE, avail-
able through the MITRE Social Justice Platform and the Aspen Institute, with mul-
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tiple tools that cover a range of job quality attributes: wages, benefits, scheduling, 
legal rights, equity and inclusion, opportunity to build skills and advance, sup-
portive work environment, and worker voice.57

When results can be driven by policy, leadership direction should be 
used to reduce bias, whether explicit or implicit. The character or cul-
ture of an organization reflects its leaders and their courage. It may be 

difficult to shift individual bias, but it is definitely possible to interrupt bad behav-
iors, at least in the near term. 

Our collective stories reflect the positive actions of strong leaders who had in-
fluence. Because it was those strong leaders who, regardless of their personal bias-
es, made the hard decisions to break barriers enabling “firsts,” but just as impor- 
tant, introduced changes that inspired emerging leaders to engage the organiza-
tion’s stakeholders in enabling opportunities for sustainable change. 

So, is it implicit bias or intentional belief? And if leadership has the courage 
of its convictions to transform the community it can impact, to shift away from 
systemic bias toward supporting equality, opportunity, and high values, does the 
answer matter?
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