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Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by 

developing an inclusive culture 

 

Businesses face a number of challenges in the current marketplace, being able to: 

 Drive innovative products, services and delivery to leap frog competition 

 Compete for and retain top performers 

 Grow the business without sacrificing culture 

 Relate effectively to an increasingly diverse workforce 

 Generate meaningful work where employees offer their discretionary effort. 

 

What is surprising to a lot of business leaders 

lately is how important an inclusive culture is 

to meeting these challenges. In the past, 

strategy and culture were often viewed as 

separate domains. However, to be successful 

in the future, an inclusive culture is a crucial 

element toward achieving new levels of 

innovation, productivity and efficiencies.  

 

In fact, the data indicates that inclusive 

cultures are more likely to outperform their 

competition in Profitability and Value 

Creation. The foundation of these cultures 

is based on respect, empathy, teamwork, 

creativity, innovation and passion.  

 

Iris Bohnet, professor of public policy at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 

University, says: “The evidence is very strong that diverse teams outperform homogeneous teams, 

whether these are all-male or all-female teams. This occurs across all kinds of different dependent 

variables, from creative problem solving to analytical tasks to communication skills. Diversity helps 

because we have a complementarity of different perspectives, or what we call collective intelligence.” 

 

Research on the value an inclusive culture brings to the table is widespread and common knowledge. 

Most business people would say that inclusion is a good idea, but there has been little to no 

improvements in diversity and inclusion efforts. This is likely because as well intentioned as leaders 

are, it’s hard to know exactly what to do to move the needle. 

 

Business leaders play a key role in creating inclusive cultures by being role models that drive culture 

with every day actions. The work of leaders requires thoughtful reflection about what matters to a 

diverse population of employees. This is not easy. In fact, employees and customers often report a 

disconnect between lofty mission statements, stated corporate values and what they actually 

experience. This starts to erode trust and affects loyalty and commitment.  
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Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by developing an inclusive culture, cont. 

 

In most organizations, there is a bigger disconnect than most leaders realize between what they think 

is happening within the culture and what is actually happening. Frequently, management teams 

express disbelief in the negative results and comments they receive from annual employee 

engagement surveys. 

In a recent survey, everyday Americans were asked the extent to which they trusted business leaders. 

The results were bleak: “while 81% of people believe business can be a force for positive environmental 

and societal change, only 36% agree they can trust business leaders to do what’s right, and only 8% 

strongly agree.”  

 

The Importance of Gender Equity within Inclusive Cultures 
 

Gender equity is becoming a more visible and vital key to retaining top talent. Recently, McKinsey 

conducted research in partnership with LeanIn.Org. They gathered data from 279 companies 

employing more than 13 million people, as well as on a survey of over 64,000 employees and a series 

of qualitative interviews and published a report titled, Women in the Workplace 2018.  

 

They discovered that “Progress on gender diversity at work has stalled. To achieve equality, companies 

must turn good intentions into concrete action. The proportion of women at every level in corporate 

America has hardly changed. Progress isn’t just slow. It’s stalled. Women are doing their part. For more 

than 30 years, they’ve been earning more bachelor’s degrees than men. They’re asking for promotions 

and negotiating salaries at the same rates as men. And contrary to conventional wisdom, they are 

staying in the workforce at the same rate as men.“ 

 

Even though things haven’t changed in the 

overall picture, there have been a number 

of success stories. Chevron leaders have 

teamed up with Catalyst in their program 

titled, Men Advocating Real Change, to 

make positive changes in their diversity and inclusion efforts. 

Andrew Ross Sorkin, Columnist & Editor-at-Large at the New 

York Times, reported on February 26, 2019 that “In 2010, only 

6% of its board and 11% of its management committee were 

women. Now, it’s 36% for the board and 20% for the 

management committee.  

 

Catalyst invited global business leaders from over 20 organizations to accelerate progress for women. 

2019 Members include Altria, Bank of America, Bloomberg, The Boston Consulting Group (BCG), 

Cargill, Incorporated, Chevron Corporation, The Chubb Corporation, The Coca-Cola Company, Dell 

Inc., Deutsche Bank, DuPont, EY, IBM Corporation, Kimberly-Clark Corporation, KPMG LLP US, 

McDonald’s Corporation, Merck & Co. Inc., PAREXEL International, Pfizer Inc., The Procter & Gamble 

Company, RBC, Sodexo, State Street Corporation, UPS, Verizon Communications Inc., Walmart Stores. 

 

Is your organization ready to join them? 
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Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by developing an inclusive culture, cont.  

 

Cultural Wake-up Calls within your Organization 

 

Ask yourself the following questions to see whether you are among the majority of organizations that 

are tolerating seemingly innocuous behaviors that jeopardize your competitive advantage.  

 

1. Do men dominate conversations 

in your organization? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

In a 2017 Virginia Law Review study, it revealed that male justices on the US Supreme Court interrupt 

their esteemed female colleagues roughly three times as much as they do one another. In a study of 

Harvard undergraduate classrooms, male students speak at least three times more than female ones. 

In scripted television shows and movies, men garner twice as much speaking and screen time as 

women do.  

In a study of Professors Christopher F. Karpowitz and Tali Mendelberg, their studies of legislative 

deliberations shows that women need to constitute a supermajority, or roughly 70% of a room, in order 

to achieve parity and influence.  

 

In an often-cited study of collective intelligence by a group of MIT researchers, Thomas Malone 

identified three key traits for successful solutions from teamwork:  1) they gave each other relatively 

equal time to talk, 2) they were socially sensitive and 3) they included more women on the teams. 

Author, Soraya Chemaly, states that when women speak 30% of the time in a mixed-gender 

conversation, listeners think they dominate. 

 

2. Is gender diversity discussed as 

an important business issue? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that 76% of companies have articulated a business case, only 13% have 

taken the critical next step of calculating the positive impact on their business. Only half of employees think 

their company sees gender diversity as a priority and is doing what it takes to make progress. 20% of 

employees say their company’s commitment to gender diversity feels like lip service.  

 

3. How often do employees witness 

sexual harassment and remain 

silent? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The EEOC concluded that 75% of sexual harassment or assault in the workplace go unreported. And, that 

40% of women reporting sexual harassment reported that their employers retaliated after they came 

forward.  

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that women are twice as likely as men to say that it would be risky or 

pointless to report an incident of sexual harassment. 55% of women in senior leadership, and 45% of 

women in technical fields report they’ve been sexually harassed.  
  



©The Aware Way P a g e  | 4 March 2019 

 

Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by developing an inclusive culture, cont.  

 

Cultural Wake-up Calls within your Organization, cont. 

 

4. What is the rate that men get 

promoted over women? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports agonizingly slow improvement in women’s representation from 

2015 through 2019. Women occupy 48% of Entry Level positions, 38% of Managers, 34% of Senior 

Manager/Directors, 29% of Vice Presidents, 23% of Senior Vice Presidents and 22% of C-Suite 

Executives.  

 

5. Do senior leaders quickly address 

disrespectful and harassing 

behavior? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that only 32% of women think that disrespectful behavior toward 

women is quickly addressed by their companies, compared with 50% of men.  

 

6. Do hiring and promotion 

practices create opportunities for 

gender equity? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports although women earn more bachelor’s degrees than men, they are 

less likely to be hired into entry-level jobs. At the first critical step up to manager, women are less likely 

to be hired   into manager-level jobs, and they are far less likely to be promoted into them. For every 

100 men promoted to manager, 79 women are promoted. Men end up holding 62% of manager 

positions, while women hold only 38%. 

 

7. Do leaders dismiss complaints 

from women about sexism in the 

organization? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

Pew Research Center reports that 56% of American men think sexism has been eradicated from 

American life. By comparison, 63% of women say it affects them on a regular basis. 

 

8. Do employees and leaders judge 

women’s expertise more 

negatively than men’s? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that 36% of women experienced “having their judgment questioned 

in their area of expertise” in comparison to 27% of men. 
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Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by developing an inclusive culture, cont.  

 

Cultural Wake-up Calls within your Organization, cont. 

 

9. How often do women experience 

others assuming they have a role 

that is at a much lower level? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that 19% of women experienced “being mistaken for someone at a 

much lower level than you are at” in comparison to 10% of men. 

 

10. How often are women asked to 

provide more evidence of their 

competence than men? 

Frequency 

Low    Medium    High 

Magnitude of Impact 

Minor     Moderate     Major 

 

The 2018 McKinsey study reports that 29% of women experienced “needing to provide more evidence 

of their competence than others” in comparison to 16% of men. 

 

 

What’s Next? 

 

Focus your efforts toward a more inclusive culture: 

 Generate cultural strategies to drive business results 

 Set targets for improving gender equity and achieve them 

 Ensure that hiring and promotions provide an equal opportunity to all qualified candidates 

 Dedicate opportunities for leaders and team members to develop the skills needed to 

effectively collaborate and make the best use of diverse perspectives 

 Offer flexibility for employees to fit work into their personal lives 

 Offer training to create awareness and develop skills that promote true collaboration 

 

To foster an inclusive and respectful culture, it takes more than good intention, it takes the dedication 

of leaders to be aware of the behaviors that get in the way of respect and safety. And, it requires that 

leaders set expectations and identify what is required at all levels of management to be champions of 

diversity and inclusion. 
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Authors of Playing Catch Up: Gaining a competitive advantage by developing an inclusive culture 

 

To ensure a successful future in today’s increasingly complex work environment, leadership teams need to 

deliberately and consistently create respectful and engaging work environments. 

Stephanie McGovern and Doreen Johnson are adept organizational 

development consultants with rare and insightful behavioral wisdom. Our 

executive experience in Human Resources, Professional Development 

and Business Operations enables us to work effectively with culture and 

strategy at every level of the organization.  

 

We know how to guide leaders and managers who are asked to do more 

with less in complex, challenging environments. We work hand in hand 

as real-world partners, revealing and sharing transformational insights 

that accelerate change and develop authentic leadership throughout the 

organization. We develop positive, accountable behaviors that produce 

impactful and meaningful results. 

We also partner with organizations to weed out unconscious, harmful, costly behavioral issues that get in the way 

of growth and expansion. We work with clients to identify behavioral patterns that need to be developed, 

replicated or eliminated to create a more inclusive culture. Our specialty is working with leaders who see 

employees as vital partners in creating a successful business. Relieved and more engaged, employees become 

motivated to do their very best and companies achieve their goals and vision. 

 

 

 

 

 

Clients express enthusiasm for our behavioral coaching, consulting and training, especially our ability to:  

 See the uniqueness of their situation and apply custom-designed 

tools and relevant guidance 

 Support the growth and development of organizations rather than 

view the experience as a one-time “problem to be fixed” 

 Educate employees on the comprehensive spectrum of behavioral 

choices so it’s clear where they are now and what’s required in the 

future 

 Zoom in on specific unproductive and productive behaviors to 

discuss how those behaviors relate to creating inclusion  

 Co-create solutions so that everyone involved is more confident, 

connected, engaged, inspired and empowered to address 

behavioral issues  

 Train people to effectively implement ongoing cultural change 

methodologies and models  

 

“Doreen has helped 

us make dramatic 

improvements with 

employee 

engagement and in 

creating a culture 

of accountability, 

cohesiveness, and 

honesty. She has 

the unique ability to 

understand human 

relationships from 

an extremely 

detailed level and 

can apply her ideas 

to a professional 

environment.” 

--Jeff Wilson, IMT 


