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 T
he push for diversity 
is increasing both in 
society and workplaces. 
That along with the rise 
of social movements 

such as #BlackLivesMatter and 
#MeToo are leading forward-thinking 
organiza tions to make serious efforts 
to advance workplace diversity, 
equity, and inclusion. Corporate 
leaders have become more vocal 
about racial injustice and other DEI 
matters, issuing public statements 
and promising action. 

As leaders take on the DEI challenge, they will 

continue to look to talent development professionals to 

help them navigate the complexities of building a truly 

inclusive workplace. Not surprising, DEI specialists are in 

high demand and are playing an essential role in elevating 

DEI in the workplace. According to LinkedIn data, there 

was a 71 percent increase in DEI roles between 2015 and 



COPYRIGHT © ATD2 |    Advance DEI Using Talent Development Expertise

2020 globally, with most countries having between  

0.1 and 1.9 DEI staff per 10,000 employees. 

TD professionals can and should do more to 

advance DEI. A natural starting point is improving the 

effectiveness of diversity training programs, which 

numerous research studies have criticized for design 

and delivery problems. However, TD professionals 

have additional opportunities to move DEI forward 

with knowledge management, career and leadership 

development, and coaching.  

In this issue of TD at Work, we will focus on those three 

high-impact but underused capabilities. We will address: 

• The top DEI priorities and challenges facing 

organizations and how TD professionals can help 

tackle them   

• Strategies and tips for unleashing the power of 

knowledge management to facilitate DEI change

• Challenges and solutions for creating effective career 

and leadership development programs to advance 

diverse talent

• Evidence-based approaches for coaching for  

inclusive leadership and for coaching historically 

excluded groups

Emerging DEI Priorities 

In 2020, the US became the global epicenter of an 

unprecedented reckoning on race after a White police 

officer killed George Floyd, a Black man. The ensuing 

protests and social unrest in the US and around the 

world caught the attention of corporate leaders, many  

of whom recommitted their organizations to take action 

to advance DEI. 

Given the relatively slow progress companies have 

made in creating diverse, equitable, and inclusive 

workplaces—and the fact that DEI takes considerable 

time and effort—employers need to prioritize their 

diversity programs and initiatives in five ways.

Increase diversity in senior leadership. The top 

priority is advancing racial, gender, and social class 

representation in the executive ranks. Many employers, 

such as Amazon, Microsoft, and Uber, are already taking 

steps to double their efforts to hire diverse talent and 

promising increased Black representation in leadership. 

Many employers are also committing to breaking the  

glass ceiling for women. Yet, organizations likewise 

need to pay more attention to social class diversity in 

leadership. Addressing diversity in upper management 

will help companies then tackle other workplace DEI 

issues, in part by demonstrating that all individuals have  

a path to leadership. 

Narrow pay gaps. In recent years, companies have 

made some progress in narrowing the racial, gender, and 

disability pay gaps, but achieving pay equity remains a 

global challenge. On the regulatory front, many jurisdictions 

are passing pay equity and pay transparency laws. Those 

regulations address a range of issues, from banning salary 

history inquiries and requiring employers to publish pay 

data for job openings in the hiring process to requiring  

organizations to publish their pay gap data for women  

and other historically excluded groups. Still, it is imperative 

for employers to continue working toward ensuring equal 

pay for all.

Unleash the power of inclusion through employee 

involvement. Employees must take ownership of DEI  

for the workplace to be truly inclusive. Individuals’ 

increas ing interest in DEI and the rise in employee 

activism present opportunities for organizations to 

productively involve staff in developing and implementing 

DEI strategies. Examples include employee resource 

groups or inclusion councils. 

Improve accountability for DEI results through HR 

practices. One major challenge companies face is how 

to improve accountability for DEI. Those with bold DEI 

plans have tried to tackle that challenge by connecting 

executives’ and managers’ compensation to DEI goals. While 

compensation can be an effective way to highlight the 

importance of DEI and can serve as a motivational tool, it 

has limitations. The most obvious is that it does not address 

whether executives and managers have the knowledge and 

skills to get the job done. 

Embed equity and inclusion at the heart of business 

strategy. DEI should be a business issue—not just an HR 

issue. In practical terms, that means integrating DEI into 

all aspects of business operations, including products and 

services and supply chains. This is the ultimate diversity 

challenge for organizations and requires every functional 

area to take concrete, bold action. 
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TD Efforts 

Where do TD professionals fit in with those priorities, 

and are they doing enough to advance DEI? There are 

many ways you can make an impact. As we noted at  

the beginning of this issue, one way is by increasing the 

effective ness of DEI training. US organizations alone 

spend an estimated $8 billion on diversity training 

every year, according to McKinsey & Company. As such, 

this is the one area where TD practitioners can easily 

demonstrate their value. 

Capitalize on your TD professional capabilities—

from learning sciences to instructional design, training 

delivery and facilitation, technology application, and 

evaluating impact—to improve returns on investment 

on DEI training. But you cannot afford to stop there, 

because training alone can’t fix organizational  

DEI issues. 

As social psychologist Evelyn Carter and co-authors 

point out in an article on designing and delivering 

diversity training, employers need to be realistic 

about what training can deliver. It must be one part—

an important part but not the cornerstone—of the 

organizational DEI strategy. From our experience as DEI 

educators and consultants, the biggest opportunities 

for TD professionals to make a difference in the five 

noted priority areas lie in three important but often 

overlooked segments: knowledge management, career 

and leadership development, and coaching.

Transform DEI With 
Knowledge Management 

Knowledge is power. Sir Francis Bacon is attributed to 

have coined that phrase. In the context of organizations, 

however, that statement is only partly true. Knowledge in 

DEI should be a business 
issue—not just an HR 
issue.

itself is not powerful. Rather, the ability to systematically 

and strategically manage knowledge unleashes the power 

and creates a competitive advantage for companies. 

In today’s knowledge-driven economy, the ability to 

manage knowledge has taken on heightened importance. 

Seventy-five percent of organizations surveyed in 

Deloitte’s 2020 Global Human Capital Trends report said 

that creating and preserving knowledge is important or 

very important for their future success. Yet, less than 

10 percent say they are ready to do so. 

That significant readiness gap also exists in DEI knowl-  

edge management. The most fundamental reason for both 

is a misconception as to what constitutes knowledge that 

is valuable to capture and share. 

Knowledge Types and Barriers
Two types of knowledge are relevant for our discussion in 

this issue: explicit and tacit. They can complement each 

other, but they are very different.

Explicit knowledge is relatively easy to create, 

gather, store, and access. Examples include white-

papers, research reports, books, how-to videos, and 

company databases. Tacit knowledge is based on an 

individual’s experience, intuition, and insights. Due to 

its personalized nature, tacit knowledge is difficult to 

communicate and transfer to others. Examples include 

putting together a jigsaw puzzle and riding a bike. It can 

be transferred in specific contexts, such as when the 

knowledge holder shares it within their social network 

or community of practice. Because it is more difficult 

to codify, transfer, and imitate, tacit knowledge can 

be a source of sustainable competitive advantage for 

organizations. However, one struggle is finding ways to 

transform tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge that 

you can share across the company.

That brings us to knowledge sharing. While sharing  

knowledge is at the core of knowledge management, 

there are numerous associated individual and 

organizational barriers (see chart). To develop strategies 

around them, you must first determine how those 

barriers may obstruct DEI efforts. For example, if 

individuals who hold DEI knowledge don’t have or 

make the opportunity to interact with those who may 

benefit from that information, that knowledge will 


