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We’re conditioned to think of action as a surefire way to succeed at anything. To quickly  
learn a language, you immerse yourself in it. To run or swim faster, you “just do it,” as the 
famous Nike slogan goes. But industry watchers warn that diversity is one area where  
action is not the best place to start. For example, in their book The Power of Inclusion  
(2005), leadership training consultants Michael Hyter and Judith Turnock point out that  

“many companies launch inclusion and development initiatives with action, never taking  
the time to understand their real issues and opportunities.” They urge organizations to  

“begin by assessing the current situation and then move on to defining objectives,  
identifying improvement opportunities, developing realistic, measurable goals and  
designing targeted interventions.”

That means stepping back and taking stock of an organization’s circumstances. When 
Schneider Electric began operating in India, it had to implement a broad-based notion 
of diversity, says local Managing Director Hema Hattangady. “In India, ‘diversity and 
inclusiveness’ mean so many things because we’re such an eclectic country,” she says. 

“Gender and educational background are two main components. So is geographic diversity: 
India has 28 states, and several different religions, all with different dress, food habits and  
social customs.”

The key to managing such a diverse workforce, she says, is for leaders to keep emphasizing 
their inclusive mindset and continually articulate the terms of success. “Sometimes people 
who are not comfortable working with diverse groups swing from being non-inclusive to  
being patronizing,” she cautions. “Leadership plays a big role in ensuring that the right  
signals are being sent. Also, if leadership’s enthusiasm fades, people will stop picking up  
on those signals and they’ll start checking boxes: you know, ‘I’ve got 40% women in my  
group now, so everything’s fine.’”

Schneider Electric has set KPIs for diversity that every country head must meet as part  
of the firm’s business objectives. But, Hattangady points out, the transformation must  
first take place in the mind. “At Schneider India, we try to ‘lead from the front,’ meaning  
we sit down with senior management and see how comfortable they are with the diversity 
mandate,” she says. “You can give everyone KPIs, but that by itself may not be enough.  

The last word: 
cracking the code
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The best leadership style will be both 
sensitive and willing to sensitize.”

Sensitivity is itself but one step on the  
road to evolving as an inclusive leader.  
It must be backed up by a commitment 
to develop and support a different 
organizational mindset, willingness to  
change and the capacity to learn from  
failure. The new style of leadership also 
involves meticulously tracking one’s own 
behavior. “Leaders signal attitudes  
toward diversity — that is to say, the values 
of diversity — in a variety of ways,” says 
psychologist Mahzarin Banaji. “They can 
embody the values of diversity such that  
they are expressed in small and consistent 
ways. It is less about making a speech at 
an event and more about showing through 
daily behavior that different perspectives 
on all topics must be considered. It is about 
signaling verbally and nonverbally that  
those who represent less dominant  
positions within the organization have  
a voice and will be heard.”  

The last word: cracking the code
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