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Paying Attention to the  
People Side of Change Is  
Vital to Advancing Inclusion 
Employers worldwide seek to create high-performing work cultures 
where employees feel included and empowered to contribute. Yet 
despite sophisticated programs and practices, many are falling 
short when it comes to achieving workplace inclusion. 

Why are so many companies stuck, especially with so much at stake?

We explored this question in a survey of 897 employees1 working in 
multinational organizations with operations in China.2 The findings3 

demonstrate a key reason for this stalled progress: a tendency to 
overlook the “people side” of change.4

Building inclusive workplace cultures requires far more than a strong 
business case, the “right” program, or even the most sophisticated 
assessment tools or metrics.5 To create high-performing work 
cultures, business leaders must pay attention to the people side—
how employees connect to company values, its social impact on 
the broader community, the workplace role models employees are 
exposed to, and employees’ willingness and ability to participate in 
culture change efforts. This study suggests some key ways global 
leaders, change agents, and influencers can do just this and enjoy 
greater success in building the inclusive work cultures that are so 
critical to business performance.  

WHAT IT MEANS TO FOSTER INCLUSION

Fostering inclusion means creating cultures where employees 
are involved in vital workplace processes—including participation 
in decision-making and access to organizational resources and 
information.6

To create high-

performing work 

cultures, business 

leaders must pay 

attention to the people 

side—how employees 

connect to company 

values, its social 

impact on the broader 

community, the 

workplace role models 

employees are exposed 

to, and employees’ 

willingness and ability 

to participate in 

culture change efforts. 
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When employees 
feel personally 
connected to 
organizational 

values

When employees 
feel their organization is 

making a meaningful impact

When employees feel 
able and equipped to 
contribute to change

When employees have 
opportunities to engage in 

holistic dialogue

When employees 
see change 

champions at 
all levels

EMPLOYEE 
INCLUSION

ORGANIZATIONAL
 PROGRESS

They feel more 
included in 
workplace 
processes

They are more likely 
to perceive that their 

organization is making 
progress toward 

becoming an inclusive 
workplace
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FIGURE 1
Building Inclusion Through the People Side of Change
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To Help Employees 
Feel Included and See 
Progress, Think Impact 
on Customers and 
Broader Community

We donate [to a school in a] very poor area.  
We continue to do this and we [are] purposeful 
and meaningful [in the way we do this]. [School 
administrators] told us, “[We] thought you 
would only donate and leave forever. But you 
come back every year.” They feel very touched. 
I think, “Yeah, we will come back next year 
too!” I believe this is a philosophy that drives 
all the [company’s] activity. For us, when we 
are doing this, you can feel [that the company] 
continuously focuses on you, continuously tries 
to develop you. You can see this desire there.

—Man, Regional Department Manager, Shanghai

Feelings of Inclusion

FIGURE 2
Percentage of Employees Who 
Felt Included Based on Level of 
Connection to Company Values

  
48.7% 56.5% 4.8% 3.7%

  
48.7% 56.5% 4.8% 3.7%

Strong Personal 
Connection 
to Company 
Values

Weak Personal 
Connection 
to Company 
Values

Appeal to Values to 
Jumpstart Inclusion

[We want] the employee [to] really understand 
what the company wants to do so that they 
have a clear vision. They know their everyday 
job, [but what] does it mean in relation to our 
vision? Otherwise people do their daily job, 
[but] they don’t know where the destination 
is. We want every single employee to have a 
clear vision. Then they can understand their 
relevance to the vision itself.  

—Woman, Department Lead, Shanghai7

To help employees feel included, go beyond 
the business case. Enable employees to identify 
with organizational values. Core values are how 
an organization defines itself, where it puts its 
proverbial stake in the ground, and what employees 
are drawn to and stand behind when the road gets 
rough.8 When employees’ values align with their 
organization’s values, employees identify with their 
workplace in a way that humanizes the connection 
between the employee and the employer.

Respondents to our survey reported feeling a 
greater sense of inclusion9 when they felt personally 
connected to their company’s values.10  

• Nearly half of all women and slightly more 
than half of all men11 who had strong 
personal connections to their company 
values also reported feeling included at 
high levels. 

• In contrast, fewer than 5% of those who 
did not share those connections felt highly 
included.12
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The demands of socially conscious consumers, 
customers, and talent are driving a global business 
landscape where creating positive social impact 
increasingly goes hand-in-hand with achieving 
organizational business goals.13 Employees want 
to see their organizations making a broader, more 
meaningful impact on the communities in which they 
operate and serve. Such socially responsible behavior 
by companies deepens employees’ connections 
to their organizations, resulting in or enhancing a 
positive employee-employer dynamic.14

• Respondents reported feeling more 
included when they felt their organizations 
were making a meaningful impact:15

 *  More than 62% of employees who 
held a strong view that their company 
was making a meaningful impact 
also felt included at high levels. 16

 *  Only 8% of those employees who 
did not share that view felt included 
at high levels. 

• Employees were more likely to perceive 
their workplaces were becoming 
increasingly inclusive when they also 
believed their organization was making a 
meaningful social impact. 

 *  More than 70% of employees 
who held a strong view that their 
company was making a meaningful 
social impact also felt that great 
progress was being made toward 
workplace inclusion.17

 *  Just 25% of those employees who 
did not share that view also felt that 
their company was making progress 
toward inclusion.

Cultivate Champions 
at All Levels so Change 
Seems Achievable

I think that for people to really appreciate 
the value of diversity and inclusion [we can’t 
stick to] the surface. We need to strike deeper 
to make people aware it’s…more about a 
mindset or mentality of opening yourself up 
[to] be ready to appreciate and be able to 
work with people who are different from you. 

—Woman, Regional Talent Manager, Beijing

Senior-leader champions aren’t enough to drive 
inclusion. Employees need to see that at all levels, 
including among their managers and peers, others 
are championing culture change, too. Champions 
are critically important to the successful development 
of an inclusive workplace culture. Employees need 
to see change champions at all levels.

Champions across levels not only signal support 
for a company’s vision for change, they also role 
model what desired behavioral changes look like. 
Role models literally put a face to the change 
process, making an abstract concept feel more 
tangible and achievable to employees.18
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• Employees who saw change champions 
at all levels,19 including among senior 
leaders, managers, and peers, perceived 
that their organizations were making more 
progress toward creating an inclusive 
work culture.

• Women and men reported seeing their 
peers and managers embrace change 
with the same frequency, though women 
were less likely than men to report seeing 
senior leaders embrace change.20

Include Employees in 
Change Efforts to  
Enhance Impact

You’re a part of something that helps to lead or 
create a positive impact on people’s lives. We 
are discussing issues that prompt people to 
think, “What can [I] do to be a better manager 
[and team leader] and, more fundamentally, to 
be a better person? When you think that you 
are part of that, and what you are doing on a 
daily basis, creating those impacts on people, 
I cannot think of another job or another thing 
that I do that can be that meaningful. 

—Woman, Regional Talent Manager, Beijing

Researchers suggest that change efforts enjoy 
greater success rates when employees are involved 
in shaping them.22 Yet only a small number of 
respondents in our study—a mere 6%—reported 
any involvement in their organization’s inclusion 
change efforts.  

Discounting employees’ role in the process 
contributes to many change efforts stalling or 
seemingly failing.23 Therefore, it is essential that 
all change champions ensure employees feel 
supported in contributing positively to change 
efforts. When employees’ ability to contribute at 
every stage of the change process is leveraged, 
organizations see accelerated and more 
sustainable results.24

FIGURE 3
Percentage of Employees Who 
Perceive Their Colleagues Across 
Levels Are Embracing Change

Strongly Agree 
That Peers 
Embrace 
Change

Strongly Agree 
That Managers 
Embrace 
Change

Strongly 
Agree That 
Senior Leaders 
Embrace 
Change21

  
20% 26%

  
23% 27%

  
17% 28%

  
20% 26%

  
23% 27%

  
17% 28%

  
20% 26%

  
23% 27%

  
17% 28%
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Create Win-Win Opportunities 
for Involvement 

Organizations that fully and deliberately focus 
on the people side of change facilitate employee 
ability to contribute to building inclusive workplace 
cultures and create pathways for organizations to 
get unstuck. When employees feel personally 
connected to their organization—its values, its 
ability to make a meaningful customer and social 
impact, and its role models—employers amplify 
and accelerate the success of their inclusion 
initiatives by embracing employees’ desire and 
capability to drive inclusion.

• Women and men respondents in our 
study reported the same level of ability 
to contribute to change,25 with 72% 
indicating an ability to contribute to their 
company’s efforts to promote inclusion.

• More than 51% of employees’ ability 
to contribute to change initiatives was 
attributable to their:26

 *  Personal connection to the 
organization’s values.

 *  Belief that the organization is making 
a meaningful impact in the lives of its 
customers and the larger community.

 *  Observing change champions at 
all levels, including among senior 
leaders, managers, and peers, who 
embrace and support change efforts.

• Importantly, employees’ desire to 
contribute to change provides reciprocal 
benefits: respondents in our study who 
felt personally ready and equipped to 
positively contribute to their organization’s 
inclusion efforts felt more included 
themselves.

Create Pathways to Dialogue 
for All Employees

A key way to include employees is by facilitating 
holistic dialogue among employees at all levels, 
including senior leaders, managers, and employee 
peers. Holistic dialogue about culture change must 
be open, transparent, and multidirectional, rather 
than simply mandated from the top. In this way, all 
employees can learn from senior leadership, their 
managers, and their peers about the challenges and 
opportunities to building inclusive workplace cultures. 

Importantly, through holistic dialogue, 
employees also have opportunities to be included 
in change efforts, creating win-win benefits. This 
also creates opportunities for employees who are 
willing and ready to contribute to become engaged 
and involved in change efforts to create inclusive 
workplace cultures. Likewise, organizations must 
consider best practices for embedding ongoing 
opportunities for all employees, women and men, 
to discuss what it means to be inclusive, to provide 
feedback to the organization’s senior leadership, 
and for those leaders to validate and respond to all 
employees’ feedback. 
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22.5% 33.8%
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FIGURE 4
Percentage of Employees Who View 
Holistic Dialogue Occurring Within 
Their Organization 

Work Groups 
Discuss What 
it Means to Be 
an Inclusive 
Organization 

Mechanisms for 
Reviewing and 
Responding to 
Input Exist

Leaders Seek 
Input From 
Employees 
to Help Drive 
Inclusion

Formal Processes 
Occur That Offer 
Work Groups 
Opportunities 
to Share Best 
Practices

  
17.6% 25.7%

  
17.9% 28.0%

  
22.3% 33.9%

  
22.5% 33.8%

  
17.6% 25.7%

  
17.9% 28.0%

  
22.3% 33.9%

  
22.5% 33.8%

When employees had opportunities to engage 
with senior leaders and share their views about 
inclusion across work groups27, they:

• Felt more included.

• Perceived that their organization was making 
greater progress in creating an inclusive 
work environment for all employees.

Yet, women were less likely than men to 
experience this holistic dialogue. 

• While both women and men seem to 
experience championship among their 
peers and managers at similar levels, 
women were less likely than men to see 
senior leaders embracing change for 
creating an inclusive work culture.

• Women were also less likely to benefit 
from the dialogue opportunities essential 
to helping employees become involved in 
organizational change efforts.

By tapping into the people side of change and 
including employees at all stages of the process, 
employers  cultivate buy-in and deepen personal 
connections to change which inspires greater 
progress toward inclusive workplace cultures in the 
long run. For many employees, these “softer” or 
human change elements are quite compelling and 
connect employees to change efforts in a way that 
the business case alone does not, particularly in 
creating opportunities for employees to see how 
they fit into the big picture.

In this way, it is not only a question of what an 
organization can do for its employees, but rather, what 
an organization and its employees can do together 
to create high-performing, inclusive work cultures. 
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