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Dedication

To the loves of my life, Piet, Katy, and Kyle Johnson.

I hope you create and enjoy a more Inclusifyed world.
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Introduction

Another day, another corporate cafeteria. The setting was typical, the actors were the same, even the costumes were typecast: large beige building with lots of free snacks and high-performance beverages; the human resources (HR) specialist in her blue skirt suit, me in black heels, black pants, and a jaunty jacket. But there was something a little different about that day back in July 2016.

I was interviewing top-level executives and subordinates at a Fortune 100 company to learn how the best leaders get results while leading in a diverse environment, part of my research at the Leeds School of Business at the University of Colorado Boulder. I had just taken an all-day flight to New York after doing some work in the Netherlands, so I wasn’t sure if my jet-lagged brain was firing on all cylinders.

As I entered the cafeteria, I tried to listen intently to the HR specialist who was filling the dead air with details about all of the new programs the company was running: pulse surveys, mentorship programs, leader training, job rotations.

But in that moment, I was preoccupied with one of my meetings earlier that day. I had interviewed an executive, Jim, who had said impressive things about his approach to leading in a diverse environment. He had seemed great. But then I had interviewed a member of his team, Tawny, who had told me a whole different story. “I’m asked for my opinion, but in the end my opinion never matters,” she’d said. It made me wonder: Was Jim a bad leader? Was Tawny an underperforming employee who liked to complain? Or was it a bit of both? Clearly, there was a disconnect. I wanted to know more.

As I paid for my sandwich and bag of Doritos, the musical sound of a multitude of different languages caught my ear. Looking around, I found myself in a room filled with people of all different ages, races, and genders. I was not at all surprised at the diversity of the crowd—we live in a diverse world, and this was a global company based in New York. But what stood out to me that day, even though I had seen it many times before, was that most people were seated in homogeneous groups. There were a table of Asian Americans, a table of young white women, a table of Latinos, a table of old white guys, a table of young white guys.

It made me wonder: If we are all segregating around the lunch table, do we do the same around the conference table? I knew that when it comes to starting companies, women, people of color (POC), and women of color (WOC) are more likely to start teams together.1

Likewise, venture capitalists are more likely to partner with founders who share the same background. But they do so at their own peril. For example, a group of venture capitalists is 25 percent less likely to invest successfully when all members are of the same race than when there is diversity on the team. Why? Because they are missing out on different perspectives. We see the same negative effects in homogeneously educated groups: venture capital teams are 18 percent less successful when they invest with another venture capitalist who graduated from the same alma mater.2

So if the lunch table behavior I was witnessing extended to the meeting table, this organization’s teams were probably not performing as well as they could. It might also help to explain the confusing interviews I’d just conducted with Tawny and Jim. In fact, it might explain why, in general, most corporate diversity efforts fail.

I thought Jim had said all the right things about leadership during our conversation. But Tawny’s experiences did not jibe with her boss’s words. I felt as though she was talking about a completely different person than the one I had met. It was classic “he said, she said.”

HE SAID: “I really like people to try new things. That is how we innovate.”

SHE SAID: “Let’s just say, if someone’s new idea doesn’t work, there will be consequences.”

HE SAID: “I am all about empowerment—I like to let people do things their own way.”

SHE SAID: “We really get no guidance at all. He calls it ‘empowerment,’ but I just feel lost.”

HE SAID: “I always ask for everyone’s input on decisions. But at the end of the day, it is my job to decide.”

SHE SAID: “I am allowed to be in the room and give my opinion, but I’m not really included because in the end my opinion never matters.”

Tawny wasn’t done. She added that her performance wasn’t recognized. She told me that she’d landed a large client, yet Jim had never even mentioned it. She also complained that she did not feel like part of the team. “In fact,” she said, “there is no team, just a bunch of people trying to outperform each other to please Jim. But we’re all on our own. It feels like The Hunger Games.”

As a result, Tawny, like so many others in the United States today, was not engaged in her work; she was just going through the motions to get through each day and was no longer taking on new challenges. It weighed on her that we spend the majority of our waking lives at work, and she’d had enough. She had decided it was time to look for a new job.

For the last fifteen years, I have been studying the intersection of leadership and diversity: how teams perceive female and minority leaders and what leaders can do to increase the variety of race, ethnicity, experience, background, and perspective in their workforce. In that time, despite the notable increase in companies making diversity a priority and implementing diversity programs, the Fortune 500 has not made much progress. There is still a dearth of women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ in the top ranks of organizations. As of 2019, women and POC comprise only 25 percent and 27 percent of executives, respectively. Only 5 percent of CEOs are women. Five percent! This is despite the fact that women make up 51 percent of the population and minorities make up 39 percent of the population. For example, 13 percent of the population—but fewer than 1 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs—is black.

Even at companies that try hard to recruit women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ, leaders report that the diversity management efforts are not working. In April 2016, I spoke at the White House summit on diversity in corporate America to an audience of Fortune 500 chief executive officers, chief diversity officers, and other thought leaders. Our conversations made it clear that they, too, were struggling to get the most out of their diversity efforts. Their teams weren’t bonding, their employees’ engagement was low, and some employees felt excluded.

After meeting Tawny, I became curious to learn more about what leaders could do to fully harness the power of diverse perspectives and ensure that they keep their talented employees and attract new ones. It’s not just CEOs who need to solve this problem. CEOs may change policy, but it is the managers throughout the organization who have the strongest impact on teams. I went on a quest to understand why some leaders are able to attract, retain, and engage diverse teams while others miss opportunities or fail altogether. I read the research, conducted laboratory experiments, did field studies with a multitude of organizations, and interviewed more than a hundred leaders and followers, including the CEOs of major corporations who were getting it right, according to their employees and profit-and-loss reports, and leaders at all levels who were getting it wrong. I uncovered the two skills that the best leaders had in common.

First, they embrace different perspectives and backgrounds. Second, they fit all the unique pieces together to create a cohesive, interdependent team with a shared purpose. Together, this set of behaviors enables people to do what I call Inclusify. Unlike “diversifying” or “including,” Inclusifying implies a continuous, sustained effort toward helping diverse teams feel engaged, empowered, accepted, and valued. And although few people are born Inclusifyers, there are specific steps that leaders can take to become one.
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Some leaders say, “I don’t see why I should have to change my behaviors so others can feel comfortable.” Fair enough. You don’t have to. But you should want to. If I offered some tidbit of advice that was sure to increase sales, drive innovation, or reduce turnover, wouldn’t you want to do it? Inclusifying achieves all of that and more. And it is not painful. Racism, sexism, harassment—those things are painful. Creating a diverse, inclusive workplace can make your work more enjoyable.

My goal is to share the lessons I have learned that can help leaders understand why their current approach to diversifying their workforce may not be working and what they can do about it. None of the bottom-line benefits of diversity has to come at the cost of happy employees. Leaders who Inclusify will have better relationships with their teams, elicit greater productivity from all of their workers, and create a more positive environment for everyone. Inclusifying can change a company by making it possible for unique perspectives to be heard, thus allowing the best, most innovative, and creative solutions to emerge while creating an atmosphere in which all employees can be truly engaged.

Engagement is paramount to a successful business. It is a key driver of performance, with the most highly engaged workers outperforming others by 10 percent in customer ratings, 21 percent in productivity, and 22 percent in profitability.3 Overall, companies with highly engaged workforces outperform their peers by 147 percent.

Inclusifying is the leadership skill of tomorrow, but you can capitalize on it today. It starts with understanding the two most basic human drives: to be unique and to belong. In other words, we want both to stand out and to fit in; to be singularly ourselves but also to be part of the collective We. I did not invent this concept; psychologists have long recognized that we strive to balance these fundamental human desires.4 And it has been theorized that achieving these needs is essential for employees to experience inclusion at work.5 Yet what I noticed is that most of the leaders I interviewed underestimated the importance of helping their team members feel as though they belong or miscalculated the importance of celebrating their team members’ uniqueness.

Luckily, there are ways that leaders can create an environment that allows their team members to meet both of these fundamentals. For employees to feel like themselves, leaders need to embrace their team members’ differences and highlight the benefits of listening to varied perspectives. For followers to feel that they belong, leaders need to show every team member that he or she is a valued, essential piece of a larger group with an important mission.

Of course, these two ingredients have an inherent tension: being your unique self is easy if you don’t have to interact with people who are different from you, and creating a team is straightforward if everyone on the team is the same. Because of this tension, most leaders miss out on one or the other of these two ingredients and end up with either cohesive teams of people who all act similarly or a lot of diverse individuals who don’t gel.

More than once as I conducted my research, I would be talking to a leader and suddenly feel a sense of dejà vu. Everything they said would seem eerily familiar, and their style would remind me of someone else. Later, I would go back to my notes and find that many leaders I’d interviewed had expressed themselves similarly. They shared common challenges because they weren’t focusing on one of the two key human needs—they were not adequately allowing people to be themselves, or they were unsuccessful in making people feel as though they belonged.

Over time, my interviews began to reveal six specific archetypes, falling along two axes (see the chart). Leaders who underestimated the importance of the team often had employees who did not feel that they belonged; leaders who ignored the benefits of listening to different perspectives left some people feeling that they could not be their unique selves.

Some leaders did neither. Others did both minimally and had not yet fully committed to embracing and implementing either. As I heard more and more stories, I concluded that most leaders fall into one of these four buckets, which I call the “Four Follies,” that keep them from getting the most out of their teams. These follies are: missing out on uniqueness, missing out on belonging, missing out on both, and not fully committing to either. Those who avoided the follies hit the sweet spot that made them Inclusifyers.

Inclusifyers had realized the importance of both these essential human drives and therefore were able to get the most out of their diverse teams. Interestingly, the mistakes that leaders made were often similar. For example, two leaders from very different companies, industries, and professions would ground their leadership philosophy in the belief that “the strongest players win” and use identical language about wanting to “hire the best person for the job.” But as I’ll explain, it’s a myth that the strongest always win, as is the idea that there is ever a “best” person for a job, and leaders and managers who rely on these unfounded beliefs to direct their hiring, firing, and promotions actually hurt their business. The people I met were rarely ill intentioned; they just really believed in the myths they had been taught.

Interestingly, the myths and mistakes that were common for white men to believe differed slightly from those that impeded women and people of color and led two of the archetypes to manifest differently. Altogether, there are six archetypes highlighting the subtle ways in which leaders miss out on uniqueness and belonging:

Meritocracy Manager: Wants to hire the “best people for the job” but does little to appreciate the unique qualities of his employees or help them feel that they belong to the same team.

Culture Crusader: Focuses on creating a team of like-minded people and ends up forgoing the benefits of incorporating different thoughts, perspectives, and backgrounds.

Team Player: A subset of Culture Crusaders (mostly women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ) who work so hard to assimilate with the group that they lose touch with the value their own and others’ diverse perspectives add to the team dynamic.

White Knight: Takes a paternalistic approach to women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ and tries to “save” them. The resulting lack of emphasis on shared goals diminishes team cohesion because people cannot see how they fit together.

Shepherd: A subset of White Knights, Shepherds are women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ who offer in-group support but in doing so cause people to question their motives, resulting in a less cohesive team.

Optimist: Sees value in uniqueness and belonging but is not committed to actively creating change and so maintains the status quo through inertia.
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If you want to take a test to find out your scores on the Inclusify matrix, please text “matrix” to 844-476-9863 and the automated service will share the survey with you.

Further, I learned lessons from what I gleaned during my interviews with business leaders and have translated them here so that anyone can learn to be an Inclusifyer. My interviews revealed eight key behaviors exhibited by Inclusifying leaders. Four of them focus on supporting uniqueness (or the SELF) and four of them focus on enhancing belonging (or the TEAM). Throughout this book we’ll explore these concepts in depth.

To encourage uniqueness:

• Support: Inclusifyers publicly support diversity. They do not pretend to ignore difference; instead, they recognize and embrace it.

• Empathize: Inclusifyers get to know their people so they can begin to understand the needs of their team members.

• Learn: Inclusifyers have a hunger to learn from others’ unique perspectives and try to hire people with diverging opinions and bring out different perspectives within existing talent.

• (Be) Fair: Inclusifyers see that it is essential for employees to feel that they are treated fairly. This means reaching not only equality but also equity by giving people what they need to be successful.

To create belongingness:

• (Be) Transparent: Inclusifyers are aggressively transparent about their practices, so people know how things work in the organization and understand how they appear to others.

• Empower: Inclusifyers empower team members to make their own decisions, conveying high expectations for success.

• Align: Inclusifyers actively work to align allies into the diversity and inclusion conversation.

• Motivate: Inclusifyers motivate their teams by building spirit and infusing diversity, inclusion, and belonging into the organization’s values.

We’ll hear about well-meaning leaders who fell prey to one of the Four Follies with unexpected consequences that undermined their teams, resulting in a lack of inclusion. We’ll explore how to recognize the myths and misperceptions that drive these behaviors, and I’ll give you practical road maps and strategies for you to become an Inclusifyer. By learning why uniqueness and belonging are so imperative to their employees, leaders can better understand what makes their followers tick and find ways to encourage all of them to be themselves while ensuring that they also feel like part of the team. The end result is a fully engaged organization filled with diverse perspectives that create innovative and creative ideas that drive value.

In Chapter 1, I will introduce the concepts of uniqueness and belonging and why they are so important. Chapter 2 focuses on how our expectations of and learned associations about different racial and gender groups limit our ability to Inclusify. Most of the time these associations are subconscious and unintentional—what psychologists call unconscious biases. Although these biases are not malicious, they shape our behavior patterns and often form the basis of the myths and misperceptions that are at the root of the Four Follies. Chapter 3 describes the path to Inclusifying and highlights three essential lessons that all Inclusifyers need to know.

The following chapters cover each of the archetypes by describing what they are, what behaviors they comprise, and how well-intentioned leaders can pivot to become Inclusifyers. In the last chapter you can read my Inclusify journey. More resources and downloads are available at DrStefJohnson.com, and you can take the quiz to find out which of the Four Follies you are most likely to fall prey to at Inclusifyer.com.

We hear from a lot of CEOs in this book. But Inclusifying is for everyone, not just CEOs. In fact, it is actually more important for middle managers. Only 52 percent of organizations believe their board members are engaged in diversity and inclusion initiatives, and just 39 percent agree that their middle managers are engaged.6 In writing about those middle managers, I have changed their names to protect their privacy.

My hope is to help you maximize the benefits of diversity and get the most out of your team, whether you’re a regional sales manager or a chief marketing officer. My mission is to help you examine your behaviors through a stronger lens than the one most of us have used until now, so the path to Inclusifying becomes clear. We all have the desire to be ourselves while being part of a team. In a competitive talent market in which engagement drives retention and profits, Inclusifying is the key to innovation, growth, and continued success.




Chapter 1

The Power of Uniqueness and Belonging

I feel that when I’m here, I can be myself. I can be loud because it is too damn quiet. But when I voice my opinion, I expect the staff to push back, because I’m not always right. Then we sit down for lunch, and it feels like family dinner where we can all connect.

—JANE, MANUFACTURING ENGINEER

The need to belong is so innately human that no one can deny its importance. On some level we all want to be accepted by others—so much so that social exclusion causes the same areas of your brain to light up that physical pain does.1 Think of a time when you felt that you did not belong—when you were unwelcomed, unloved, treated with suspicion, or even ignored. How did it feel? If not painful, it was most likely not a situation you would want to find yourself in again. This is part of the reason we try to hire people who are “culture fits” with our organizations. We want to avoid having people who are unhappy or quit because they don’t fit in. But only hiring people who fit in limits the diversity of perspective needed to drive innovation. The alternative is to create an inclusive space where people—all of whom are different from one another—can fit together.

Because, just as much as we want to belong, we all want to be our authentic selves. Can you recall a time when you felt like you couldn’t be yourself? Maybe you have been in a situation where the other people in the room all held beliefs that were very different from your own and you decided to bite your lip to avoid sharing an unpopular viewpoint. Faking who we are to fit in is exhausting and we all feel most at ease when we can just be ourselves. Even more to the point, we want to know that our unique talents are valued and that our voice is heard and respected. When we feel that these two drives—uniqueness and belonging—are in balance, we feel included. The leaders who create space for their teams to experience that synergy are Inclusifyers.

WHERE EVERYONE KNOWS YOUR NAME: BELONGING

Everyone feels like an outsider every now and again. Think of a time when you walked into a room where there was a social gathering of the opposite sex; imagine walking in on an all-men’s cigar party or poker game if you are a woman or imagine walking in on an all-women’s baby shower or book club if you are a man (please excuse the stereotypical gender norms). Or think about how odd it might feel to be the one white person sitting at a dinner with a group of black, Asian, Middle Eastern, or Latino people. Or consider how it feels or would feel to be the only straight person at a gay bar. Women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ people experience this all the time in the workplace. I am no stranger to that feeling. As a female professor in a top business school, I am often the only woman in the meeting room. For some time, I was the only woman in my department (and definitely the only Latina).

When I first joined Leeds I remember routinely tottering up four flights of stairs, in four-inch heels, to get to my office. Boulder, Colorado, is very health conscious, and I wanted to fit in, but deep down I am a girl from LA who loves shoes and fashion. One day, I exited the stairwell and heard two of my male colleagues chatting about an upcoming happy hour. Eavesdropping on the conversation, I stepped a little closer. Awkwardly, I interjected, “Hey, are you guys doing a happy hour?” My voice cracked a little.

Silence. They stared at each other. “Oh . . . uh . . . we didn’t think you’d want to go. It’s a sports bar—they only serve beer.” Okay, they were right. I did not want to go. But I did want to be invited. Not being invited made me feel as though I was not part of the group. More distressing than being left out, however, was the realization that their idea of having a good time was so different from mine. It made me realize that I didn’t fit in, so even if they had invited me, I felt, I would not have been able to be myself with them.

I hear a lot of stories of people who feel as though they don’t fit in or feel excluded. I met a dapper asset manager at a conference for the National Association of Securities Professionals named Jay. Jay described himself as not being the typical finance guy because he was black and from the South, whereas the financial sector is dominated by white men. He explained that there is a different communication style among East Coast finance guys compared to people he was used to communicating with—mostly other black men and women in the South. When he first started in his New York firm, he was confused about why his coworkers were always laughing. Someone would make a statement about the Hamptons or a restaurant, and everyone would laugh. “What is so funny?” he would wonder. After some time he came to realize that it was just a cultural norm.

One of the toughest settings for him was big conferences where he was supposed to network. “I did not know a lot of people, and I felt like every time I tried to join a conversation everyone would stop talking and look uncomfortable.” But one year, he was invited to an after-hours get-together in some bigwig’s hotel room. “I thought I was looking good—I was wearing a black suit and tie.” When he arrived, at the room, he nervously rang the bell. He thought, “What kind of hotel room has a bell?” “The bigwig opened the door, took one look at me, and said, ‘Oh, sorry, are we being too loud?’” Jay stammered, “No, no—not at all. I, uh—I—” “Just kidding,” said the bigwig. “I called downstairs, we won’t be needing anything tonight.” Jay’s face felt hot. The bigwig thought that he was hotel staff. “Of course, I left. I was not going to explain who I was. And the next day, I did not even go back to the conference out of fear that I would see this guy and he would realize his mistake.” Even though Jay felt as though he should belong, it was clear that to the bigwig and maybe to other conference attendees, he looked more like a staff member than a colleague.

Being mistaken for someone of lower status makes you feel as though you don’t belong in your high-status group; this phenomenon happens to women, POC, and WOC all the time. For example, one study of lawyers showed that 57 percent of women of color and 50 percent of women have been mistaken for non-lawyers including custodial staff, administrative staff, and court personnel—a phenomenon experienced by only 7 percent of white male lawyers. I, too, had this experience when I was asked to leave a faculty meeting because my colleague did not know I was a professor.

It was a Friday, and I was having one of those mommy mornings where I was trying to get into my smartest suit and full hair and makeup in under five minutes flat because I had kid stuff to do. But of course between milk and baby food and teeth brushing, I ruined my outfit. Outfit number two, deodorant marks. Drat. Number three: a black dress, blazer, and boots. Perfection. I was trying to look my professional best for a faculty meeting, which feels silly in retrospect but felt overwhelmingly important at the time.

I dashed into the building a little later than I would have liked because of all the outfit switching and darted up the stairs. I waltzed into the conference room, made eye contact with a couple of people, said hello, and started to sit. Before my tush hit the seat, the person running the meeting stammered, “St-Stefanie, you can’t be in this meeting. You have to go.” I felt my face flush. Was the meeting only for tenured faculty (I was an assistant—meaning pretenured—professor at the time)? I looked around and saw other pretenured faculty. I tried to figure out what was going on but thought I should probably get out of there as fast as I could. I felt like a child who had just gotten in trouble. Even if I could have convinced him that I belonged there, it would have been too embarrassing to bear. Now, to be sure, if this were to happen today, I would ask for clarification as to why I should not be there. But that day, in my young self-conscious state, I simply scampered out of the room.

When I got to my office, my heart was beating in my throat. I closed my door and tried to catch my breath. A couple of minutes later, I heard bap, bap, bap on my door. I yelped, “Yes,” and got up to open the door. There was my colleague. Still stammering, he apologized and explained that he had mistaken me for an instructor and it was a meeting for tenure-track faculty. There is a social hierarchy in academia. Research, or “tenure-track,” faculty are the high-status bunch, and teaching faculty are lower status in terms of both pay and workload because they teach more and don’t produce research. In my department, there were few women on the research faculty, but the majority of teaching faculty were women.

The colleague said he had realized his mistake as soon as I had left the room. I imagine that someone else had pointed it out. The worst part was experiencing the feeling that Jay, the dapper asset manager, was trying to avoid by skipping the conference the next day. I had to face the person who had just excluded me—not to mention all of my colleagues, who winced and made the awkward “sorry about that” face.

It was an easy mistake to make. When there are few female professors but lots of female teaching faculty, if you meet a woman, she is more likely to be teaching faculty than a professor. It is a probability issue. But the message that I heard, as much as I tried to deafen myself to it, was that I was perceived as low status by those around me. And that is the message that women, POC, WOC, and LGBTQ often hear when they are mistaken for the help, for secretaries, or for spouses of “real” employees.

These types of interactions are often meaningless to the person doing the excluding, but across research studies, subtle and often unintentional jabs like mistaking someone as being in a lower-status position or calling them by another person of color’s name (often called microaggressions) have the same effects as, if not worse effects than, blatant discrimination on outcomes such as job performance, turnover, and mental health.2

On the flip side, feeling as though you belong creates an entirely different perspective. How do you feel when you really belong to a group that you care about? What is the result of that feeling? The thing about leaders is that they have the power to ensure that people are not left out—the power to create space for everyone to be welcomed and be a part of the team even if they are different. That’s how leaders create belonging, by welcoming people to fit in while supporting them in their desire to stand out.

SHINE BRIGHT LIKE A DIAMOND: UNIQUENESS

At the same time as we want to belong, we all have the desire to be unique. Individualism is essential to the American spirit. We want to know that our unique talents are valued and that our voice is heard and respected. We want to be ourselves and have others welcome us because of who we are. Would it be possible to make myself look more professorial? Maybe wear elbow patches? Or dye my hair gray? Could Jay, the financial analyst from the South, learn to speak Yuppie and laugh at jokes about the local country club? Of course, but if you have been a certain way your whole life, why would you want to change it? It is part of who you are, and changing it seems to imply that your way is somehow less. If I tried to look more professorial I would feel less authentic and less confident. I want to be accepted as myself. And my research shows that most people feel the same.

The struggle over how to be ourselves and still fit in has affected teens and young adults for generations, though the desire to be one’s true self is especially strong among millennials and Gen Zers who have been told their entire lives to “be yourself” and “do you.” I remember an Asian American girl I grew up with in Alhambra, California, named Tran. She changed her name to Alice—many Asian Americans in my community changed their names to sound more Caucasian. But Alice is a common name, so over the years she changed it to Allis, Allyce (pronounced al-eese), and Allie. She wanted to be unique just as much as she wanted to fit in.

We all willingly give up tiny bits of ourselves—at least on a temporary basis—every day. But then there are elements of ourselves that we resist abandoning, even for a moment. Those are the characteristics that make up our identity—the way we want to see ourselves and want to be seen by others. For example, if someone asks you, “Who are you?” or says, “Tell me about yourself,” the attributes that immediately come to mind likely reflect your identity.

For me, the first two aspects of my identity that come to mind are professor and parent. If someone asks me to tell them about myself, I think of these aspects of my identity, depending on the context or situation. I am a business professor who studies the intersection of leadership and diversity. Or . . . I am mom to Katy and Kyle, the world’s smartest, funniest, most perfect children.

But if you were to dig deeper, other aspects of my identity would emerge. First, I am a Mexican American female. Even though people generally perceive me to be white (which I am, half white) my Hispanic heritage is central to who I am. I am a woman—and I love being a woman. I was raised Catholic and am deeply committed to family. Because these identifiers are such a deeply ingrained and important part of me, I don’t want to hide them—even in the workplace. In addition to our personal identities, we have social identities that describe our membership in groups that are salient to us.3 For example, I might identify with my church group, my work group, my book club, or my university (Go, Buffs!). Of course, everyone has both individual and social identities.

For some people, their race is very central to their identity, whereas for others, it may not be as important but their gender or sexual orientation might be particularly important. Furthermore, in one of the greatest advances in gender and identity theory over the last fifty years, Kimberlé Crenshaw developed the idea of intersectionality, pointing out that you cannot understand one identity (such as being black) without understanding other identities (such as being a woman) so that being a black woman is something different from just the combination of being black and being a woman.4 Indeed, such intersections greatly affect how we are viewed by others and how we view ourselves.5 Individuals with intersectional identities are constantly trying to navigate the complexities of fitting in or standing out in multiple competing ways.

Regardless of which aspects or intersections of one’s identity are salient, it is difficult for anyone to feel accepted when he or she is forced to hide a central aspect of who he or she is. I’ve seen the strain that this type of masking can cause in minorities who feel that they have to “act white” and in women who feel that they have to “act like men” to succeed at work. The tension of not feeling like part of the group or not being able to be yourself can create emotional exhaustion and cause you to leave your job.6

Although masking is a fairly common practice, no other masking has hit me quite so hard as that of friends in the LGBTQ community who have told me that they had to pretend to be straight or cisgender. My friend Brianna Titone, the first transgender state representative in Colorado, told me how difficult it had been to live an unauthentic life, pretending to be someone society expected her to be. Her friends, family, and community had helped to give her the strength to come out as a woman. It might have helped that she lived in liberal Colorado and surrounded herself with open-minded individuals.

I remember reading about football star Ryan O’Callaghan. He was an offensive tackle for the New England Patriots and the Kansas City Chiefs, and he was gay—a fact he hid from the world, including his closest friends and family, for almost three decades. At six foot seven and 330 pounds, he could certainly pass as a stereotypical straight guy. But he also knew that playing football was a great cover for his homosexuality. So when a shoulder injury threatened to take away his “beard,” he turned to prescription pills to numb the pain and eventually hit such a low point that he decided to end his life. All the pretending was finally too much for him.

But the story has a happy end thanks to an Inclusifyer. The Chiefs’ general manager, Scott Pioli, had repeatedly sent the message to his players that not only were they a cohesive team—they had to be to thrive on the field—but they were also human beings, loved and respected for who they were as individuals. That, combined with the encouragement of a therapist who suggested he might want to see how people reacted to his news before attempting suicide, might be why O’Callaghan, in an incredibly brave move, came out to Pioli in his office just after the season ended in 2011.

Pioli, a huge advocate for LGBTQ rights and gender equality, was unfazed by O’Callaghan’s revelation. In truth, Pioli had been in similar situations with other athletes. He was happy that O’Callaghan trusted him enough to share such personal information with him. “I want to know about people—their real selves,” Pioli told me. “Maybe people see that I seem like a safe space to them. So players are willing to share this stuff with me, and I want to be there for them.” This small act of Inclusifying was so important that it literally saved O’Callaghan’s life by giving him the acceptance he needed to be who he really is.

That is what Inclusifyers do. They don’t pretend that they don’t see race, gender, or sexual orientation, as many people proudly
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