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As an HR leader, you are a strategic business partner when it comes to your 
company’s overall health. You watch global industry trends, understand 
your core business and its drivers, and work with leaders throughout the 
organization to fuel growth. And, just as importantly, you are responsible 
for company culture. This means both creating an environment in which 
employees can thrive and setting strategy across hiring to align people with 
company values.

Microsoft engaged with strategic HR leaders like you to learn more about the 
challenges and solutions that characterize today’s HR landscape. Our report 
goes beyond data and statistics to identify the trends that matter most and 
show where you can earn the highest returns for your digital transformation 
efforts. We uncovered the latest best practices, most compelling statistics, and 
most actionable advice and distilled it all into a short guide for innovative HR 
leaders.

Introduction
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Our survey found that HR leaders focus on 
employee experience (EX), people analytics, and 
culture as the three biggest trends within their 
organizations. In fact, 66 percent of HR leaders 
believe that EX is the most transformative priority 
for the workplace. Likewise, 84 percent of HR 
leaders agree that it is critical to understand 
the relative performance of their employees. 
With tips on how to adapt people analytics to 
your organization, you will be able to evaluate 
performance and understand relational analytics 
and process improvements that contribute across 
the organization. Furthermore, for the 49 percent 
of leaders who know that culture is essential, we 
share actionable examples of how to lead through 
culture change and how to hire in a constrained 
talent market. Finally, while 88 percent of HR 
leaders surveyed believe that diversity and 
inclusion is important, we went deeper to ensure 
that you understand your employees and help 
them advance.1
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As you explore these trends, several themes 
emerge. First, clarity matters. Whether it’s a clear 
visual of an employee’s journey, a demonstration 
of the link between data insights and business 
outcomes, or more transparent hiring processes, 
clarity reduces redundancies, builds trust, and 
reinforces strong employer brands. Furthermore, 
security recurs throughout. Employees need to 
feel safe to show up as their authentic selves, 
believe in their career progression, and know that 
their time is valued both in the hiring process and 
day to day. Finally, nuance is a distinctive feature 
of 2020 trends. Strategic HR leaders must develop 
a nuanced understanding of employees as 
customers along with better segment employee 
data and tailored program delivery, and they 
must better explore and expand the diverse 
groups that make their companies great.

At each turn, opportunities exist to position 
yourself as a strategic business partner. Key 
insights, expert opinions, and careful exposition 
will inspire you to build a business case to 
transform your HR organization. Case studies and 
demonstrated ROI will ignite a coalition within 
your business. And concrete advice on how to 
move forward will ensure fast implementation.

Inspire. Ignite. Implement.

In this report, we explore the 
opportunities that exist within 
each of five trend categories:

• Employee experience

• People analytics

• Cultural transformation

• The war for talent

• Diversity and inclusion
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Employee 
experience
Nuanced understanding of employees and 
thoughtful program design for undeniable returns
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Cofounder, Pandora2

Tim Westergren

Make your team feel 
respected, empowered, 
and genuinely excited 
about the company’s 
mission.
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Improving your employee experience (EX) takes 
careful, individualized design and a modern 
approach to talent management. Strategic 
HR leaders recognize, however, that these 
investments in their people pay some of the 
largest dividends to their companies’ bottom 
lines. Improving EX not only requires a focus on 
cultural transformation—which we will address 
separately—but also takes a paradigm shift in 
talent management practices. First, HR leaders 
can learn from the approach their peers in sales 
and marketing have taken to transform the 
customer experience and translate their success. 
Start by mapping the employee journey, key 
moments of truth, and talent success outcomes. 
Then align the journey to design job roles with 
clear business impact. This shift provides people 
with role clarity and purpose, and it ensures they 
can deliver impactful work.87 percent of employees 

worldwide are not engaged, but 
companies with highly engaged 
workforces outperform their 
peers by 147 percent in earnings 
per share.³

EarningsShares

1

147%
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• Develop a nuanced understanding of your employees. Map where 
they are in the employee life cycle and focus on transition points 
and outcomes.

• Capture turnover data, understand costs, and make the business 
case for an EX focus.

• Shift to strengths-based management practices. Get managers on 
board first and create enthusiasm companywide.

• Align employees to make an impact. Empower people to prioritize 
work-life balance and impactful work.

Implement
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what motivates each group and delivering what 
matters most, Bain & Company reports that 
organizations find “employees are willing to work 
more effectively and devote more discretionary 
thought and attention to their jobs.”6

Thoughtful 
program design
Approaching the employee experience as you 
would your customer experience pays dividends 
across the board

In the 2019 Employee Experience Index, Forrester 
Research confirmed that great customer 
experience and great employee experience go 
together.4 Further, Temkin Group’s Employee 
Engagement Benchmark Study found that 82 
percent of employees at companies with strong 
financial results are “highly” or “moderately” 
engaged—a diagnostic for EX effectiveness.5 
While the correlations between customer 
experience, employee experience, and profits are 
clear, experts suggest that a causal relationship 
also exists. The logic is simple: The customer-first 
mindset of top brands influences how they design 
their EX. Consequently, they understand and 
engage employees like marketing and operations 
personnel would engage customers. By learning 

of employees at companies 
with strong financial results 
are “highly” or “moderately” 
engaged—a diagnostic for EX 
effectiveness.5

82%
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Brand consultant Denise Lee Yohn writes, “If a 
company attends to its employee experience with 
the same level of discipline and intention that it 
does to its customer experience … employees 
are more satisfied, companies enjoy higher 
employee retention and other benefits, and 
customers get better service.”7 The first step 
is to develop a nuanced understanding of the 
factors that shape employees’ perceptions of 
their work, connections with colleagues, and 
the sense of purpose they derive from their 
roles.4 Then, segment program offerings along 
needs-based lines—not necessarily by job role 
or business division.6, 7 Finally, create a journey 
map to visualize an employee life cycle, and focus 
on career transitions.7 By focusing on employee 
outcomes first and aligning those outcomes to 
business objectives and impact, the business 
outcomes will follow.

Brand consultant7

Denise Lee Yohn

“If a company attends to its 
employee experience with 
the same level of discipline 
and intention that it does to 
its customer experience … 
employees are more satisfied, 
companies enjoy higher 
employee retention and other 
benefits, and customers get 
better service.”
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a 72-point decrease in turnover, a 29-percent 
increase in profits, and a 15-percent boost in 
engagement.10 Therefore, it is necessary to build 
on innate talents and provide coaching to help 
people grow their existing skill sets.

Play to your 
strengths
Strengths-based practices boost engagement 
sixfold

With a nuanced understanding of employees, 
leaders are ready to expand engagement 
through strengths-based management practices. 
Researchers have concluded that our time is 
better spent focusing on employees’ strengths 
rather than on helping them improve their 
weaknesses. Writing for Harvard Business Review, 
Gallup scientists Brandon Rigoni, PhD, and Jim 
Asplund found that “there’s significant potential 
in developing what is innately right with people.”8 
Taking this approach one step further, Forbes 
contributor Ekaterina Walter writes that trying 
to fix deficiencies in employees “is the reason 
we cannot build strong and diverse teams.”9 In 
fact, “people who use their strengths every day 
are more than three times more likely to report 
having an excellent quality of life and six times 
more likely to be engaged at work,” according 
to Gallup.8 And work groups that received a 
strengths intervention improved across six 
primary business outcomes, with some realizing 

Gallup8

“People who use their 
strengths every day are 
more than three times 
more likely to report having 
an excellent quality of life 
and six times more likely to 
be engaged at work.”
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Likewise, a majority of workers consider quitting 
immediately after the honeymoon phase of 
starting a new job.12 This statistic points to 
an unattended transition point early in the 
employee life cycle. Here, again, a journey map 
would ensure a smoother handover from HR to 
frontline management. As Chamberlain notes, 
“Even a 1-percent improvement in the odds 
that employees will stay for their next role can 
translate into hundreds of retained employees at 
a 10,000-person employer.”11

Fix disruptive 
turnover now
Capture turnover data and fix the simple stuff now

As we note, enhanced EX and strengths-based 
management will influence turnover. Nonetheless, 
it is also worthwhile to focus on the primary 
drivers of turnover, some of which are simple and 
cost-effective to fix. Glassdoor Chief Economist 
Andrew Chamberlain notes, “Employee turnover 
is expensive. Replacing an employee who quits 
costs, on average, 21 percent of their annual 
pay.”11 Of course, HR leaders recognize this is 
just the cost to hire, and it cannot measure 
the impact of long vacant roles or additional 
workload on remaining team members. But often, 
people leave for surprisingly simple reasons.11 
This suggests that even minor adjustments can 
produce outsize business returns.

After controlling for pay, industry, and many 
other factors, Glassdoor found that “workers 
who stay longer in the same job without a title 
change are significantly more likely to leave for 
another company.”11 One simple fix, then, is to 
provide and visualize clear paths for employees. 
By moving them through job titles in a regular 
progression, employers can limit stagnation.11 

“Replacing an employee who 
quits costs, on average, 21 
percent of their annual pay.”11

21%
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prioritize where energy is invested. At Microsoft, 
MyAnalytics software summarizes how employees 
spend their time and then suggests ways to work 
smarter. From cutting unproductive meeting 
time to finding key stakeholders and the ideal 
collaboration windows in their days, analytics can 
boost employee engagement and impact.

Prioritized, 
impactful work
Improve balance and equip employees to deliver 
their highest contributions

In the modern workplace, balance and 
prioritization supplant the controls and 
regulations of “normal business hours” to deliver 
impact. It is here where leaders should focus to 
ensure employees have the opportunities and 
knowledge to make their highest contributions. 
Time and again, research validates that 
employees who find better balance—often by 
working less—achieve counterintuitive results. 
For example, in 2015, Harvard Business Review 
reported that “taking a vacation can actually 
increase the likelihood of getting a raise or a 
promotion.”13 Similarly, when a person “can think 
positively, productivity improves by 31 percent, 
sales increase by 37 percent, and creativity and 
revenues can triple,” according to a separate 
study highlighted in the same article.13 The key is 
not ensuring people devote more of their time 
to work, but that they are positioned to deliver 
their highest contributions when they do work. 
Once this balance is achieved, leaders can focus 
on arming their teams with the tools to better 
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People 
analytics
Take a broader view with data insights; explore 
relationships and process improvements
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Executive Vice President of Human Resources, Juniper Networks16

Steven Rice

I believe that the data will set 
you free. At the end of the day, 
it’s about: How do you turn 
those pieces of information 
into insights that will improve 
business?
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As a trend category, people analytics—using 
statistical insights from employee data to 
make talent management decisions—presents 
huge disparities in understanding, trust, and 
implementation.14 That is, companies prioritize 
people analytics, yet few understand which talent 
dimensions drive performance. Further, a trust 
gap exists between the 58 percent of leaders 
who believe people analytics will transform the 
modern workplace and the scant 16 percent of 
workers who want to see it adopted.1 Perhaps this 
explains why, although data analytics capabilities 
exist at many larger companies, HR is often their 
most infrequent user.17 To resolve these disparities, 
we must move beyond a narrow approach to data 
analysis—focusing on individuals—and instead 
focus on data about the interplay among people, 
which is even more important.14 Here, leaders who 
wield data for process improvements, strategic 
transformation, and relational analytics will 
realize the greatest returns by replacing decision 
making based on anecdotal experience and risk 
avoidance with higher-quality decisions based on 
data analysis.18

Only 9 percent understand 
which talent dimensions 
drive performance.159%

More than 70 percent of 
companies consider people 
analytics to be a high 
priority.14

70%
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• Build data literacy into your team with tools that don’t require a 
data science degree.

• Take a broader approach to data analysis and move from 
individual assessment to process improvement by finding and 
federating the bright spots in your business.

• Centralize people data, create an instrument panel for your 
business, and learn to tell data-driven stories.

• Move your practice to relational analytics to identify the patterns 
that predict performance and power within your organization.

Implement
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Process 
transformation
A bottom-up approach to refining global 
processes

First, widen the aperture of where you focus your 
people analytics, beyond individual attributes 
and assessment, and direct early efforts toward 
process transformation. That is, use analytics to 
baseline global processes, identify bright spots 
in the business, and form partnerships with local 
leaders to federate efficiencies. As Microsoft 
researchers Natalie McCullough and Chantrelle 
Nielsen describe in a telltale case study for 
Harvard Business Review, when a global consumer 
packaged goods company worked to optimize a 
monthly financial process that took place in every 
country subsidiary, it found one particularly high-
performing country office.18 This office, which 
regularly completed the task much faster than 
all the others, was a bright spot in the business. 
The discovery pointed to the fact that the 
finance organization had embedded experts—
employees who had organically developed better 
ways to operate—who they had not previously 
identified.18 Global business leaders then 

partnered with these experts to understand and 
federate efficiencies that improved the speed of 
monthly reports across the globe.18 McCullough 
and Nielsen note that this requires a bottom-
up approach to measure for and recognize 
expertise.18
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huge opportunity.20 Indeed, clear, data-driven 
stories often articulate counterintuitive insights 
in persuasive ways. As the Microsoft researchers 
put it, data-driven storytelling transforms 
platitudes to earn executive support.18 In one 
McKinsey & Company case study, for example, a 
major Asian bank discovered through machine-
learning–based analysis that team structures were 
predictive of financial outcomes. Consequently, 
executives could restructure the organization 
around key teams and talent groups.20

Strategic 
transformation
Build an instrument panel for your company

After broadening your view of analytics to include 
process transformation, the next step in ensuring 
your organization learns from and capitalizes on 
data is to visualize and articulate key insights. 
For this, McCullough and Nielsen suggest two 
key elements: building a dashboard for your 
business and practicing data-driven storytelling.18 

Using the analogy of an instrument panel for 
your company, they suggest tracking resources, 
capacity, time use, and skill sets in one visual 
display.18 Dashboards are key because they are 
intuitive, solve bottlenecks resulting from limited 
analyst resources, and push analysis closer to 
decision makers so they can leverage insights 
when tackling broader business questions.19 To 
accomplish this integrated viewpoint, leaders 
should centralize employee data, create an HR 
dashboard, and build analytical capabilities.19

While chief human resources officers are starting 
to deploy predictive models for recruitment, 
development, and retention programs, the data 
can lead in unexpected directions, providing a 

14% rise in net income20

80% improved recruiting conversion rates20

26% increase in productivity20

A major Asian bank used insights from a machine-
learning–based analysis to make strategic changes, 
which resulted in:
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Further, analysis revealed that the most effective 
employees came from a wider variety of 
educational institutions and certificate programs 
than executives believed. “Top performers,” as 
it turned out, were more correlated to specific 
feeder positions within the company that were 
then used to better identify future highfliers.20 
The rapid adaptation to these insights drove a 
26-percent increase in productivity, improved 
recruiting conversion rates by 80 percent, and led 
to a 14-percent rise in net income.20
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key players you can’t afford to lose.14 In one 
study, 75 percent of the employees in divisions 
where relational analytics were implemented 
had adopted new compliance policies after six 
months. In the other company divisions, adoption 
was only 15 percent.14 The best firms will use 
relational analytics to augment their own decision 
criteria and build more productive organizations.

Relational 
analytics
Understand relationships between employees to 
understand power

Finally, leaders who wish to maximize the effects 
of people analytics should be thinking ahead 
to what researchers Paul Leonardi and Noshir 
Contractor describe as “relational analytics.”14 
This science of human social networks explains 
why decades of research show that relationships 
employees have with one another best explain 
their workplace performance.14 They argue that by 
objectively examining how people interact within 
organizations, companies can better identify 
employees who can help them achieve their 
goals. Leonardi and Contractor suggest looking 
at the behavioral data hidden within the “digital 
exhaust”—the metadata of communications 
created by email exchanges, chats, and file 
transfers—to determine key connections and 
influencers within the business.14 Among other 
insights, relational analytics can help predict 
which employees will come up with good 
ideas, determine the channels through which 
to implement initiatives, and determine which 

In the other company 
divisions, adoption was only 
15 percent.1415%

of employees in divisions 
where relational analytics 
were implemented adopted 
new compliance policies 
after six months.14

75%
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Cultural 
transformation
Empower teams to get better every day with a clearly 
defined corporate culture
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James L. McQuivey

Vice President, Principal Analyst, Forrester Research21

Yes, we have statistically 
measured the role of 
culture in successful digital 
transformations. ... Culture is the 
strongest predictor of whether 
you’ll make it.
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Company culture begins with your company’s 
story, mission, and strategic position. It honors 
a rich history and builds on it to optimize for 
a knowledge-based economy and prepare for 
digital transformation.23 Quartz explains: “If you 
ask [Satya] Nadella how he reinvented Microsoft 
in half a decade, he won’t talk about the cloud 
computing or the billion-dollar acquisitions. For 
him, changing the direction of a ship carrying 
130,000 employees could only be done by 
changing the culture on board.”22 That is, if you 
want to change, you must start from within.22 
First, create meaning alongside your C-suite and 
other key stakeholders. Next, build awareness 
and understanding as you activate your message. 
Then take time to learn and iterate as you 
entrench this new direction.23

CMO, Microsoft22

Chris Capossela

“We went from a 
culture of know-it-alls 
to a culture of learn-
it-alls. Everything we 
do now is rooted in a 
growth mindset.”
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• Align with C-suite and senior leaders to carefully define and 
embody the values of your new culture.

• Use design systems, symbols, and stories that map to the 
behaviors you want to perpetuate, and overcommunicate your 
cultural message.

• Maintain a long-term perspective and celebrate early wins.

• Use sentiment-capturing surveys to chart the trajectory of your 
transformation and ensure you stay on course.

Implement

26Cultural transformation



must take the time to map lessons learned and 
company history back to this shared definition, so 
they understand how change translates within the 
business.

Create meaning
Define, champion, and embody your new mission

When Kathleen Hogan, Microsoft’s Chief 
People Officer, discusses the company’s cultural 
transformation since 2014, she notes that 
engaging the CEO and senior leadership team is 
the first and most important step.23 This reality 
reflects two important truths: “Having a CEO 
and senior leaders who champion and embody 
culture change helps set the tone and provides 
a path for employees to follow.”23 When Satya 
Nadella took the helm at Microsoft in 2014, 
his first task was to give the company a new 
north star.22 By articulating the new mission to 
“empower every person and every organization 
on the planet to achieve more,” he offered a 
semantic shift that defined the company for 
years to come.22 After engaging senior leaders, 
HR partners need to define what culture means 
to the company and flesh out what the desired 
transformation will look like.22 Finally, HR leaders 
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clear champions at the top of the organization, 
employees will feel they have a shared investment 
in these historic changes.

Activate
Get the message out

“Ask any Microsoft employee and they’ll be 
able to sum up Nadella’s philosophy in two 
words: growth mindset,” writes Quartz’s Simone 
Stolzoff.22 This universally understood philosophy 
demonstrates that successful transformations 
benefit from a healthy amount of communication 
to make them stick. As Kathleen Hogan suggests, 
communication is at the core of the activation 
phase.23 She recommends a framework that 
includes articulating the behaviors, identifying the 
systems and symbols, and layering in storytelling 
to get your message out.23 As Hogan suggests, 
this includes “companywide communication 
on an ongoing basis, including … campaigns 
[that] build awareness and understanding.”23 By 
rallying around a defined strategy and seeing 

By rallying around a defined 
strategy and seeing clear 
champions at the top of the 
organization, employees 
will feel they have a shared 
investment in these historic 
changes.
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Learn and iterate
Culture transformation is a journey, not a 
destination

No campaign of this scale, no matter how 
carefully defined, will ever be perfect. Therefore, 
while you celebrate early wins and positive 
examples of your new company culture, you 
should also work to learn and iterate on your 
transformation campaign. Highlight those who go 
above and beyond to exemplify your culture and 
reinforce the positivity and behaviors that you 
want to perpetuate every day. Simultaneously, 
take steps to chart your progress and readjust 
as needed. Your greatest single tool for 
understanding the trajectory of your culture 
change will be sentiment capturing. Regularly 
measure employee sentiment through surveys 
to chart a culture trend line that points toward 
your desired outcomes. Cultural transformation is 
an ongoing effort for which you must constantly 
learn and evolve.
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The war for 
talent
Speed, adaptability, mobile responsiveness, and a 
transparent candidate experience are imperative

30The war for talent



of candidates quit in the 
middle of online applications 
because of length or 
complexity.24

60%
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As a buzzword, war for talent has existed since 
at least 1997, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
confirms that the job market today remains tight 
for employers who struggle to fill positions that 
are needed in order to grow.25 Nonetheless, it is 
largely an academic exercise to debate whether a 
war for talent truly exists or if “the war for talent 
is over, and everyone lost,” as a Fast Company 
article suggests.26 Instead, it is more effective to 
focus on simple fixes to remedy what matters 
most when attracting and converting top talent: 
enhancing your employer brand through a 
professional hiring experience and evangelizing 
your cultural attributes. To enhance your brand 
through hiring, HR leaders can focus on the speed 
of hiring, adaptability to optimize conversion 
rates, and mobile responsiveness. To evangelize 
culture, front-load cultural touchpoints in the 
process and allow your teams to lead.Recruiters can boost conversion 

rates by up to 365 percent 
by reducing the length of an 
application to five minutes or less.24

365%
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• Empower hiring managers to improve the quality of hires.

• Encourage hiring managers to make deliberate decisions around 
culture, articulate them widely, and leverage digital tools to make 
cultural values known in job postings.

• Test for culture fit with open-ended questions, and trust team 
members to make gut decisions based on shared values.

• Avoid “black holes” in hiring and redundancies that damage the 
employer brand. Use a seamless, transparent platform for the 
entire employment journey.

• Improve the speed of the hiring process—streamline applications 
so they’re less than five minutes long.

• Ensure that vacancies and the application process are mobile-
responsive. Capitalize on interrelated platforms, like direct sharing 
with LinkedIn.

• Integrate AI to write more effective job descriptions.

Implement
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Speed of hiring
Applications are either fast or ineffective

There are no two ways about it: The 50 percent of 
employers who continue to believe that a lengthy 
application process is a positive because it “weeds 
out” applicants are flat wrong.24 As Sarah Gregory, 
Director of Research at Punchkick Interactive and 
a contributor to the Society for Human Resource 
Management, confirms: “The opposite is true. 
Good candidates know their time is important 
and they have plenty of opportunities in the job 
market. Their tolerance for jumping through 
hoops is much lower [than employers think].”24 
In fact, CareerBuilder reports that “60 percent 
of job seekers quit in the middle of filling out 
online job applications because of their length 
or complexity.”24 Therefore, by shortening 
applications to five minutes or less, recruiters can 
improve conversion rates by up to 365 percent.24 
Job site Indeed confirms that under five minutes 
is the sweet spot.27 Moreover, recruiters who use 
special platforms for recruiting cut costs by up 
to 250 percent.24 Less is more, and if served on a 
recruiting platform, even better.

of employers continue to believe 
that a lengthy application 
process is a positive because it 
“weeds out” applicants.24

50%
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short on time or resources can shortcut these 
improvements by pairing applicant tracking and 
recruiting platforms with leading job sites, like 
LinkedIn.

Mobile is where the employee journey begins

As leaders work to simplify and expedite the 
application process, a considerable advantage 
can be gained by ensuring job applications 
are mobile-responsive. In fact, 70 percent of 
job seekers are willing to use a smartphone to 
apply for a job,28 most job searches take place 
on mobile,27 and 86 percent of candidates use 
smartphones to start their job searches.24 Despite 
this, many companies, including more than one-
quarter of large companies, say “that not a single 
part of their hiring process has been mobile-
optimized.”28 To close the gap, mobile-responsive 
platforms and optimized applications are critical 
differentiators. To ensure that applications are 
mobile friendly, they must be succinct and 
tailored to render on small screens and should 
avoid pop-up menus. As Carmen Bryant, Global 
Director of Employer Insights at Indeed, notes, 
what makes mobile application experiences go 
wrong are usually pop-up menus; nonstandard 
fonts; too much scrolling, pinching, and zooming; 
and multistep processes. These all add up to 
an exaggerated experience on mobile.27 Those 

Mobile 
responsiveness
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cognitive technologies like AI and machine 
learning, it’s become obvious that people, 
practices, and systems must become nimbler 
too.”31

Introduction of 
AI
Speed, adaptability, and proven outcomes

Finally, the incremental introduction of AI 
to hiring rounds out the suite of tools that 
enhances your job application process. Through 
adaptability and precision, HR leaders can 
leverage AI to measure and experiment with 
language in hiring that increases the numbers 
of job applicants and shortens the time job 
requisitions remain open. Indeed, “artificial 
intelligence is one of the most powerful 
technologies for reshaping business in decades.”29 

Here, AI is even more niche than in people 
analytics, but nonetheless powerful.29 A recent 
Wired column reported that recruiters and HR 
managers using machine learning to write more 
compelling job postings were able to decrease 
the time it takes to fill an open job by 10 days 
for clients who use “growth mindset” phrases 
suggested by AI.30 As detailed in the Harvard 
Business Review, “In an era of transformative 

Recruiters and HR managers 
using machine learning to 
write more compelling job 
postings were able to decrease 
the time it takes to fill an open 
job by 10 days for clients who 
use “growth mindset” phrases 
suggested by AI.30
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hiring process itself creates a company that has 
transparent communication, in which employees 
know what is going on, have an impact on 
decisions that affect their jobs, and are committed 
to helping their new coworkers succeed.34

Team hiring
Deliberate, team-led hiring

Perhaps the fastest way to facilitate cultural 
transformation is through team-led hiring 
practices. That is, partner with the hiring manager 
to define what culture means, share it broadly, 
and allow your team to reinforce these decisions 
through transparent hiring. While company 
culture starts with the company’s mission, hiring 
managers should be encouraged to define what 
shared set of team values, beliefs, and expected 
behaviors map back to that mission.32 Next, 
share this ethos widely. Absent clear guidance, 
employees will interpret culture in their own 
ways, leading to many conflicting definitions 
and behaviors.33 To that end, leaders should 
“leverage digital tools to make your organization’s 
mission statement, values, and goals clear to job 
seekers everywhere,”32 and ensure “job openings 
are always paired with a clear sense of what 
makes your culture unique.”32 Finally, ensure the 
hiring process is as transparent as possible. As 
HR thought leader Susan Heathfield notes, this 
process can set the culture in several ways: The 
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understand customer priorities, and look out for 
others’ best interests before their own.32

Culture 
questions in 
hiring
Interview for cultural fit, train for job-related skills

Now that you’ve made deliberate decisions about 
what your corporate culture should be, the best 
place to wholesale implement these changes is 
to front-load an assessment into your hiring. In 
many respects, this may be the most important 
function of your hiring. Today, 84 percent of 
recruiters agree that cultural fit is the most 
important recruitment factor, and 9 out of 10 
recruiters report passing on applicants who don’t 
align with company culture.35 Savvy HR leaders 
recognize that they can provide resources and 
training to help improve employee technical skills, 
but you can’t teach alignment to cultural values. 
To align employees and values, test up front if 
the candidate is someone who you would want 
to join your work family.32 Develop open-ended 
questions for the qualities your organization most 
values and test for individuals who value people, 

9 out of 10 recruiters report 
passing on applicants who 
don’t align with company 
culture.35

of recruiters agree that 
cultural fit is the most 
important recruitment 
factor.35

84%
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Diversity and 
inclusion
Shift your focus to inclusion through measurement, 
sponsorship, and segmentation
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Associate Dean and Director, Stanford University Diversity and First-Gen Office36

Dereca Blackmon

Diversity is a fact, 
inclusion is a practice, 
and equity is the goal.
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So, how much does it really matter? According to 
Glassdoor, 67 percent of job seekers said that a 
diverse workforce is an important factor when 
evaluating companies; these numbers are even 
higher among women and diverse groups.40 At 
the same time, McKinsey research shows that 
gender-diverse companies are 15 percent more 
likely to outperform their peers, while ethnically 
diverse companies are 35 percent more likely to 
do the same.41

HR leaders increasingly view diversity and 
inclusion as an existential question, yet many 
companies remain stuck observing diversity 
as a matter of headcount, unable to advance 
because they fail to understand and implement 
inclusion practices. To achieve diversity rates that 
match your company’s values and fuel higher 
performance, leaders must allow employees 
to show up as their authentic selves, segment 
programs for targeted delivery, and add in 
sponsorship programs. Without inclusion—
“making employees feel valued, welcome, and 
comfortable being who they are”38—the crucial 
connections that attract diverse talent, encourage 
participation, and foster innovation won’t 
happen.39 The failure of robust inclusion efforts 
seems to hinge on at least two critical factors: 
First, leaders fail to understand the human 
consequences of a diverse yet non-inclusive 
workplace, and they fail to grasp just how 
compelling the business case is.70% likelier to report capturing a new market37

45% likelier to grow their market share37

More diverse 
companies are:
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• Understand what inclusion is and is not, and then measure what 
matters with a framework of tools: survey assessments, focus 
groups, and one-on-one conversations.

• Segment employee engagement to ensure majority views don’t 
overpower the very groups you aim to include.

• Introduce sponsorship programs that require senior leaders’ 
investment in the career ambitions of diverse individuals.

Implement

42Diversity and inclusion



Understand 
inclusion
Ensure employees don’t need “identity cover”

In some respects, inclusion is an extension of 
employee experience, so it stands to reason 
that its implementation would have a parallel 
approach. That is, leaders should develop a more 
nuanced understanding of their employees and 
find new ways to segment program delivery to 
target their customer base. To first understand 
their employees, Harvard Business Review 
contributors Laura Sherbin, PhD, and Ripa Rashid 
recommend that leaders accurately measure 
and understand inclusion in their companies. 
Sherbin and Rashid suggest using a framework: 
anonymous quantitative surveys, facilitated 
group discussions to flesh out the inclusion 
story, and one-on-one interviews to enrich the 
data.39 Diversity and inclusion consultant Karen 
Brown writes that this “must be approached in 
a way that accounts for the fact that people—
particularly those in underrepresented groups—
can be more difficult to get to know than we 
think.”42 Nevertheless, Sherbin and Rashid find 

that for employees who report to team leaders 
who have at least three key inclusiveness traits, 
87 percent feel welcome and included in their 
team and 87 percent feel free to express their 
views and opinions.39 The modern workplace 
frequently maintains a tension here between the 
concepts of authenticity and “identity cover”—
where “employees who differ from most of their 
colleagues in religion, gender, sexual orientation, 
socio-economic background, and generation 
often hide important parts of themselves at work 
for fear of negative consequences.”42 To stop 
this, we must make it safer for employees to be 
understood.
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of those employees feel 
free to express their views 
and opinions.3987%

of employees whose team 
leaders have at least three 
key inclusiveness traits 
report feeling welcome and 
included in their team.39

87%



Segmentation
Identify issues leading to attrition among smaller 
groups

As quoted in Fast Company, AT&T’s Senior 
Vice President of Human Resources and Chief 
Diversity Officer, Cynthia Marshall, believes that 
“a true culture of inclusion where every voice 
matters” is one of the reasons the company has 
been so successful in its inclusion initiatives.38 

Over the past decade, AT&T has created a dozen 
employee resource groups and employee 
networks to provide support, advocacy, 
education, mentoring, and more.38 This success 
points to the power of greater segmentation. As 
Karen Brown suggests, companies should not 
only survey their employees but also segment 
the resultant data by criteria such as gender, 
ethnicity, and generation.42 She believes that by 
only looking at the numbers, “employers miss 
out on opportunities to identify issues among 
smaller groups that could be leading to attrition, 
as the views of the majority overpower those of 
minorities.”42

Strong examples from industry leaders like AT&T 
and IBM support greater program segmentation, 
but even still, Brown cites one compelling case 
study on just how powerful segmentation can be:

In 2015 … women constituted 52 percent of 
the new associate class at global law firm 
Baker McKenzie, but only 23 percent of the 
firm’s 1,510 partners. To find out what was 
keeping women from advancing to senior 
roles, [researchers segmented] the results of 
a firmwide engagement survey to examine 
responses from women lawyers. Based 
on that data, [they] learned that many of 
the firm’s women associates didn’t want 
to be partner nearly as much as their male 
counterparts.

40% in 201842

26% in 201542

By implementing a firmwide 
flexible work program, Baker 
McKenzie increased the 
number of women promoted 
to partner positions.

44Diversity and inclusion



That prompted ... a follow-up survey to find 
out why, which revealed four things that 
would make partnership more attractive to 
women: more flexibility about face time and 
working hours, better access to high-profile 
engagements, greater commitment to the 
firm’s diversity targets, and more women 
role models. Those four things became the 
basis for an action plan that included, for 
example, a firmwide flexible work program 
that promoted remote working. By 2018, the 
percentage of women promoted to partner 
had risen to 40 percent, up from 26 percent in 
2015.42
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engagement, and sponsors help protégés get 
their break. “Diverse individuals often struggle 
to navigate their career because they don’t 
have access to insider knowledge or may be 
unconsidered … because of unconscious bias,” 
Liberty Martin writes in DiversityQ.45 Employees 
with sponsors, on the other hand, are 62 percent 
more likely to ask for and receive a promotion.39

Sponsorship
Elevate employees as protégés

Admittedly, nuanced understanding and 
segmented program delivery alone will not be 
enough for a robust inclusion program. Inclusion 
remains amorphous enough to require further 
safeguards. Here then, is an opportunity for 
sponsorship programs.43 According to Dr. Lisa 
Toppin, Vice President, Chief Diversity Officer, and 
Talent Manager Leader at LPL Financial, “Sponsors 
are a strong vehicle to developing talent. … If 
diversity practitioners are going to move the 
needle in advancing minorities and women in the 
organization, then we have to figure out how to 
use this tool more effectively.”44

“In a business setting, sponsors are senior leaders 
who are willing to invest their own reputation 
advocating for an employee behind closed 
doors,” Toppin writes in an article for Forbes.44 
Because of their investment, “sponsorship is 
particularly crucial in invigorating ambition and 
driving engagement,” according to Sherbin 
and Rashid.39 “Having a sponsor increases the 
likelihood of being satisfied with the rate of 
career advancement”39 and boosts employee 

Employees with sponsors are 
62 percent more likely to ask 
for and receive a promotion.39

62%
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