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WHAT THIS REPORT OFFERS

The murder of George Floyd and the modern civil 
rights movement that followed have helped bring 
a renewed focus to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
(DEI) in the workplace. According to a 2021 PwC 
survey, diversity is now a stated value or priority 
area for 72% of organisations.1 While this new focus 
has promoted many types of diversity, DEI cannot 
advance fully until we address the lack of support for 
Black executives that remains prevalent.

“The racial inequities that exist for many Black 
Americans and people of color are real and deeply 
rooted. These long-standing systemic challenges 
have too often prevented access to the benefits of 
economic growth and mobility for too many, and a 
broad and diverse group of Americans is demanding 
change.” said Business Roundtable Chairman Doug 
McMillon, Chairman & CEO of Walmart.  

How can we drive this change in a way that is both 
effective and sustainable? How can we ensure that 
we develop DEI initiatives that are not only good 
for the company, but that also open doors for Black 
Americans?

The executives we spoke to included Chief Diversity 
Officers, Diversity Procurement Officers, and others 
in roles tasked with solving similar issues, such as:

     Ensuring Black Americans have access to 
     good jobs

     Supporting Black-owned small businesses and      
     entrepreneurs

     Helping Americans of color develop financial        
     security

WHO WE SPOKE TO

IN THIS BRIEF

Earlier this year, a large company 
asked me and my associates how they 
could increase the impact of their 
DEI initiatives. As a Black woman 
business owner and strategic planner, 
I wanted to understand the issue more 
broadly, and see what worked—or 
didn’t—at other companies. As a result 
I conducted extensive interviews 
with executives at a number of large 
banks and healthcare companies, 
including Chief Diversity Officers and 
Diversity Procurement Officers. The 
interviews were aimed at revealing the 
most common DEI problems these 
organizations face. 

My findings pointed to three areas that 
companies must address in order to 
achieve a truly inclusive DEI program. 
They show how your company can 
can get ahead of the game and 
become a leader in recruiting and 
retaining top Black talent. This brief 
report summarizes my findings, with 
suggestions for action. I hope you will 
find it useful.

Hazel-Ann McLean
CEO, TriVerum
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https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/people-organisation/global-diversity-and-inclusion-survey/north-america-report.pdf



WANT MORE IMPACT?
On June 5, 2020, the Business Roundtable, an association of chief executive officers of America’s 
largest companies, established a Special Committee of the Board to identify meaningful steps 
Business Roundtable companies can take to advance racial equity and justice. A year later, I 
developed the set of questions below to assess how companies are making progress with these 
steps. I spoke with 8 executives from 6 organizations with at minimum 5000+ employees. 
This report is the result.

In conducting our research, we surveyed 
companies, using the following questions:

Can you tell me about your DEI policies that you have 
in place right now?

What KPIs do you use to measure the success of your 
policies?

Do you know how many of your employees are 
identified as Black?

What is the biggest challenge around your policies, 
procedures or people systems?

What have you implemented in the past? From what 
you have done, what has worked well or hasn’t?

What would you like to solve if you had the right 
resources, time, etc.?

As a Black woman, a 
business owner, and most 
importantly a strategic 
planner, it was my aim to 
help companies achieve real 
impact in DEI. Through the 
course of this research, I 
was encouraged to see so 
many companies engaging 
in DEI efforts. But I was also 
concerned at the prospect 
that so many would continue 
to invest in the old ways they 
did in the past—ways that 
have failed to make any real 
change or impact. 

Ask these questions of your organization.
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KEY FINDINGS
My research has identified three key barriers that prevent Black executives from advancing in 
large organizations, including insights for how to break down these barriers.

01 POOR RETENTION OF 
BLACK TALENT

Moral of the story? 
One of the best ways to address 
retention is to promote from within!

One of the best ways to 
address retention is to 
promote from within!

But the problem isn’t a lack of diversity 
understanding. The problem lies in an 
incorrect diversity metric. In many cases, 
companies prioritize bringing in an external, 
white female candidate to fill these open 
roles. This allows them to address “diversity” 
without working specifically to address the 
Black condition.

With the rising awareness of the need to 
provide better jobs for Black employees, many 
companies are focusing on efforts to attract 
new Black candidates, rather than working to 
retain the ones they already have and investing 
in promoting them. One of our interviewees 
noted that although she was promised a senior 
title, and doing the necessary work to fulfill it, 
the title never came. As a result, she eventually 
left for a more lucrative, senior position at 
another company.

Of all the companies we spoke to for this research, 
including a large international bank, their number one 
issue was employee retention. Of the few Black man-
agers we spoke to, nearly all of them mentioned that 
they are often not promoted into executive-level roles, 
even though they carry the same workload as those 
who are, and are just as capable of managing teams. 
Despite their qualifications, they are often overlooked 
for promotion opportunities. More often than not, 
these promotions are given to external candidates 
instead.
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02
MISSING STATISTICS 
ON BLACK EMPLOYEE 
REPRESENTATION

03
LACK OF PRIORITY ON 
DEVELOPING BLACK 
EMPLOYEES 

01
POOR RETENTION 
OF BLACK TALENT

For effective DEI initiatives, 
you have to get transparent 
about your employee statistics.

Safe havens and affinity 
programs work, but 
sponsorship is critical!
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02

LACK OF PRIORITY ON 
DEVELOPING BLACK 
EMPLOYEES 

MISSING STATISTICS 
ON BLACK EMPLOYEE 
REPRESENTATION

If you want to create effective 
DEI initiatives, you have to 
get transparent about your 
employee statistics.

Safe havens and affinity programs 
work, but sponsorship is critical!

When it comes to evaluating the effectiveness of their 
DEI programs for Black employees, many companies 
simply do not know. For example, the companies 
we spoke to in this research said they could not 
measure how many Black employees they had, as 
many of these employees are unwilling to accurately 
identify themselves or answer company surveys. In 
light of this fact, it can be puzzling when a company 
announces a goal to increase representation of Black 
employees in senior positions by 25%. How will they 
know they have achieved this metric if they do not 
have a baseline to measure against?

One diversity executive at a global bank commented 
that without a minimum 60% response rate on 
a survey, they cannot accurately say how many 
employees are Black. She commented that in 
contrast, they are able to say how many employees 
are femals, and so that is usually the statistic quoted 
for diversity programs.

Even for those few companies who do have 
an accurate understanding of their own 
numbers, many don’t want to share those 
numbers with the public. But without this 
level of transparency, companies can’t be held 
accountable for following through on their
 DEI initiatives.

Some companies mistakenly believe that if they 
can simply create an equal playing field, diversi-
ty will follow. The fact is that it requires path-
ways on which disadvantaged employees can 
advance. We discovered two essential elements 
for building such pathways.

One element is sponsorship — dedicated, active 
mentoring by more senior executives. One executive 
we spoke with, whose diversity program is one of the 
top rated in his region, cited sponsorship as essential 
to their success. Like any cultural shift, sponsorship 
requires training for executives on unconscious bias, 
and may entail some uncomfortable conversations. 
Leadership support is critical. He attributes much of 
his organization’s success to a CEO who allows for 
transparency and honest conversations.

The other element is affinity groups — forums where 
employees can find a safe space to share and learn 
from each other. Importantly, the successful affinity 
groups were not focused solely on Black employees 
— they permitted individuals to attend any of their 
choosing. This way Black employee groups did not 
feel spotlighted, but had the space to communicate 
and learn in a comfortable setting.
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CONCLUSION

ACTIONS YOU CAN TAKE

Of course, these ideas don’t operate in isolation. 
Affinity groups help, but require sponsorship 
to elevate and promote Black employees. And 
retention metrics are not likely to be met without 
known baselines, or without a commitment 
to development of Black employees. Taken 
together, however, measures like these are 
making real differences in the organizations we 
spoke with.

That said, it seems many companies still have 
a long way to go. They may be willing to hold 
conversations about increasing their numbers of 

Black employees, but having the conversation 
does not mean they are willing to do anything 
about it. Talk without action reveals an 
unwillingness to make the changes that achieve 
real impact. This is not entirely the fault of the 
executives involved — these are complex, deeply 
rooted, and systemic problems.

To solve them, companies must unite their 
disparate and uncoordinated programs to create 
a unified pathway for taking action to prioritize, 
retain, and promote Black employees.
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As someone seeking to increase Black diversity in your organization, what can 
you do today? Here are four action steps.

Leadership Endorsement
Make the case to leadership to include meaningful diversity measures within 
your company’s goals and objectives for your current planning cycle. Training 
and awareness at the top levels is key to facilitate a culture of change.

External Perspective
The cultural gaps to be closed are deep. Gain the insights you need by 
developing an effective plan of action. TriVerum or other consultants have 
the experience to help you look from the outside in.

Transparency
Gather the data you need to know where you are, and be bold and transparent 
so that you can set targets that demonstrate commitment.

Development
Make it a priority to develop Black talent, including intentional sponsorship 
and mentoring for advancement, as well as affinity groups where Black 
employees feel supported.
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Hazel-Ann McLean and her team of governance strategists revitalize 
strategies and underperforming programs to help companies maintain 
their profitability without alienating their customers. TriVerum is a 
minority, woman-owned business committed to excellence and creating 
flexible, sustainable solutions for their clients.

A strategy + design consultancy. We blend strategic planning with 
design thinking to help companies build more value into their boldest 
ideas, and make that value visible to the stakeholders that matter.

www.TriVerum.com

www.calendly.com/hazelannmclean

www.linkedin.com/in/hazel-ann-mclean

CONTACT US:

Visit www.thoughtform.com to learn more.

Visit www.triverum.com to learn more.
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The world is changing and those companies who do not engage their Black and 
ethnic minority staff are going to lose out to the competition. Do you want to 
stand out from the crowd as a company that top black talent want to work for? 
With the right guidance, you can save money, time, and effort while creating a DEI 
framework and program that will deliver dividends long after it’s in place.

Days after she was awarded a tenure position at University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill following a denial of her position by the college’s board of trustees, 
Nikole Hannah-Jones, the author of the controversial 1619 Project, announced 
she would reject the university’s offer and work for Howard University instead. 
                                                                                                    Forbes, 2021


