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Is Your Culture Aligned with Diversity?
By Peter Linkow

Linkow describes diversity as behaviors that require a hospitable environment. 
Before launching a diversity initiative, each organization must determine whether its 
culture offers an environment conducive to diversity; if not, either the culture or the 
diversity strategy or both must be changed.

Diversity is a series of behav-
iors—modes of thinking, act-
ing, and working—that, like

orchids, thrive only in a hospitable
environment. Since culture is a pri-
mary determinant of the environment
in an organization, before embarking
on a diversity initiative (or at least
early in the voyage) an organization
must determine whether its culture
offers an environment that is con-
ducive to diversity. If not, either the
culture or the diversity strategy or
both must be changed.

What is a diversity culture?
Marvin Bower, former managing
director of McKinsey and Company,
aptly defined culture as “the way we
do things around here.”1 More for-
mally, culture is the values and beliefs
that most members of an organization
share. Beliefs are assumptions about
what is true, while values are assump-
tions about what is worthwhile or
desirable.

An organization with a true cul-
ture of diversity and inclusion has
clear values and beliefs that foster
desirable diversity behavior. It relent-
lessly manages every aspect of its
work environment to support those
values and beliefs.

Fifty organizations recognized for their 
diversity initiatives shared seven core diversity 
values and beliefs: 

1. Competitive advantage. Organizations that achieve a 
significant level of diversity will enjoy a competitive 
advantage in the marketplace.

2. Psychological safety. Employees should be free from harass-
ment, discrimination, and intolerance, and free to speak up
without fear of reprisal.

3. Value differences/foster inclusion. All differences should be
respected and valued.  An organization will achieve superior
outcomes when it effectively embraces a wide range of 
different cultures, perspectives, thought processes, 
assumptions and beliefs.

4. Advancement through merit. All recruitment, employment, 
development, promotion and compensation decisions 
should be made purely on the basis of objective merit.

5. Reflect customers and communities. The practices and 
demographics of the organization should mirror the practices
and demographics of its customers and communities.

6. Value chain diversity. All suppliers throughout the value chain
should demonstrate diversity success.

7. The right thing. Taking action in the interest of diversity is
morally correct.
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Cultural media
Values and beliefs must be transmit-
ted before they can affect behavior.
Three primary mechanisms transmit
culture throughout the organization
and affect individual and group
behavior: heroes; myths and artifacts;
and rites and rituals.

Heroes transmit the culture and
affect behavior by modeling behav-
iors that succeed in an organization.
They personify the fundamental val-
ues and beliefs the organization
seeks. One senior leader became a
hero when he uncharacteristically
overruled a manager to enable a

high-performing employee to take
advantage of a flexible work option.

Myths communicate the history of the
organization through words. Occa-
sionally fictitious, they emphasize the
organization’s critical values and
beliefs. One story frequently retold at
a leading company depicts a team,
composed of white men, converging
on a client site only to find that group
composed of people of color. The
client leader told the company’s team
to come back when they could more
adequately reflect the makeup of the
client organization. 

Artifacts are objects—like buildings,
tools, and written materials—that
communicate the history of the organ-
ization. At IBM, for example, a policy
letter on equal opportunity, written in
1953 by Thomas J. Watson, Jr., former
Chairman and CEO, is a frequently
cited, highly revered document.

Rites and rituals express values
and beliefs through action. They
describe the work environment and
how work gets done. Rites and rituals
have been described as the ‘dance of
culture’. For example, a company
that has a carefully defined process
for objectively evaluating every
employee and that adheres invariably
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to that process sends a strong mes-
sage about merit.

Strength of the culture
Strong cultures have a greater impact
on behavior than weak cultures. Vijay
Sathe 2, professor at the Drucker
School of Management, says two 
features of the culture help determine
its strength:
• Extent of sharing. Organizations

with values that are more widely
shared among their members have
stronger cultures. To foster commit-
ment to shared values, IBM created
its values over a period of 72 hours
through a highly inclusive, on-line,
commitment-building process called
a ‘values jam’, which was open to
all 319,000 employees; “tens of
thousands” participated in the
process.

• Clarity of ordering. In strong 
cultures, members have more clarity
about the relative importance of
various values and beliefs. IBM CEO
Sam Palmisano has been unequivo-
cally clear and focused about values
priorities at IBM: dedication to every
client’s success; innovation that mat-
ters, for the company and for the
world; trust and personal responsi-
bility in all relationships. 

Management system variables
Culture is not the only organizational
variable that affects behavior (Figure 1).
Management system variables that
work in concert with culture to shape
behavior include formal management
processes (e.g., measurement, plan-
ning, and budgeting); leadership com-

mitment and style; human resources
policies and processes (e.g., perform-
ance management and total rewards);
and organizational structure.

An initiative to support diversity 
values and beliefs might not have the
desired effect on behavior if it is contra-
dicted by management system vari-
ables. For example, if the performance
management process is inconsistently
applied, advancement through merit is
unlikely. Behavior also shapes the 
culture in a never-ending chicken-and-
egg process.

The refractive effect culture has
on management systems variables is
analogous to the experience of reach-
ing into water for a bar of soap and
not finding it where it appeared to be:
variables are altered as they are fil-
tered through the culture before they
affect behavior. Beware—culture may

Figure 1: How Culture Shapes Behavior
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divert the impact of management
actions away from the behaviors you
thought you were getting. 

Matrix for evaluating 
cultural alignment
The diversity culture matrix tool
(Figure 2) helps to determine whether
your culture is ready for diversity. The
tool is useful whether the organization
is embarking on a new diversity strategy,
or not achieving desired results from
an ongoing strategy.

The matrix includes five steps:
describe the current culture; establish
core diversity values and beliefs; 
correlate core values and beliefs with
the current culture; determine the

strength of the current
culture; and analyze the
results and identify tar-
gets for cultural change.

Top management
should be involved in
the culture assessment
and change process. At
best, top management
should complete the tool
with the guidance of an
experienced facilitator;
at minimum, top man-
agement must agree
upon core diversity val-
ues, sign off on the tar-
gets for cultural change,
and champion the cul-
tural change process.
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Step 1: Describe the current 
culture

For each of the cultural media—
heroes, myths and artifacts, and rites
and rituals—identify as many cur-
rent examples as possible from the
organization. This can be done
through small-group brainstorming
or by interviewing. Ideally, partici-
pants should represent all levels and
functions of the organization. Do
not be concerned about which 
category an example fits; for example,
many myths are about heroes.

Step 2: Establish core diversity
values and beliefs

Many organizations have already
defined their diversity values and
beliefs or will want to create their
own. In any case, top management

should have final approval. Values
and beliefs should be collectively
exhaustive—no other values and
beliefs should be required to fully
describe diversity. They should also
be mutually exclusive:  to the greatest
degree possible, they should not
overlap with each other.

Step 3: Correlate core values and
beliefs with the current culture

For each current culture example,
determine whether it is highly 
correlated, correlated, or negatively
correlated with each core value or
belief by placing the appropriate
symbol in the square. If there is no
relationship, leave the box blank.
For easy visualization of results, you
can use symbols rather than numbers,
as in the sample figures.

Step 4: Determine the strength 
of the current culture

For each core value or belief, deter-
mine whether the extent of sharing
and clarity of ordering indicates a
strong, moderate, or weak culture.
(Use the same symbols you used for
Step 3.)

Step 5: Identify targets for 
cultural change

Identifying targets for cultural
change is a relatively simple matter
once the other steps have been
completed. By reading down each
core value or belief, you can deter-
mine the correlation between the
core value/belief and the current
value. Then, the strength of the 
culture can be established. If the
correlation is negative or nonexistent,

Figure 3: Diversity Culture Matrix for “Cyblex”
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or the strength of the culture is low
for a particular value or belief, that
value should become a target for
cultural change.

Figure 3 illustrates how a company
can use the diversity culture matrix to
identify its targets. 

‘Cyblex’ is a hypothetical medium-
sized technology company that makes
automated language translation 
systems, most of which are purchased
by women. Cyblex is strong on diver-
sity as a competitive advantage, even
including diversity among its business
goals. There are strong corporate mes-
sages about the value of mirroring 
customers—not apparently shared by
employees. Although there are exam-
ples of heroic individuals, the culture
at Cyblex does not convey psychological
safety. Valuing differences and foster-
ing inclusion are somewhat ambigu-
ous, while merit and doing the right

thing appear to be strong in the 
culture. There is no message at all
about value chain diversity. Cyblex
should first strengthen safety and valuing
differences and inclusion, then
enhance value chain diversity.

Ultimately, the need for a cultural
change is a judgment call. Step 5,
identifying targets for cultural change,
is most effective when done as a
group. The critical question to address
is, “What does the diversity culture
matrix communicate to you?” A 
seasoned facilitator can help lead the
group to a consensus on interpreta-
tion and priorities for action. 

Getting Started
To initiate development of a culture of
diversity, leaders may want to make a
few bold changes to symbolize the
new culture. For example, one senior
leader unequivocally rebuked an
employee for making a racially
derogatory remark; by the end of that

afternoon, the whole company had
received a strong message on psycho-
logical safety. Another leader delivered
the diversity business case to every
employee, a handful at a time; e-mails
back to HR indicated that employees
had gotten the message about diversity
as a competitive advantage. Use the 
organization’s particular management 
system variables—organizational
structure, formal management
processes, leadership commitment/
style, and HR policies/practices—to
move the culture toward diversity and
check for a consistent message across
systems.

In the long run, implementing a
diversity culture often requires signifi-
cant cultural change and must be
implemented like any transformation3.
Changing and then maintaining a 
culture is by no means easy or certain.
Nevertheless, cultural development is
essential to diversity success.

An initiative to support the seven core

diversity values and beliefs might not

have the desired effect on behavior

if it is contradicted by management 

system variables. At minimum, top 

management must agree upon core

diversity values, sign off on the targets

for cultural change, and champion the

cultural change process.
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At WFD we partner with diversity officers to create 

strategies—built on a foundation of shared values and

beliefs—that win top management’s highest commitment and

drive business results. 

WFD builds a diversity strategy on six pillars that drive 

organizational change and align diversity values and beliefs

with business goals.

At WFD Consulting we partner with our

clients to create inspiring work environments

where businesses succeed and employees

thrive. Our research, consulting, and 

implementation services enable our clients 

to mobilize the full richness, diversity, and

potential of their employees, resulting in a

more resilient, productive, and engaged

workforce. We achieve distinction through

dedication to client needs, collaboration,

innovation, and a focus on action that 

set the standard for our field.

For more information about the 
diversity practice at WFD Consulting,
please contact 1.800.447.0543 or
Peter.Linkow@wfd.com

Peter Linkow is president of WFD Consulting
in Newton, Massachusetts, where he focuses
on work-life and diversity strategy.
Peter.Linkow@wfd.com
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