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About This Report

Workplace allies actively promote cultures of inclusion, 
serving as collaborators to support historically 
underrepresented individuals and communities. They 
utilize intentional efforts to advocate for those who 
might face microaggressions and organizational 
inequities in the workplace.

This report explores the many complex issues that 
all people—allies and marginalized individuals alike— 
might want to explore in order to work more effectively 
and inclusively, with compassion and empathy for one 
another.

We begin by providing brief historical context and 
examining the current imperative for workplace allyship 
across difference. The strong case for allyship, along 
with the obstacles people must overcome to serve 
as effective allies, is discussed. We establish the 
need for allyship through data that highlights the lived 
experiences of workers with unique identities, including 
race, ethnicity, gender, disability, age, and Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ+) status.

The report delves into complex issues that are central 
to effective allyship including white privilege, systemic 
racism, performative allyship, the role of fear, and 
intersectionality.

We dive deeply into allyship approaches for those who 
are Black and Asian American. Likewise, we include 
strategies for those who want to be white allies for 
racial justice and male allies for gender equity. We also 
explore LGBTQ+ allyship and advocacy for disability, 
including mental health.

Throughout the report, we spotlight specific 
organizational initiatives and best practices, and 
we include interviews with change agents in several 
organizations. Brave Dialogue, a powerful technique 
to expand understanding and bridge difference, is also 
highlighted. 

Readers will find a robust Appendix containing learning 
resources and a Glossary at the end of the report.

To prepare this report, we reviewed nearly 200 
sources, including research, articles, and books on 
allyship and inclusive culture. We also interviewed 
thought leaders, employees, and executives engaged 
in diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I) to gain context 
and insight. The report focuses primarily on U.S. data 
and experiences, although international sources are 
referenced as appropriate.

Throughout the following pages, we use the terms 
BIPOC, people of color, Black, white, Asian American, 
and Latinx in ways that accurately reflect the original 
research and literature we cite. However, whenever 
possible we use the term BIPOC to highlight the 
unique relationship to whiteness that Indigenous 
and Black (African American) people have.1 BIPOC—
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color—centers the 
experiences of all people of color within a U.S. context. 
Likewise, as appropriate, we use AAPI to refer to those 
who identify as Asian American Pacific Islanders.

Readers should note that while we often categorize 
recommendations for specific types of advocacy 
based on unique identities (and intersectionality), some 
recommended strategies are applicable to any type 
of allyship. 
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What is Allyship?

Definitions of workplace allyship are evolving as 
understanding of workplace inclusion grows. 
Workplace allies are commonly described as those 
who actively promote and aspire to advance a culture 
of inclusion utilizing intentional, positive efforts.2 They 
strive to support coworkers who might be marginalized, 
underrepresented, or face microaggressions in the 
workplace.

A more state-of-the-art definition describes allyship as 
“a strategic mechanism used by individuals to become 
collaborators, accomplices, and co-conspirators who 
fight injustice and promote equity in the workplace 
through supportive personal relationships and public 
acts of sponsorship and advocacy.”3

Allies embrace their responsibilities with humility and 
a learning stance. They work in partnership with those 

who are underrepresented rather than treating them 
as victims. They amplify and center the voices of 
BIPOC and other identities. They work to de-center 
themselves and to hold themselves accountable. And 
they understand that being an ally is an honor that is 
bestowed, not self-proclaimed.

Allies don’t fit neatly into one category or identity. 
They might hold formal or informal power, they might 
be part of a dominant or underrepresented group, 
and they might—like those they are supporting—also 
experience injustice or inequity. Most often, however, 
workplace allies are referenced in the literature as the 
most privileged, dominant group in an organizational 
setting. Often, this means white men and women. 

Deloitte research suggests that “allies might be the missing link” in creating more inclusive 

organizations.4 Over 90 percent of respondents in one survey already see themselves as allies, 

but they often don’t recognize their personal responsibility in nurturing a culture of belonging.5 

They need knowledge, tools, and better understanding. This report explores these topics.
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The Notion of Allyship has Evolved
The concept of allyship is not new, and much of its 
history is central to LGBTQ+ activism and recognition.6 

Gay-straight alliances and groups such as PFLAG 
(Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) emerged 
along with the concept of allyship in the 1970s.7 In the 
following decades, the higher education community 
embraced the term to combat campus oppression 
based on sexual orientation.8 The ongoing importance 
of allyship related to LGBTQ+ identities remains today and 
is addressed on pages 23-25.

The notion of male allyship to support gender equity also 
emerged as early as the 1970s, when male advocates 
played a role in the women’s movement, and the concept 
gained more traction after 2000, as it evolved to address 
gender equity in the workplace.9, 10

HBR offers this definition of male allies: “Members of an 
advantaged group committed to building relationships 
with women, expressing as little sexism in their own 
behavior as possible, understanding the social privilege 
conferred by their gender, and demonstrating active 
efforts to address gender inequities at work and in 
society.”11 We discuss male allyship on pages 21-22.

More recently, the broader concept of a social justice 
ally has become prevalent, as researchers and activists 
alike view allyship from a more intersectional viewpoint 
than the historically siloed approach reflected by white 
allies, straight allies, or male allies.12 The concept of a 
social justice ally offers greater flexibility, encompassing 
intersecting identities and oppressions of both allies and 
the diverse communities they support. Social justice allies 
are critical to the racial justice movement.

Allyship is an Ongoing Process 
“At its most basic level, allyship is 
about having someone’s back. It’s 
the ongoing process of advocating, 
supporting, and being a voice for 
people whose voices aren’t being 
heard.13 Many of us became familiar 
with the word ‘ally’ in reference to 
people who support LGBTQ rights 
and inclusion although they may 
not personally identify as LGBTQ. 
Today, the word is used to describe 
anyone who stands up for a 
marginalized person or group. Allies 
of underrepresented colleagues play 
a critical role in creating inclusive and 
respectful workplace cultures.”

— Elisa Sangster, CEO of Forté
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Why the Urgency?

In the past year and a half, the pandemic, racism, and 
racial justice have had a profound effect on those who 
identify as BIPOC.14, 15 In addition to disproportionate 
health and financial impacts from the virus, violence 
against BIPOC individuals and ongoing political 
tensions have created profound equity and justice 
challenges. Consider the lived experiences of those 
who identify as Black, Latinx, and Asian American:

Black Americans are disproportionately 
disadvantaged on almost every level.

     One in 555 Black Americans have died  
from COVID-19 compared to 1 in 665  
white Americans.16

     COVID-19 vaccination rates among  
white adults are twice as high as that for 
Black adults.17

     As employment is picking back up, job 
recovery for young Black women is lagging 
that of other identity groups.18

     Nearly 80 percent of Black professionals—
about three times the rate of white peers—
say they have experienced discrimination  
or that they fear they or their loved ones  
will have such experiences.19 

     On average, 58 percent of Black employees 
perceive racism in their workplace, 
compared to 41 percent of Latinx 
employees, 38 percent of Asian employees, 
and 15 percent of white employees.20, 21

Latinx individuals report unique health and 
work-related challenges.

     COVID-19 vaccination rates among white 
adults are more than three times those for 
Latinx adults.

     Latinx individuals aged 15-24 are six times as 
likely to die from COVID-19 as the same age 
group in the white population.23 

     Latinx employees face benefits gaps: they 
are less likely to have paid sick days or to 
have the flexibility to work from home.24

     Systemic racism impacting members of the 
Latinx community results in more crowded 
living conditions, which in turn leads to 
increased risk of COVID-19 exposure.25

Asian Americans experience COVID-related racism.26

     Xenophobia and false rhetoric, including 
former President Trump’s use of a racist 
description of COVID-19, have deeply 
impacted AAPI communities.

     Stop AAPI Hate, a national coalition 
addressing anti-Asian discrimination during 
the pandemic, received over 2,800 firsthand 
accounts of anti-Asian hate between March 
and December 2020, and the numbers 
continue to climb.27

     In a recent Pew survey, 31 percent of Asian 
Americans reported being the subject of 
racist slurs or jokes in the past year.28

     AAPI women report hate incidents at more 
than twice the rate of men.29 Figure 1: The Most Prevalent AAPI  

Discrimination—Verbal Harassment

What type of  
discrimination  
did you  
experience  
in 2021?
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The Convincing Case for Allyship

Whether viewed from the employee perspective—the 
human case—or from a bottom-line perspective—the 
business case—the argument for workplace allies is a 
convincing one. 

The Human Case
All employees feel greater belonging in 
organizations that encourage inclusion through 
active allyship and advocacy on behalf of 
underrepresented or marginalized employees.

     Employees in organizations with cultures 
of inclusion and allyship report feeling 
greater happiness and are more likely to go 
above and beyond for their employers.30 
Research indicates that they are:31 

     50 percent less likely to leave

     56 percent more likely to work to improve 
their performance

     75 percent less likely to take a sick day

     Up to 167 percent more likely to 
recommend their organizations as great 
places to work 

     Women of color who make it to the top 
cite, among other factors, the importance of 
supportive mentors and allies.32 

     Sponsorship and other intentional, 
structured professional development 
programs help in recruiting, retaining, 
and advancing BIPOC women.33 

     For those with disabilities, workplace 
allies play a powerful role in creating 
an inclusive climate, helping to break 
down stigmas attached to disability and 
encouraging those with disabilities to talk 
about them.

     Researchers report that employees 
with disabilities who are comfortable 
discussing their situation are more than 
twice as likely “to feel regularly happy 
or content at work than employees with 
disabilities who have not disclosed to 
anyone.”34 They are also less likely to feel 
nervous, anxious, or isolated.

     For LGBTQ+ employees, Boston 
Consulting Group finds that ally programs 
are effective in educating straight people 
and equipping them with the tools to 
intervene, thus helping shift the burden to 
the entire workforce and away from LGBTQ+ 
individuals.35

     Those who are out experience twice 
as much psychological safety, feel 
significantly more empowered, and  
say they are much more able to take 
creative risks. 

Psychological Safety is Necessary for Allyship 
Research concludes that, “teams where workers feel psychologically safe bringing their views 
to the table, and where their relationships with other team members are strong enough to allow 
them to do so in an assertive yet constructive way, will be well positioned to engage in productive 
friction—the ability to draw out conflict and learn from disagreements to generate new insights.”36
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The Business Case
When it comes to bottom-line impacts, the 
case for allyship is strong and growing.37 Ample 
data substantiates the increased innovation, greater 
shareholder value, improved productivity, expanded 
market share, and enhanced reputation that result 
from cultures of allyship and inclusion.

     Programs and policies that support 
LGBTQ+ employees are associated with 
greater company value, productivity, and 
profitability.38

     Organizations with greater leadership 
diversity are more innovative and higher 
performing than others, and they are 70 
percent more likely to capture new markets.39

     Companies with greater gender, ethnic, 
and cultural diversity outperform others on 
profitability.40

     Companies that excel at inclusion are 
twice as likely as others to generate higher 
shareholder returns.41

     Businesses that improve inclusion for 
employees with disabilities are four times 
more likely to have shareholder returns that 
outperform those of their peer group.42
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The Allyship Journey

A person can’t simply declare themselves an ally, nor 
can they become an ally just by wishing to be one. It’s 
an iterative journey requiring reflection, introspection, 
reading, conversation, connection, empathy, humility, 
understanding, and action. When viewed as a personal 
journey, it becomes “a gateway to emotional and 
intellectual change” that involves internal growth and 
ongoing practice.43 Consider that:

     Allies examine their own identities and 
cultural truths, and they dive into history to 
understand systemic disadvantages around 
gender, race, ethnicity, and more.

     Allies overcome the tendency to avoid, 
reject and revise uncomfortable discussion, 
especially about race. One ally notes, “No 
matter where we were raised, revisionist 
history shaped how we see the world…  
it’s hard to learn that some of what we  
have believed to be true for so long is 
exactly the opposite.”44 

     Allies make mistakes, and must learn to 
apologize and move forward. This is critical 
to overcoming fear of stepping up as an 
advocate. (Please see pages 15-16 for 
more information on fear.) The Wall Street 
Journal reports that, “No one is a perfect 
ally. It’s important to keep trying and 
informing yourself. The best way to support 
is receiving feedback and not getting upset 
when you get it wrong.”45

Becoming an Ally is a Process 
Beyond Colorblind host William T. 
Lewis says, “I’ve learned that you 
don’t just wake up one day and 
BOOM, you’re an ally, no matter how 
many books you have read or how 
many conversations you’ve had with 
your Black friends.46 Becoming an 
ally is a process. Reading books, 
watching movies, and having 
conversations about racism are all a 
part of the process. But the process 
is much more nuanced and dynamic 
than these activities. Here are a few 
lessons I learned about the process 
of becoming an ally.

     Allyship is not claimed,  
it’s bestowed.

     Self-awareness is the single 
most important component 
of becoming an ally.

     One can have white  
privilege and not have 
economic privilege.”
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Interview: An Allyship Journey
We spoke with Muhsinah Nuriddin (she/her), 
Director of DE&I and Corporate Responsibility 
at John Hancock and currently a CEO Action for 
Racial Equity Fellow. She told us how her firm 
has made an authentic commitment to allyship 
and about some of the challenges they face. 
Here’s what she had to say…

I have benefited from allyship, and also tried to pay 
it forward. I’m quite aware that, just as I’ve been 
able to be an ally to others, I’ve gotten support from 
my own allies. The people I consider my biggest 
supporters have really listened to understand my 
experience and then leveraged that knowledge not 
just to help me but also to improve experiences for 
people everywhere in the company. Sponsorship 
from senior level white allies, both male and female, 
challenged me to advocate not only for myself, but 
also for other employees who may not have the same 
platform. Their support and our CEO’s passion for 
developing and retaining internal talent is the reason 
I was selected to represent our firm as a fellow for 
CEO Action for Racial Equity—a major collaborative 
initiative among businesses to advance systemic 
racism and social injustice. The allies who have 
advocated for me are also big supporters of our 
women’s Employee Resource Group (ERG)—the 
Global Women’s Alliance (GWA)—and our African 
American/Black ERG – Valuing the Inclusion of Black 
Experiences (VIBE). Several of them have served on 
the advisory board or as executive sponsor for both 
groups over the years.

John Hancock doesn’t have a formal allyship 
program, but we do have a number of informal 
initiatives. We have an allyship toolkit that shares 
strategies and resources to help managers and 
individual contributors serve as allies. We also host 
a company-wide speaker series where we bring in 
thought leaders to discuss what it means to be an 
ally in their own words and actions. Recognizing we 
had to take a strong stance, this past year the CEO 
of our parent company, Manulife, made a financial 
commitment of $3.5 million to support our DE&I 
initiatives. This includes leadership training, educating 

people managers about inclusive hiring, retention, 
and promotion practices, anti-racism training, and 
initiatives to create more inclusive teams. 

I think people in our company have embraced allyship 
in part due to how we have framed it. Before we begin 
new inclusion initiatives, we recognize that people need 
to have an understanding of how we got to where we 
are and why these critical conversations are important. 
People are more likely to listen when they can reflect on 
the data and history—when they have context about 
the structural nature of the issue. The facts about how 
we got here are imperative to share, and in doing so 
we have minimized resistance and fear of offending a 
colleague. Our conversations are not putting the blame 
on anyone but recognizing that we as an organization 
are trying to level the playing field for our colleagues 
who have been marginalized by systemic racism. 

Despite our progress, we still have work to do. One 
thing that comes to mind is that we need our white 
counterparts to start initiating conversations around 
allyship. I’d like us to think about how we challenge 
allies to consistently have these conversations and 
lean into discomfort. Right now, the people who 
are closest to the pain are the ones pushing the 
conversations and activism. We need the people 
closest to the power to drive these conversations. 
While it might be uncomfortable for a lot of us, we all 
need to hold ourselves accountable for making our 
organization and our country more equitable.
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What Allies Need to  
Know About Privilege 

Those wishing to serve as allies must understand the 
role of privilege, understand how it impacts their own 
lives, and honor the absence of privilege for those who 
are marginalized. 

Privilege describes dominant group benefits or 
advantages bestowed without having been earned 
or asked for. It often shows up in what people take 
for granted. For those who have privileges based on 
race, gender, socioeconomic class, physical ability, 
sexual orientation, or age, it feels normal.47 Thus, while 
privilege is invisible to those who hold it, it is quite visible 
for those to whom it is not granted. 

White privilege and white male privilege are referenced 
often in the literature and are critical in the context of 
social justice allyship. As one expert puts it, “I don’t 
have to think about it” is the essence of privilege.48 
It’s the freedom of not having any comprehension of 
nor having to think about how race or other identities 
impact one’s life.

White privilege reflects an institutionalized set of 
benefits granted to those who, by race, resemble the 
people who dominate powerful positions in business, 
government, academia, and institutions of all kinds.49 

Purely on the basis of skin color, certain doors are 
open to individuals who carry white privilege.50 

A key to understanding and owning privilege is to talk 
about it. As Robin DiAngelo notes in her book, White 
Fragility, it is critical for white people to have uncomfortable 
conversations about race so that they can recognize their 
privilege and understand how they benefit from “a society 
that is deeply separate and unequal.”51 

What gets in the way? Denial, in part. Many don’t 
believe they hold privileges others do not. It can be 
painful to admit that one’s success is not entirely 
earned, but it is necessary.52 A dedicated, effective 
ally pushes through the discomfort, learns to discuss 
concepts like privilege, and ultimately comes to 
understand that they can leverage their privilege to 
support others.

The Impact of Power and Privilege 
“The challenge leaders often face 
in relation to power and privilege 
is that they are unaware of the role 
it plays in their thinking, behavior, 
and in the management processes 
they establish—both formally and 
in unwritten ground rules.53 Equally 
important can be the negative 
reaction of those with power and 
privilege to the personal impact  
of change, even in the pursuit  
of equality. It is an issue perhaps  
best summed up by the widely  
used phrase: when you’re 
accustomed to privilege, equality  
feels like oppression.” 

— Rosie Cairnes, Skillsoft
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Interview: Individual Allyship in Action
For many people, understanding and owning 
their privilege catalyzes them to step up as allies, 
regardless of their stature or tenure within an 
organization. We spoke with Jessica Frey (she/
her) about her privilege and how she decided 
to use it to make change at EverTrue, where 
she serves as a Strategic Customer Success 
Manager. Here’s what she had to say...

I fi rst recognized my own privilege during undergrad 
in part because I attended a diverse college. I had 
grown up in a predominantly white upper-middle 
class suburb and had never been immersed in such 
a diverse community before. There was a wide variety 
of viewpoints, life experiences, identities, cultures, 
religions… It exposed me to new perspectives and ways 
of being. We were encouraged to challenge the status 
quo, amplify for others, and celebrate our individuality. 
After graduating, I was determined to use my privilege 
where I could to combat sexism and racism. 

Shortly after joining EverTrue in 2019, I proposed a 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DE&I) Committee to 
our CEO. My idea was that employees would volunteer 
to participate and work together to shape a strategic 
vision, map a DE&I mission statement, and begin 
to make real change within the company. I think it’s 
important to note that the culture at EverTrue was 
already nurturing and inclusive, so I felt empowered 
to bring the idea forward. Our CEO was supportive and 
approved the initiative. Within a month of its formation, 
a quarter of our employees had already joined.

Fast forward one year, and the DE&I Committee now 
meets weekly with active participants from every 
team. We have created three different task forces to 
help us focus our initiatives—one for organizational 
change, another for recruiting and talent, and a third 
for integrating DE&I into the business model. We have 
hosted a variety of virtual events, including a guided 
mindful meditation (a company favorite!), and created 
a new partnership program to give back our software 
to nonprofi ts who can’t afford our products and tools.

Thanks to the committee, EverTrue continues to 
make changes. For instance, we recently conducted 
our first employee survey to better understand 
our demographics. And in turn, we updated the 
company’s career page to better refl ect who we are 
and to ensure we are attracting talent outside of our 
individual networks. We’re designing a new holiday 
calendar that refl ects our mission of inclusion and 
recognizes days such as Juneteenth and non-Christian 
religious holidays. We also helped mitigate structural 
inequities related to remote work and who has a 
voice in meetings. To bring people together, we’ve 
started using a platform called DONUT that supports 
randomized informal “coffee conversations’’ among 
remote teammates.

We still have a ways to go on measuring success—it’s 
challenging to get at the right data, but we’re working 
on it. I want to see us get better at measuring the 
impact of our DE&I committee around metrics like 
retention and employee satisfaction. In the meantime, 
I’m satisfi ed around the progress we’ve been able to 
make and really pleased that so many employees have 
been able to come together to make an impact.
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Allyship and Intersectionality 

Intersectionality describes the unique way people’s 
identities interact with each other to impact access 
or barriers to opportunities at work or in society at 
large.54 Often, the resulting impact is discrimination, 
disadvantage, or oppression. 

Readers should note that intersectionality has its roots 
in social justice, oppression, and marginalization, and 
that Black activist, attorney, and academic Kimberlé 
Crenshaw coined the term decades ago.55 Crenshaw’s 
work focused on the experiences of Black women in the 
workplace who were facing overt discrimination based 
on the intersection of their race and gender.

Research demonstrates how a lack of intersectional 
approaches can thwart attempts at organizational 
allyship.56 Data shows that Black professionals are 
often conflated with all “people of color,” and that 
effective inclusion approaches for other groups—
notably white women—are often redeployed for Black 
professionals despite the differences in challenges 
these groups face. Figure 2 helps demonstrate just 
how unique the experience of Black professionals in 
the workplace can be. 

The concept of intersectionality is becoming increasingly 
important in discussions about allyship, as leaders 
understand that the key to creating an inclusive 
workplace is recognizing and valuing the multitude 
of employees’ unique identities. Allies recognize that, 
due to numerous identities, people may face multiple 
forms of discrimination and oppression. Likewise, each 
individual’s unique perspective contributes to a team 
and a culture of inclusive allyship.58

Black Black Black
Overall Men Women

White White White

19%

23%

16%

3% 2%
5%

Figure 2: Professionals Who Feel Someone  
of their Race/Ethnicity Would Never Achieve  
a Top Position at their Company57

No Journey is the Same 
“No experience or journey is the same.59 
Queer people often have experience 
as part of multiple marginalized 
communities. We may also be Black, 
indigenous or a person of color 
(BIPOC). We may be part of the 
disability community or face poverty or 
homelessness. The struggles of these 
groups often intersect with those of the 
queer community.

To be an ally, take the time to listen 
to the experiences of marginalized 
people and help us to live openly and 
authentically. Take the time to learn 
about the unique experiences of 
LGBTQ communities of color.”

— Human Rights Campaign
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Audit, Awaken, and Act 
Coqual offers a three-step process for allies to generate 
meaningful change through an intersectional lens:60

1.  Conduct an Audit: Conduct focus groups, 
interviews, and surveys to understand the 
views of your employees. This will provide 
valuable insight on workforce attitudes  
about systemic racism, privilege, and  
unique identities.

2.  Awaken Understanding: Create 
opportunities for employees to reflect on the 
culture they grew up in to better understand 
others. Hold listening sessions to hear the 
views of those who are underrepresented. 

Encourage people to begin speaking up 
about difficult issues, utilizing Brave Dialogue 
(For information about Brave Dialogue, please 
see pages 38-39.) 

3.  Act: Encourage collaboration among all 
identity groups to achieve outcomes and 
co-create solutions. Commit to specific 
solutions for your organization.
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Avoid Performative Allyship 

In the past year—in the wake of the murders of George 
Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and countless 
others—individuals and organizations have rushed to 
demonstrate their support for racial equity. In many 
cases, genuine progress has occurred, with new 
or renewed commitments to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion for BIPOC employees and others who are 
underrepresented or marginalized. Allies from dominant 
groups have actively advocated for those who are 
targets of discriminatory behavior. Authentic allyship has 
been at the forefront of these individual and systemic 
advances.61 

However, performative allyship has simultaneously 
emerged as a significant hurdle to progress. Catalyst 
notes that, “performative allies share their knowledge 
about inequity with others but don’t use their privilege 
and resources to make real change.”62 Allyship that isn’t 
rooted in change hurts the people it’s meant to support 
and maintains the status quo, which is both inequitable 
and demoralizing. 

Individual experiences tell the story. Black workers report 
that their employers often speak out in support of racial 
equality but don’t follow up by hiring Black executives 
or fixing racial pay disparities.63 Other examples of 
performative allyship include:64

     Posting social media pieces on racial justice 
without further action to press for change.

     Commemorating Equal Pay Day but not 
auditing salaries by race or gender to 
assess and correct pay gaps.

     Vocalizing support for Black Lives Matter 
but continuing to hire vendors that 
marginalize Black employees.  

     Talking about the importance of unique 
identities and differing perspectives 
while continuing to hire people with 
homogeneous identities. 

The Difference Between Authentic 
and Performative Allyship 
“With authentic allyship there is 
an obvious and genuine attempt 
to transfer the benefits of privilege 
to those who lack it, in order to 
advocate on the marginalized group’s 
behalf, and support them to achieve 
change.65 Performative allyship, by 
contrast, is where those with privilege 
profess solidarity with a cause…
usually vocalized, disingenuous and 
potentially harmful to marginalized 
groups. Often, the performative ally 
professes allegiance in order to distance 
themselves from potential scrutiny. In 
many cases, organizational leaders 
use performance driven activity in a 
way that they believe will protect the 
company brand from being highlighted 
in a negative way.” 

— Carmen Morris, Founder and 
Managing Director of Kenroi Consulting
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Fear Drives Performative Allyship 

Often, people want to support equity but hesitate due 
to fear of negative repercussions, real or perceived.66 
This can lead to a performative rather than a genuine 
stance around advocacy.

Since the only way to make change, particularly 
regarding systemic racism, is to practice authentic 
allyship, overcoming unease is critical. Indeed, if those 
who carry privilege are fearful of speaking out, they 
become part of the problem rather than the solution.67 

And at an organizational level, performative allyship 
can become part of the value system and the culture.68 

When this occurs, marginalized individuals are likely to 
suffer even more from ongoing, systemic, operational, 
structural, and racist policies.

Ample data suggests that dominant group 
members have far less to fear about speaking 
up and taking action than those from 
underrepresented groups.69 In contrast, the 
concerns of those who are marginalized are 
often warranted. 

Consider that:

     When a Black person confronts a racist 
remark they are viewed as “rude,” while 
a white person who does the same is 
perceived as “persuasive.”70

     When Black people advocate for diversity 
initiatives they are viewed as self-interested, 
while white people who do the same are 
seen as “objective.” 

     When women demonstrate that they 
value diversity at work, they receive worse 
performance ratings, while white men who 
do the same experience no repercussions.71 

     A Yale study found that male executives 
who spoke up often were given 10 extra 
competence points, while their female 
peers who did the same were deducted 
14 competence points.72 

The literature explores how individuals can 
lean into their discomfort, authentically and 
compassionately, in order to become better 
advocates.73

     Learn more about people with different 
identities such as gender, LGBTQ+ status, 
race, and religion without putting the 
onus on underrepresented peers and 
friends. Think about intersectionality and 
how it impacts others’ lives. Read, watch 
documentaries, and listen to podcasts. For 
a list of resources, please see pages 46-47 
in the Appendix.

     Instead of asking for answers from 
underrepresented employees, ask genuine, 
caring questions, such as:

     What challenges are you facing and  
how can I help with them?

     Do you feel psychologically safe here at 
work?

     Are you dealing with microaggressions, 
and how are they impacting you?

     Can I help amplify your voice (or that of 
others)?

     Work through potentially defeating concerns 
and fears with other would-be allies. Social 
Justice and Diversity Scholar Maura Cullen 
recommends examining questions such as:74 

     How do I gain competencies like 
patience and compassion to make 
meaningful change?

     How do I develop skills to foster 
conversation rather than create debate?

     How do I qualify myself to be an ally?

     What fears do I need to overcome?
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Allies Can Send  
Powerful Messages 
“Whether it’s launching team 
conversations about white fragility, 
holding all-hands meetings, calling 
out racially charged incidents when 
they happen, or introducing yourself 
with your pronouns, you can send 
a powerful message as an ally in 
a position of power and influence 
when you’re the one who takes  
up the work.”75 

— Human capital executive  
Daisy Auger-Dominguez
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How Can Allies Support  
Asian Americans? 

The alarming wave of COVID-related hate incidents 
aimed at Asian Americans in 2020-2021 is referenced 
on page 5. Many advocates believe employers are not 
providing adequate support for AAPI employees who 
may be impacted.76 

CEOs, scholars, and DE&I practitioners concur that 
inclusive workplaces have a responsibility to offer 
support for employees who have experienced anti-
Asian violence and associated racial trauma. As with 
incidents of Black racism, there is often hesitancy to 
do so. In the case of Asian American issues, there’s 
additional nuance: the pervasive model minority myth 
holds that Asian Americans are more successful than 
other racial groups, particularly across academic, 
financial, and cultural domains.77 This effectively denies 
that AAPI employees are experiencing racism.

Social justice consultant Kim Tran notes, “Part of the 
myth is that we stay quiet, we’re apolitical, that issues 
we’re experiencing are not valid or are not attached to 
our race. There’s a continual investment in upholding 
this myth, and we need to question who benefits from 
it, because it’s not us or other marginalized people.”

Even organizations that think they are addressing race 
often misstep when it comes to their Asian employees, 
focusing on race as a Black and white issue. In fact, “a 
vast majority [of diversity, equity and inclusion leaders] 
don’t know how to talk about issues around Asians of 
America in a nuanced and complex way,” due in part 
to a lack of knowledge and experience in doing so.78

What can allies do for AAPI employees?

     Get informed, using outside resources if you 
lack experience discussing and addressing 
Asian racial issues and AAPI history.79

     Recognize that some Asian American 
employees may be trying to power through 
their work days while carrying the emotional 
burden of increased violence targeted at 
them or people they love.

     Provide space for Asian American 
employees to process, grieve, and heal. 
Encourage them to practice self-care.

     Check in with AAPI colleagues by asking 
how they are doing; acknowledge their 
trauma, and offer to take a meeting off their 
plate or help with a project.

     Offer bystander and de-escalation training to 
support conflicts related to anti-Asian racism.80 

     Examine and correct pay and promotion 
inequities, remembering that professional 
AAPIs are the least likely racial group to be 
promoted from individual contributor roles 
into leadership.81
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What to Do if You Witness Anti-Asian Racism82 
Stop AAPI Hate is a reporting center launched in March 2020 to track the incidents of hate, 
violence, harassment, and discrimination against AAPI communities. The organization 
provides resources to address anti-Asian racism and support community-based safety 
measures and restorative justice efforts. 

They offer five strategies and safety tips to follow if you witness anti-Asian racism:83

1.  Take action by going to the targeted person and offering support.

2.  Actively listen and respect the targeted person. 

3.  Ignore the attacker by using your body language or de-escalate the situation.

4.  Accompany the targeted person and leave.

5.  Offer emotional support to the targeted person and help determine next steps. 
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Black Employees Need  
Allyship Partners 

Unsurprisingly, most research around allyship focuses 
on allies rather than the experiences of those they 
support. This is harmful to the allyship movement, and 
it reinforces the persistent problem of both male and 
white centering in discussions about diversity, equity, 
and inclusion. The limited data on the perspectives of 
those who are underrepresented indicates that BIPOC 
individuals prioritize genuine, reciprocal relationships 
with their allies.

In interviews with Black employees, researchers find 
that reciprocal relationships work best.84 Interviewees 
report a preference for their allies to act as partners 
who recognize their talent and help them apply it 
more effectively. Ideally, both parties benefit from the 
relationship and learn from each other. Interviewees 
identify two additional critical factors:

     Allies should embrace uncomfortable 
conversations and provide honest 
feedback. White managers often 
avoid giving critical feedback to Black 
subordinates and peers out of fear of 
appearing biased. “Yet it can be more 
biased to say nothing,” one respondent 
said, as avoiding difficult conversations can 
impede upward mobility for the person the 
ally is supposed to be supporting. 

     Interviewees also say that allies can help by 
providing advice on how to navigate racism 
traps that exist in the work environment. 
For instance, while a Black employee might 
not be aware that some of their actions 
are perceived negatively, especially in 
a white-dominant culture, a white ally’s 
compassionate, honest input can help. 

Allies Tackle White Supremacy and Racism
BIPOC employees need white allies who are willing 
to acknowledge the role of white supremacy in our 
culture, government, institutions, and workplaces. 
Doing so requires learning about the historical role of 
racism in oppressing BIPOC. Being anti-racist calls 
for a commitment to help actively dismantle white 
supremacy, and this work lies at the heart of inclusive, 
equitable organizations. 

White supremacy is the systemic, institutionalized 
centering of whiteness.86 It refers to a multitude of 
characteristics that “institutionalize whiteness and 
Westernness as both normal and superior to other 
ethnic, racial, and regional identities and customs.” 

Anti-racism, which is distinct from “not being racist,” 
is a call to action that requires all people, particularly 
those who are white, to examine their privilege, biases, 

Black Women and Latinas  
Need Better Allyship 
Discouraging data from LeanIn.Org 
indicates that, “despite an overwhelming 
majority of white employees seeing 
themselves as allies, less than half of 
Black women and only slightly more 
than half of Latinas feel they have strong 
allies at work.”85  Furthermore, a mere 
10 percent of Black women and 19 
percent of Latinas believe that their 
strongest allies are white versus 45 
percent of white women.

These findings underscore the need for 
white people to more fully embrace their 
roles as allies. 
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and experiences around racial identity.87 Anti-racism 
asks us to engage daily in tangibly supporting BIPOC 
coworkers. While not a new concept, Ibram X. Kendi 
has popularized this perspective in his scholarship and 
his best-selling book, How to Be an Antiracist.88

Anti-racist allies, like all advocates, bring empathy to 
interactions with those they support. When it comes 
to allies for BIPOC coworkers—especially at this 
point in history—a trauma-informed approach is often 
required.89 Allies who use this approach are cognizant of 
the traumatic experiences employees might be carrying 
every day, and they recognize that microaggressions or 
other incidents might trigger strong emotional reactions. 

To embrace compassion and a sense of safety in 
interactions with those who might be impacted by racial 
trauma, consider these recommendations in addition 
to the many other allyship strategies found throughout 
this report:

     Frame a conversation before it starts by 
describing the purpose.

     Invite questions and allow for pauses in 
conversation for all parties to process.

     Offer flexibility in when and how a 
conversation should take place.

     Utilize a mediator or other support person 
for the impacted individual.

What is Structural Racism? 
“Structural racism is a system in which 
public policies, institutional practices, 
cultural representations, and other 
norms work in various, often reinforcing 
ways to perpetuate racial group 
inequity.90 It identifies dimensions of our 
history and culture that have allowed 
privileges associated with ‘whiteness’ 
and disadvantages associated with 
‘color’ to endure and adapt over time. 
Structural racism is not something that 
a few people or institutions choose to 
practice. Instead it has been a feature 
of the social, economic and political 
systems in which we all exist.” 

— The Aspen Institute
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Spotlight on Male Allyship

Given the urgent need to focus on racial advocacy, 
less attention has been given to male allyship. And 
yet only two years ago, the #MeToo and #TimesUp 
movements placed male allyship at the forefront of 
workplace issues.

Organizations have far to go before women gain full 
equality with men regarding hiring, promotion, salaries, 
benefits, mentoring, sponsorship, networking, and 
support for caregiving.91 Male allies—who even in 2021 
hold the majority of power in most organizations—are 
vital to progress.

Results are Mixed
Progress related to gender equity and male allyship 
is occurring, but the results are still mixed. In several 
studies, significant majorities of men show support for 
women holding leadership positions in government and 
business, and they recognize challenges that women 
and other underrepresented groups face.92 However, 
women and men disagree on several key issues: 

     Almost 90 percent of men believe they 
are doing everything they can to support 
their partner’s career at home compared 
to 77 percent of women.93 Data shows 
that women continue to bear the brunt of 
household labor, and women believe that 
men do not fully appreciate the physical and 
mental labor required to manage household 
and parenting responsibilities.94

     Three quarters of men interviewed say they 
are doing “everything they can” to support 
gender equality at work but only 41 percent 
of women agree.

     Nearly 90 percent of men believe they would 
be a “good listener” to a woman reaching out 
about workplace harassment experiences 
but only 58 percent of women concur.95

Men Can Increase Awareness  
of Self and Others
Men can sharpen their self-awareness and learn 
more about those who might be impacted by 
microaggressions and marginalization in order to 
become genuine advocates. They need to push past 
fears, recognize that “silent allyship” is not real, and be 
willing to take risks.

If you want to be a male ally or encourage a culture of 
organizational allyship, consider these specific tips:

     Invest in understanding your own privilege, 
remembering that holding privilege isn’t 
necessarily a bad thing—it’s all about how 
you choose to use it.98 (Please see page 10 
for more about privilege.)

     Work hard on listening to understand.99 
Michael Welp, a thought leader in male 
allyship work, identifies this as a critical 
leadership skill that men—white men in 

“Men are doing everything  
they can to advance gender  

equality in the workplace.”

“Men at my work would be good 
listeners to a woman reaching 

out about an experience of 
workplace harassment.”
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particular—need to develop. This means 
making yourself available, validating 
experiences, and empathizing with others’ 
stories and needs.

     Self-educate without burdening women or 
others who need your allyship.100 Embracing 
and engaging in personal labor is part of the 
allyship process.

     Push past fears of retribution or loss of 
social capital. Data supports the notion that 
white men are the least likely to experience 
negative impacts based on advocacy, yet 
more than a third of men believe it’s really 
hard to step up or speak out when they see 
harassment or bullying.101 (Please see pages 
15-16 for more about fear.)

     Develop situational awareness in order to 
understand nonverbal cues.102 At meetings, 
for instance, observe who is talking, who 
is silent, and who is comfortable or not. 
What nonverbal communications might be 
occurring? Is there “an only” in the room? 

     Notice and act on microaggressions.103 
Do you hear sexist comments or racially 
offensive language? Are stereotypes 
pervasive? Is humor inappropriate? Learn 
how to react in the moment. Often the best 
response is a question, such as, “Can you 
clarify what you meant?”

     Seek feedback. Ask a trusted colleague 
to serve as an accountability partner 
and people you work with, at all levels, to 
provide honest input about your behavior 
and language.

     Become a mentor and sponsor for people 
who are different than you. Amplify 
the accomplishments of peers from 
underrepresented groups and introduce 
them to influential colleagues.104 Nominate 
protégés on their potential, not requiring 
them to prove themselves in advance.  
This may require putting social capital  
on the line, which can be an uncomfortable 
risk for some.105 

     Focus on intersectionality. Listen and learn 
from coworkers whose identities are unique.106 

Attend programs and ERG events at your 
organization to support and learn about the 
experiences of underrepresented groups.

Build a Community of Allies 
Lockheed Martin established a 
community of male allies with its 
White Men’s Caucus Learning Lab.107 
The three-day program brings men 
together to learn more about their role 
in creating inclusive cultures. They 
explore white male culture norms that 
often exclude others, and they learn 
how to forge workplace partnerships 
across difference.
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Allies for LGBTQ+ Communities

Like all multidimensional identities, gender identity, 
gender expression, and sexual orientation bring 
with them unique perspectives about work and life 
along with distinct career obstacles. The data on 
how employees who identify as LGBTQ+ experience 
workplace culture and inclusion compared to other 
employees is mixed. The findings below demonstrate 
positive trends in attitudes and allyship for LGBTQ+ 
communities along with ongoing concerns.

     The Center for Talent Innovation (CTI) reports 
that the sense of belonging among LGBTQ+ 
employees is higher than might be expected, 
which “may speak to recent gains in the 
LGBTQ+ movement in U.S. society.”108 

     McKinsey research indicates that 80 percent 
of senior leaders who identify as LGBTQ+ 
are out at work. (Please see Figure 4.)109

     80 percent of LGBTQ+ women below 
the level of senior vice president 
report having to correct colleagues’ 
assumptions about their personal lives.110

     Only 58 percent of LGBTQ+ women 
are out and only 32 percent of LGBTQ+ 
junior employees are out. One employee 
notes, “being authentic once you’ve 
made it is easier than being authentic 
when you haven’t.”111

     A significant 71 percent of women who 
identify as lesbian report experiencing 
microaggressions in the workplace.112 They 
hear demeaning remarks and are far more 
likely to feel they cannot talk about their 
personal lives. 

     LGBTQ+ employees often face significant 
legal barriers regarding immigration since 
many nations still don’t recognize LGBTQ+ 
relationships.113 This is a particular hardship 
and barrier to career advancement for 
workers in global organizations that expect 
rising employees to be able to relocate 
around the world.

     Only half of Fortune 500 companies  
provide benefits for domestic partners, 
while 71 percent offer trans-inclusive 
healthcare coverage.114, 115 

     Despite a landmark 2020 Supreme Court 
ruling extending protections to all LGBTQ+ 
people under the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
those who identify as transgender continue 
to face severe discrimination, stigma, and 
systemic inequality in work and society.116, 117 
The ruling does not protect trans individuals 
from microaggressions in the workplace, 
which they experience at higher rates  
than other groups.118 

Senior 
Leaders

Women

Overall

LGBTQ+ Employees Who are Broadly Out at Work

Junior 
Employees

72%

32%

58%

80%

Figure 4: Coming Out at Work is More Challenging 
for Women and Junior Employees119
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Practice Conscious Inclusion
Pride Leadership author Steven Yacovelli calls on 
leaders to step up as allies, noting that, “A consciously 
inclusive leader…is one who works not only to uncover 
and understand their own unconscious biases, but also 
to actively cultivate an environment of organizational 
diversity, inclusion, and belonging.”120  

DE&I strategies can help LGBTQ+ employees feel fully 
included at work, and building an inclusive environment 
helps all employees. In fact, straight participants involved 
in allyship programs are twice as likely to recognize 
discrimination against LGBTQ+ coworkers as employees 
at companies that do not have such a program in place. 121

How can Allies Help? 
A first step in supporting LGBTQ+ coworkers is to better 
understand their challenges. Allies should do their own 
research and learning. However, advocating for change 
can be challenging and intimidating, so starting or joining 
a group of likeminded coworkers can be helpful. Peers 
can help each other in learning more about LGBTQ+ 
inequities, in taking action, and in holding each other 
accountable. 

Consider these additional strategies to make workplaces 
more welcoming and equitable for LGBTQ+ employees:

     Be intentional about your language and 
correct mistakes.

     Learn how to use pronouns in support 
of people who identify as non-binary, 
and add them to your email signature. 
(Please see the Glossary.) 

     If you misgender someone, apologize 
and move on. Likewise, correct others 
who make mistakes quickly and as 
unobtrusively as possible.

     Consider other inclusive language, like 
partner instead of husband or girlfriend.

     When you are in the office, use symbols like 
a flag or sticker to symbolize support for 
LGBTQ+ colleagues.

     Actively address workplace inequities that 
hurt LGBTQ+ coworkers.

     Remember that trans employees 
deserve the same basic rights, such as 
safe and convenient restroom access, 
as all other employees.

Allyship Helps Everyone 
Boston Consulting Group finds that 
allyship programs matter even for those 
who aren’t active in them: “Even straight 
employees at companies with an ally 
group who choose not to participate 
in it are more likely to recognize 
discrimination and more willing to speak 
up compared with employees who 
work at companies that do not have  
an ally program.”122
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     Advocate for LGBTQ+ ally training. Bentley 
University offers employees an Ally 101 
Workshop comprised of a two-hour 
training that introduces attendees to basic 
concepts, language, and best practices  
for allyship.123

     Support and join LGBTQ+ events and 
initiatives, including ERGs designed to 
represent and address the needs of 
employees who identify as gay, queer,  
or trans.

     Actively mentor or sponsor LGBTQ+ 
employees who might feel marginalized or 
excluded.

     In your advocacy, be particularly sensitive 
to the unique experiences of LGBTQ+ 
individuals who are also BIPOC. 

Reverse Mentoring  
Enhances Understanding 
The multinational law firm Linklaters 
established a reverse mentorship 
program to deepen senior leaders’ 
understanding of LGBTQ+ people.124  
The experience supports data showing 
that reverse mentoring is an effective 
strategy for LGBTQ+ allyship. It allows 
leaders to ask questions and engage  
in open dialogue. 

One employee put it this way: “There’s 
this climate of fear. Reverse mentorship 
is really important because it gives 
people the opportunity, safety, and 
space to make a mistake.” 

Another participant described mentoring 
his company’s president: “He’s not 
homophobic or anything like that. He’s 
pretty open. But he never realized 
what needed to be done. It was only 
by engaging more, by having a direct 
example of what it means to  
be gay in the workplace that he realized, 
‘I need to get more involved, and  
visibly involved.’”
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Allyship for Disability and Mental Health

Disability inclusion is rapidly moving to the forefront 
of diversity, equity, and corporate social responsibility 
goals, and with good reason. Research shows 
that organizations that embrace best practices for 
employing and supporting people with disabilities 
outperform their peers and yet, discouragingly, 
people with disabilities are much less likely to be 
employed.125 Equally concerning are the workplace 
hardships people with disabilities face, often while 
not reporting those hardships or even revealing that 
they have a disability.126 

Consider the data:

     About 30 percent of the professional 
workforce has some type of disability.

     Only 39 percent of employees with 
disabilities have disclosed to their manager, 
and far fewer have told their teams, human 
resources departments, or clients.

     Many disabilities are invisible, contributing 
to nondisclosure. People with disabilities, 
especially those that are hidden, often  
have to grapple with whether or not to 
disclose their status.

Mental Health is a Hidden Disability
Mental health is an invisible and often unrecognized 
disability that deserves greater attention, and the global 
pandemic has underscored the need to prioritize mental 
health in the workplace.128

Bentley University research indicates that younger 
workers are particularly attuned to mental health 
needs in the workplace, with 67 percent indicating 
that they need more information and support related 
to mental health as they enter the workforce.129 Failure 
to understand employees’ mental health challenges 
can harm working relationships, inclusion efforts, 
productivity, and the bottom line.

Consider the following impacts of mental health 
disabilities in organizations: 

     Over 40 million Americans suffer  
from an anxiety disorder.130

     Employers are seeing an increase in health 
costs directly correlated to the treatment  
of mental illness, specifically anxiety.131

     Over 90 percent of employees report feeling 
stress at work, with one-third saying their 
stress level is high to unsustainably high.132

     Over half of workers report that their home 
life is negatively impacted by work stress 
at least once a week, and more than 50 
percent report related sleep loss.133

Figure 5: People with Disabilities are  
Much Less Likely to Be Employed127

Population by  
Disability Status

 Disability

 No Disability

  Not in 
Workforce
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Since the pandemic began, mental health concerns 
have accelerated. People have been isolated, sick, and 
grieving, causing trauma that will take time to better 
understand. Katherine Shear of Columbia University’s 
Center for Complicated Grief notes that the experience 
has “wide-ranging implications for the country’s 
reckoning with a mental health crisis and what industries 
can do to address it.”134

Consider that:

     More than half of workers with disabilities 
lost their jobs in the first several months of 
the COVID crisis.135 Still others feared job 
loss, resulting in increased anxiety.

     U.S. employees’ risk of depressive, post-
traumatic stress, and general anxiety 
disorders increased by at least 40 percent 
in the first few months of the pandemic.136 

Employees Who Disclose are Happier
Research indicates that employees who disclose their 
disabilities are more happy or content at work than those 
who cover. They are also less likely to experience anxiety 
or isolation. “Talking openly and visibly destigmatizes the 
topic and builds the sense that it’s okay to let people 
know your true self,” says one DE&I manager.138 

Suggestions to those considering disclosure include 
looking for signals of support during the hiring process 
and getting to know your manager to assess whether 
they are an inclusive leader.139

It’s also valuable to identify a trusted ally who you can 
confide in. One place to find an ally is an employee 
resource group (ERG). 

A Connection Council  
Supports Mental Health 
“As employers, as concerned parents, 
as leaders, as family members, I think 
we have a right and a responsibility 
to be concerned about the mental 
health of the people around us,” says 
Jim McCann, Founder and Executive 
Chairman of 1-800-Flowers.com.137 
His company recently created a 
“connection council” of mental health 
professionals to offer advice and elevate 
internal communications and initiatives. 
“Being able to connect with thoughtful 
professionals and bring their message 
to our community...it’s a bit of a gift,” 
says McCann. 

Employee Resource Groups are 
Vital to Disability Allyship 
ERGs can serve as “bottom-up” 
drivers of disability inclusion for 
employees.140, 141 They provide a 
vital communication link between 
impacted employees and the 
rest of the organization, including 
senior managers who are the most 
empowered to serve as allies.

They can also be particularly effective 
in helping people with disabilities 
navigate the “new normal” of remote 
work by advocating for adequate 
digital accessibility. And as the 
pandemic begins to recede and 
organizations become focused on 
a return to post-pandemic business 
demands, ERGs can play a vital role 
in ensuring that disability inclusion is 
not inadvertently deprioritized. 
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Become an Ally for Disability
Opportunities to embrace disability allyship are often 
overlooked, sometimes because well-meaning 
organizations and individuals assume that costs to 
provide accommodations are prohibitive. Yet data 
suggests otherwise. U.S. Department of Labor Office of 
Disability Employment Policy  reports that 59 percent of 
accommodations cost absolutely nothing, while the rest 
typically cost only $500 per employee with a disability.142

Ableism Prevents Inclusion Progress
Often, a first step in an individual’s disability allyship 
journey is to address ableism and ensure that, as an 
individual, you don’t practice or inadvertently support it 
in your workplace culture.

What is it? Ableism is bias against people with disabilities 
based on the belief that typical abilities are superior.144 It 
is rooted in the assumption that disabled people require 
fixing and that they are defined by their disability. Just 
like sexism or racism, ableism classifies an entire group 
of people as less than. 

Ableism can include hurtful stereotypes, misconceptions, 
or generalizations about those with disabilities. Examples 
can include buildings that aren’t accessible, buildings that 
don’t contain signs with braille, or workplaces that lack 
accessible websites. Making jokes about or mocking 
people with disabilities are also forms of ableism. 

Once you understand ableism, you are better prepared 
to serve as an authentic advocate for those with 
disabilities. 

Allyship for Autistic Job Candidates143 
“The knowledge base and technical 
aptitude of individuals (with autism) 
can be very high, so we had to figure 
out why we weren’t placing them. We 
discovered the problem—the interview 
process. We changed our approach to 
what the process should look like. Now 
we work with a local group to bring 
candidates in for a week-long academy. 
We offer teamwork and technical 
exercises, and a lot of training. At the 
end of the week, we have an idea of 
those who will receive a job offer.”

— Jenny Lay-Flurrie 
Microsoft’s Chief Accessibility Officer

People with  
a disability

People without  
disabilities

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

24%

13%

Figure 6: Do You Feel That You Have  
Witnessed Bias Based on Disability?145
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How to Serve as an Individual  
Ally for Disability
Consider the following ways to demonstrate  
allyship in your workplace:146

     Self-educate by reading books, watching 
videos, listening to podcasts, or attending 
ERG events in your organization.

     Believe people when they disclose a 
disability and listen when they request  
an accommodation. 

     Don’t assume you know what someone 
needs; ask them.

     Never touch a person with a disability or 
their mobility equipment without consent.

     Refrain from asking invasive questions.

     Only speak on behalf of a person with  
a disability if they ask you to do so.

     Center the lived experience of a person  
who has a disability rather than making  
the person out to be their disability through 
language. Use the phrase “person with a 
disability” or “individuals with disabilities” 
instead of “disabled.”147

Organizations can Embrace  
Disability Inclusion
One of the most important ways organizations can 
demonstrate allyship for people with disabilities is to 
make sure they have a seat at the table when decisions 
are being made.148 It is imperative that they have a voice 
regarding how their employer approaches disability 
inclusion.

Other allyship opportunities include:149

     Making hiring and retention of people with 
disabilities a top priority

     Starting an internship program for those 
with disabilities

     Creating an ERG for staff with disabilities

     Providing tools and technology and 
providing training on how to use them

     Incorporating accessibility into all events

     Offering awareness-building education 
programs for all employees

     Providing coaching, mentoring, and skilling 
or re-skilling programs to help people with 
disabilities grow and succeed150
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Allies for Age 

Despite federal laws against workplace age 
discrimination designed to protect individuals over 
the age of 40, ageism in the workplace is common. 
Hiscos research finds that one in five workers over the 
age of 40 experience age-related discrimination.151 

Of those workers, fewer than half file charges or 
complaints, either because they don’t know how to 
do so or because they are concerned about negative 
repercussions.

Almost half of the respondents say they have left 
a company due to experiencing or witnessing age 
discrimination. Making matters worse, workers who 
see others experiencing age discrimination tend to 
remain silent. Over half report that they don’t say 
anything out of fear of retaliation from their employer. 

To serve as an ally against ageism, consider the 
following:152

     Make a list of older people who stay relevant, 
continue to grow, and contribute to the 
organization. This helps disrupt personal bias.

     Offer skills training to all employees, not just 
those who are younger.

     Visibly intervene if you see age bias.

     Openly share what you have learned from 
younger or older colleagues.

     Ask coworkers of all ages if and how you  
can support them.

     Expand your networks and mentors or 
sponsors to include all ages.153

     Avoid the phrase “for their age” when giving 
a compliment or a critique.

     Organize age-diverse interview slates and 
hiring teams.

     Respect others. Do not ask people their age, 
even on their birthday.

     Challenge age-related stereotypes such 
as “they’re too young to be a director” or “I 
worry they won’t be able to keep up with us.” 

Establish a Wisdom ERG 
In response to age-related tensions 
and with awareness of how common 
ageism is in the tech industry, 
Airbnb has taken a novel approach 
to allyship.154 in light of tensions 
among different age groups and with 
awareness of how common ageism is 
in the tech industry.

The company has established a 
Wisdom ERG to encourage an age-
friendly workplace that is open to 
any employees over the age of 40 
and anyone committed to the goal 
of multigenerational inclusion. The 
initiative brings people of all ages 
together, helping both the business 
and its employees leverage the 
institutional wisdom and insight of 
mature employees. The age-oriented 
ERG addresses generational conflicts 
in the workplace and demonstrates to 
older generations that they are valued.
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Cultures of Inclusion are  
Key to Allyship Success

What is a culture of inclusion? It’s a work environment 
that ensures all employees—regardless of gender, 
race, sexual orientation, religion, country of origin, 
disability, age, and socioeconomic background—
are welcome, respected, and have access to equal 
opportunities. Characterized and nurtured by trust, 
encouragement, and empathy, inclusive organizations 
ensure that employees know they can contribute to 
decision-making, policies, and processes.155 Leaders 
play a significant role in establishing and sustaining 
such cultures.

Consider the data:

     Organizations with inclusive cultures are 
three times as likely to be high performing, 
six times more likely to be innovative and 
agile, and eight times more likely to achieve 
better business outcomes.158

     One study concludes that, in a 
10,000-person company, if all workers 
felt a high degree of belonging, 
the organization would gain over 
$52,000,000 annually from increased 
productivity.159

PwC’s U.S. Chairman Tim Ryan has worked to embed 
inclusion and allyship in every dimension of the firm’s 
work.160 He says that PwC is “fostering a culture of 
belonging rooted in thoughtful introspection, with an 
emphasis on allyship and critical dialogue so that 
everyone at the firm can reach their full potential.”

Boston Consulting Group has taken a similar 
approach, asserting that, “a culture of allyship 
is required to foster inclusion.”161 The firm has 
established strong policies and programs across the 
career lifecycle, and it believes that its leaders—due to 
their influence and visibility—are uniquely positioned 
to model allyship behaviors and nurture a culture of 
belonging.

And Deloitte defines allyship in the context of 
organizational values and goals. Figure 7 illustrates 
how the firm simply but explicitly communicates 
about its culture of allyship.

Figure 7: Define What Allyship Means in the 
Context of an Organization’s Values and Goals162

Allyship: noun (al-ahy-ship)

Being an ally means being 
emotionally intelligent, modeling 
inclusive leadership, and being 
aware of your own identity and the 
intersectional identities of others.

Allyship is not simply an add-on; 
it’s a part of everyday behaviors 
and an expectation that 
organizations should showcase. 

It’s supporting others even if your 
personal identity is not impacted 
by a specific challenge or is not 
called upon in a specific situation.
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Effective Organizational Initiatives
There is no roadmap or precise way that 
an allyship program should be designed or 
unfold, thus organizational initiatives range in 
size, design, and content. We highlight varied 
approaches below. 

Horizon Therapeutics explicitly promotes allyship in 
the workplace by identifying and supporting employees 
who demonstrate inclusive behaviors in their daily work 
with underrepresented colleagues and teams.163 The 
company seeks four characteristics in its allies:

     being good at learning and listening

     feeling comfortable speaking up and 
speaking out

     owning and sharing their own story

     modeling positive, inclusive behaviors

The firm thinks their allyship initiative has paid off, 
improving the culture and resulting in recognition as “a 
best place to work” by Fortune magazine and others. 
They believe they have created an environment where 
employees feel truly connected and have a voice in 
decision-making.

Microsoft’s allyship program teaches employees 
that there is no limit to who can benefit from increased 
inclusion.164 Core to their initiative is the concept that 
everyone has an opportunity to both serve as an ally 
and benefit from an ally. 

The program is centered on a ten-segment learning 
journey. Employees utilize online, self-paced classes, 
watch video scenarios with actors portraying work 
situations, and participate in facilitated workshops 
focused on skill-building and allyship behaviors. 

Microsoft’s allyship approach emphasizes collaboration 
to reduce threatening situations and encourage broad 
engagement. While some allyship efforts urge people to 
muster up the courage to confront those who speak or 
act in a non-inclusive way, Microsoft’s program aims to 
create a shame-free learning atmosphere for everyone.

“We know allyship is a huge lever in creating change,” 
asserts Microsoft’s Chief Diversity Officer.165 “It isn’t a 
‘check the box.’ It’s a behavior. It’s something we have 
to sustain.”

Accenture provides allyship to veterans with numerous 
intentional inclusion strategies. They start with 
recruitment. The firm utilizes its Military Recruiting Team, 
a group comprised of veterans who work to successfully 
align candidates with available roles. The recruiting 
team emphasizes direct, honest communications with 
candidates about expectations and the hiring process.

Before and after coming on board, military veterans 
have access to a variety of training options, including: 

     the Veteran Technology Training program  
that opens doors to tech positions  
throughout the firm

     the Student Veteran Program that helps 
current service members complete 
bachelor’s degrees

     the Junior Military Officer Program focusing 
on commissioned and noncommissioned 
officers who want to leverage their 
military experience for senior analyst and 
consulting positions 
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Military ERGs are central to the firm’s allyship efforts. 
The Military and Military Spouse ERGs host a variety 
of networking events and offers support for veterans.

Finally, the firm encourages individuals throughout 
Accenture to provide informal individual allyship. A simple 
“low-lift” example is having employees message applicants 
on LinkedIn to discuss their own journey with the firm.

Best Practices to Consider
In developing any organizational program, rely on best 
practices and view the journey as an iterative process, 
allowing for trial and error along with transparency about 
mistakes. Allow for flexibility and recognize that even the 
most sophisticated organizations will face challenges.

Consider the following recommendations:

     Work to embed a culture of safety. Toxic 
behavior can never be tolerated, and the 
tone from the top is critical when it comes  
to this quality.

     Adopt non-judgmental dialogue to nurture 
employees’ confidence to use their own 
voices.167 (Please see the Appendix, pages 
38-39 for the CWB Brave Dialogue framework.)

     In addition to relying on data from surveys and 
focus groups, utilize the power of one-to-one 

conversation and listening sessions where 
employees have a chance to share their 
stories and show their vulnerability.

     Establish a culture of “calling people 
in” respectfully, collaboratively, and 
non-judgmentally. Doing this will accelerate 
the impact of allyship initiatives.

     Leaders and all employees should admit 
mistakes, showing vulnerability.168 Learn 
how to distinguish between intent and 
impact, and be willing to discuss it.

     Celebrate the stories of ordinary people doing 
the right thing as allies and underrepresented 
individuals’ success stories. 

     Make a public commitment as an organization. 
Beyond financial commitments, prioritize 
employees before profits and ensure that 
your branding, client relationships, and 
vendor agreements prioritize inclusion.

     Ensure accountability on teams and among 
leadership. Leaders can establish a diverse 
personal advisory board—a group of people 
—often peers—who have regular contact 
with the leader and whom the leader trusts 
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to talk straight.169 These trusted advisers 
can give leaders granular feedback on 
organizational initiatives as well as their 
everyday individual behaviors that support or 
inhibit inclusion.

     Utilize an assessment tool to measure the 
effectiveness of your organizational and 
individual allyship initiatives. A tool can 
help evaluate the degree of understanding 
and commitment to allyship. Please see 
the CWB Allyship Assessment Tool in the 
Appendix on pages 40-41.

     Recognize the challenges of a virtual 
environment. Since spontaneous 
interactions that nurture connection aren’t 
happening during the pandemic, allyship 
needs to be more intentional. Make sure 
managers and leaders are sensitive to those 
who might be struggling in a remote setting. 
Encourage them to follow up with people 
if they see signals of trauma or exclusion 
during a virtual meeting. Institute a practice 
of virtual drop-in times, giving employees 
a chance to connect more spontaneously 
with managers and each other.

Intuit Makes Inclusion  
the New Norm166 
“The first step in this program is giving 
all employees who join the Ally program 
an ‘ally badge’ next to their name on 
Intuit’s internal intranet. Completion of 
the training also provides employees 
with a ‘safe space’ card that can be 
displayed in the employee’s workspace. 
It’s gamification to change the perceived 
norm—employees see badges and 
want to get their own, creating a domino 
effect that in turn brings inclusion into 
the new norm amongst peers.”
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Interview: Best Practices to Consider
We had a chance to speak with Matt Banks 
(they/them) in the Office of Diversity & Inclusion 
at Bentley University. Matt notes that allyship 
“shows up more in your actions than in your 
words.” Here’s what they had to say…

In response to the multitude of racist incidents and 
crimes in recent years and particularly in 2020, we 
knew we had to respond authentically and effectively. 
However, a number of our signature programs were 
already underway before the killings of George Floyd, 
Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery.

While we have had a Diversity Council for many years, 
in 2020 we launched a Racial Justice Task Force 
(RJTF) to double down in creating a more equitable 
and anti-racist campus for students, staff, and faculty. 
Several impactful allyship initiatives grew out of this. 

The first was our Racial Healing Practice 
Challenge. This is an eight-week series adapted 
from The Racial Healing Handbook developed by 
Dr. Anneliese A. Singh to provide practical reflection 
exercises that aid in collective healing from the impacts 
of systemic racism in our society. The program provides 
opportunities for individuals to reflect on the impact of 
race and for groups to engage in brave conversations 
about their discoveries.

Next, we formed a Whiteness Accountability 
Group (WAG) in response to calls from community 
members for more space and dialogue focused on 
skill-building and action to create a culture of anti-
racism. This is a six-week offering. It brings together 
participants and facilitators who identify as white to 
engage in a process of divesting from actions that 
perpetuate a white dominant culture. This program is 
designed for individuals who have done previous work 
and reflection about their racial identity, and it creates 
a space where we can discuss our experiences as 
racialized individuals openly and bravely. We grapple 
with the multiple ways whiteness, white supremacy, 
and racism show up in our lives and actions, and work 
to prepare each other to serve as better allies.

Finally, we updated our long-standing allyship 
program for the LGBTQ+ community. Our Ally 101 
Workshop includes a two-hour long training, with self-
reflection activities and action planning. It’s designed to 
introduce participants to language and best practices 
around allyship for the LGBTQ+ community, including 
folks within that group who also happen to be BIPOC. 
So we are making sure we talk about race even in our 
LGBTQ+ forums, recognizing intersectional identities 
that impact peoples’ lived experiences. 

What we’ve found over the past year is that promoting 
and developing true allyship requires us to provide 
opportunities for reflection and accountability. Many of 
us on campus have a strong desire to more effectively 
and intentionally show up for BIPOC individuals, 
however we aren’t always sure where to start or even 
what we need to do. We’re creating opportunities 
to help our community members start their own 
process of learning and movement as allies for BIPOC 
communities.
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Individual Allies Use Their Voices 

We have highlighted numerous allyship strategies and 
approaches throughout this report, giving special 
attention to allyship for unique identities—AAPI, BIPOC, 
LGBTQ+, and those with disabilities—and also exploring 
male allyship. Readers should review each section for 
numerous suggestions and examples.

In addition, all allies should learn to use their voices 
more effectively. Consider two powerful approaches 
described below: Amplifying Other Voices and engaging 
in Brave Dialogue.

Amplify Other Voices
Amplifying is a basic and easy way to act as an ally, and 
it can take several forms. 

In instances where someone from an underrepresented 
group might be dealing with trauma, allies can bring 
greater sensitivity to that amplification. Perhaps the 
traumatized person needs an ally to speak for them. 
As an ally, seek such knowledge discreetly and with 
sensitivity.

If you are a dominant group member, be aware of 
how much power you might have in reinforcing the 
acceptability of speaking up, and how much it might 
accelerate the momentum toward equity or justice. 
Consider just one example: Rachael Denhollander was 
the first person to speak publicly about Larry Nasser’s 
sexual abuse involving hundreds of victims on the U.S. 
gymnastics team.170 After she spoke, 265 gymnasts 
came forward.

Commit to Brave Dialogue
Honest conversations offer a powerful approach to allies 
as a way to gain understanding, advocate for others, 
explore conflict, and build trust. Such conversations are 
intentional, and often related to race, gender, or power. 
They help bridge difference and advance inclusion, 
emphasizing listening in the absence of judgment.

The Center for Women and Business (CWB) utilizes a 
Brave Dialogue framework.

This approach simultaneously requires and helps 
nurture courage, honesty, openness, and vulnerability. 
Allies should take the time to learn how to engage in 
such dialogue and understand why it is valuable. Next, 
they should practice with another committed ally so that 
the practice becomes part of their personal toolkit as an 
advocate. Ideally, individuals can catalyze organizational 
momentum around this approach, helping it become 
recognized and relied upon throughout their workplace. 
Please see the Appendix, pages 38-39 for the CWB 
Brave Dialogue framework.

Difficult Conversations  
are Essential 
“Difficult conversations with colleagues 
about their experiences are a critical 
part of being an ally in the workplace,” 
says PwC Chief Purpose and Inclusion 
Officer Shannon Schuyler.172 “We have 
to allow people to voice what they’ve 
been through, and the physical and 
mental exhaustion,” she says. “You have 
to be uncomfortable every single day or 
we’re not going to get this right.”
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Closing 

Educator and activist Jackson Katz states, “Your voice is 
your vehicle.”173 Maura Cullen adds, “Becoming effective 
allies means knowing when to listen and learn; and 
knowing when to speak out and educate. Although we 
don’t always get things right, the more we practice the 
more skilled we become.”

Allies working toward inclusion, justice, and equity 
must make a long-term and sustained commitment. 174 

Experimenting and innovating are part of the process. 
At times, there might be insufficient progress, which will 
be frustrating. 

It is important to recognize that allies are people and 
people are imperfect. Being an ally can be lonely. But it 
can also be transformative. Allies and underrepresented 
groups can be powerful partners for change. “Finding 
the courage and confidence to confront our own fear not 
only transforms our lives, it generates currents of courage, 
trust and hope.”175  

We encourage readers to move beyond performative 
allyship. True allies use their power, skills, knowledge, 
and relationships to advocate for change. Doing so 
requires pushing back against long-standing practices 
and attitudes. It is not easy, but change seldom is. 
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Appendix:  
Brave Dialogue

What is a Brave Dialogue? 

A brave dialogue is a tool for engaging in uncomfortable 
feedback conversations in the workplace. The approach 
requires honesty, openness, and vulnerability. In 
organizations working toward inclusion and equity, 
these types of conversations can happen in real time 
as a challenging dynamic arises or during more formal, 
private conversations. 

When is it appropriate to initiate a brave 
dialogue? 

One way to help you decide is to consider the possible 
outcomes of both having and not having the dialogue. 
You might consider the following reflection questions:

     What might I gain from having this dialogue? 

     What might be the outcome (for this 
interpersonal dynamic) if I choose not  
to have the dialogue?

     How might my experience at work improve 
or worsen by having this dialogue?

     What are the risks and rewards involved in 
having and not having this dialogue?

How do I ensure dialogue  
and prevent debate?

Dialogue is the reciprocal, honest, and open exchange 
of information between both parties, leading to shared 
meaning of the experience being discussed. This is a 
learning stance, with both parties demonstrating cultural 
humility and curiosity about one another’s point of view.

How do I develop cultural humility?

To develop cultural humility begin by examining 
your own culture; consider your values, learned 
beliefs, traditions, and the principles that guide your 
behavior. Understanding your own culture facilitates 
the development of cultural humility because it allows 
you to discern between your own preferences and the 
culturally-informed preferences of others.

To ensure a safe, constructive, and productive exchange, 
reflect on your goals in advance and consider using 
the following Brave Dialogue framework, adapting it to  
your own communication style.

“While no one conversation is guaranteed 
to change the trajectory of your career or 
life, any single conversation can.”

— Susan Scott,  
Fierce Conversations
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Assess the situation and whether it 
warrants a discussion. Ask yourself:

     What are my possible risks and gains?

     Who is my recipient and what are they like? 
How might they respond?

     Is my viewpoint accurate?

Address real or perceived personal 
roadblocks, such as:

     There isn’t a problem.

     There’s no benefit to talking.

     There will be negative consequences to talking.

Be aware of emotions.

     Listen with intention and empathy.

     Accept feedback calmly and thoughtfully.

Assume positive intent.

     Put judgments and views aside.

Focus on dialogue—not debate.

     Create an environment for dialogue.

     Make sure your own statements are backed 
up by facts.

     Don’t be repetitive.

Demonstrate personal  
and cultural humility.

     Hold yourself and others accountable.

     Commit to ongoing learning.

Be vulnerable, transparent and  
willing to admit mistakes.

     Have courage and willingness to learn  
from mistakes.

     Don’t be color blind; instead, honor all  
unique identities.

Create trusting, safe spaces.

     Honor inevitable discomfort, especially in 
dialogue about underrepresentation and bias.

Expect and accept lack of closure.

     “Hang out in uncertainty,” understanding 
that a situation might not have an immediate 
solution but may require more thought  
and discussion.

Fully commit to the dialogue by speaking 
up about bias, gender, and other 
representation issues.

     Remember that talking about the issues 
does not create divisiveness; dialogue is a 
step toward positive change.
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Appendix:  
Allyship—Assess Your Commitment

Individual 
Rate your personal level of commitment as a workplace ally  
on the continuum.

• Unaware of allies

• Disinterested 

• Apathetic or fearful 

• View DE&I as a zero-sum game

• Recognize biases and open  
to attitude change

• Beginning self-education

• Aware of unique identities—racial, 
stylistic, generational, sexual 
orientation, age, beliefs, work 
roles, and disability 

• Reasonably informed

• Seeking to build understanding 
and allyship skills 

• Recognize privilege

• Sometimes support initiatives/attend 
events that embrace inclusivity

• Visibly advocate for underrepresented 
groups and individuals; model allyship 
for others

• Hold self (and others) accountable

• Use privilege to interrupt and 
challenge bias 

• Have a diverse network of peers 

Unengaged

Aware and Learning

Committed to Progress

Engaged
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Organizational 
Rate your organization’s commitment to allyship in the workplace 
on the continuum.

• No focus on engaging allies

• Culture marked by apathy and 
unawareness

• View DE&I as a zero-sum game

• No DE&I education or events 
offered 

• No recognition of 
underrepresented employees

• Understand the need for a shift in 
workplace culture, but may not know 
how to go about making it happen

• Progress feels too slow

• Some DE&I systems and processes 
in place but not always utilized

• Unconscious bias training 
implemented

• Some visible allyship underway

• Space is offered for employees  
to engage in dialogue on 
challenging topics

• Organize and support ERGs

• Publicly show support and 
respond to inequity and injustice

• Link DE&I directly to business 
goals; weave it throughout all 
initiatives and interactions

• Metrics widely utilized for 
accountability—prioritize inclusive 
hiring processes and advancing 
underrepresented groups 

• View DE&I as a competitive advantage

Unengaged

Aware and Learning

Committed to Progress

Engaged



Gloria Cordes Larson Center for Women and Business42

Elevating Allyship in the Workplace 
Glossary

Ability: Symbolizes or categorizes people based on 
how they navigate society—physically, emotionally, 
psychologically, and/or mentally.176

Ableism: Discrimination of and social prejudice 
against people with disabilities based on the belief that 
typical abilities are superior.177

Access: One’s ability to know, find and/or use the 
tools and resources that will allow them to live whole 
and healthy lives.178

Ageism: Stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination 
towards others or oneself based on age.179

Ally (Allyship): A person who works actively to 
create equitable environments that affirm diversity 
and inclusion. The term was originally used to 
communicate straight allyship with LGBTQ+ 
communities. The term is now used more broadly and 
can refer to white allies for individuals who advocate for 
racial justice and male allies for men who advocate for 
women’s equality efforts.180

Ascription of Intelligence: Assigning a degree of 
intelligence to a person of color based on their race.181 

Bias: Prejudice; an inclination or preference, especially 
one that interferes with impartial judgment.182

Bystander Effect: The concept that when a group 
witnesses an incident, individuals are less likely to 
respond.183

Cisgender: A gender identity term used to describe 
people who identify as the gender/sex they were 
assigned at birth.184

Class: Widely used metrics for accountability. 
Prioritizes one’s position in the economic hierarchy that 
is determined by wealth, income, education or access 
to education, and geographic background.185

Code-Switching: The process of alternating 
between two or more languages or dialects—
including body language and other non-verbal 
cues—depending on the social setting.186

Cognitive Diversity: The wide variety of ways 
employees think about and solve problems. It 
recognizes the spectrum of styles by which individuals 
acquire knowledge.187 

Color-Blind Ideology: References a pretense that a 
white person does not see color or race.188 

Coming Out: The process by which an individual tells 
people in their life about their gender and/or sexual 
orientation; often referenced as “being out.”189

Confidence Gap: The difference in confidence that 
often exists between men and women and impacts 
women’s ability to succeed or thrive in their careers.190

Covert Sexism: Subtle, hidden, or invisible sexism 
that is built into social and cultural norms.191

Disability: A condition or function judged to be 
significantly restricted, in reference to the social 
systems that make it harder to function with a particular 
impairment rather than the impairment itself.192

Discrimination: Unfair treatment and actions based 
on prejudice (see below) including violence, threats, 
slander, and exclusion.193

Diversity: Differences in race, ethnicity, national origin, 
religion, age, gender, class, disability status, size, 
sexual orientation, personality type, communication 
style, education, and life experience, among many 
other aspects of identity that are present within, 
among, and between people.194

Dominant Group: Advantages and power benefiting 
an identity group derived from the oppression of other 
groups. This group may have superior rights and 
resources in society.195 

Equality: Treating everyone the same way, often 
while assuming that everyone also starts out on equal 
footing or with the same opportunities. Contrasted 
with equity.196

Equity: Recognizes that everyone in an organization 
does not start at the same place and ensures equal 
access to opportunity for all employees.197
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Gaslighting: Psychological manipulation that creates 
doubt in victims of sexist or racist aggression, making 
them question their own memory and sanity. This tactic 
is designed to invalidate someone’s experience.198

Gender Expression: Refers to how people express 
their gender identity. Everyone expresses their gender 
identity in different ways; for example, in the way they 
dress, the length of their hair, the way they act or speak 
and in their choice of whether or not to wear makeup.199

Gender Identity: One’s innermost concept of self 
as man, woman, a blend of both or neither—how 
individuals perceive themselves and what they call 
themselves. One’s gender identity can be the same or 
different from their sex assigned at birth.200 

Heteronormativity: Bias in favor of opposite-sex 
relationships and against same-sex relationships that 
assumes heterosexual relationships as the default 
and the norm, thereby positioning homosexual 
relationships as abnormal.201

Identity Denial: Making people of color feel 
precluded from another important group identity by 
ignoring the intersectional aspects of one’s identity.202

Inclusion: Broad concept that refers to the extent 
to which individuals from underrepresented groups 
feel valued and represented within all levels of an 
organization.203

Inclusive Workplace: A working atmosphere where 
all people—regardless of identity—feel a sense of 
belonging, are able to contribute fully, and thrive.204

Inclusive Leader: A leader who intentionally 
welcomes and incorporates the contributions of all 
within an organization to encourage teams to voice 
different perspectives.205

Intersectionality: Describes the unique ways race, 
gender, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, ability, 
status, and other social and demographic identities 
come together to inform peoples’ lived experiences. 
For more information on Intersectionality, read the 
CWB’s curated research report, Intersectionality in the 
Workplace: Broadening the Lens of Inclusion.206

Likeability Penalty: The double standard that 
men are expected to be assertive and confident, but 
women are criticized when acting the same, especially 

in performance reviews.207

Mainstream: Organizations, systems, people, etc. 
that represent the prevailing or dominant values and 
practices of a society with little or no focus to operate 
from the worldview of culturally-specific communities.208

Male Ally: A man who utilizes his privilege to advocate 
for and support women, along with initiatives and 
processes that advance gender equity. Also see Ally. 
For more information on Male Allyship, read the CWB’s 
curated research report, Men as Allies: Engaging Men 
to Advance Women in the Workplace.209

Marginalized Identities: Groups and communities 
that experience discrimination and exclusion (social, 
political, and economic) because of unequal power 
relationships across economic, political, social, and 
cultural dimensions.210

Microaggression: Subtle and normally unintentional 
slight—resulting from unconscious bias—that 
undervalues or demeans a person.211 

Microinequity: The pattern of being overlooked, 
underrespected, and devalued because of one’s race, 
gender, or ability.212

Microassault: Often conscious, explicit racial 
derogations characterized primarily by a violent verbal 
or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim 
through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or purposeful 
discriminatory actions.213 

Microinsult: Often unconscious behavioral/
verbal remarks or comments that convey rudeness, 
insensitivity, and demean a person’s ethnic, racial, 
gender, or other identity.214 

Microinvalidation: Often unconscious verbal 
comments or behaviors that exclude, negate, or nullify 
the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential 
reality of an individual based on their identity. Often 
occurs in the context of racial bias.215 

Minority Spotlight Effect: Making people of color 
feel uncomfortably aware of their group identity by 
singling them out.216

Model Minority: An identity group inaccurately 
perceived as particularly successful, often in the 
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context of education, career, or financial success. 
Asian Americans are often the targets of this myth, 
being characterized and stereotyped as more 
successful than other identity groups.217 

Multiculturalism: A concept that acknowledges and 
appreciates racial and ethnic differences, as these 
differences impact our lived experiences; concept 
contrasts with colorblindness.218 

Misogyny: Hatred or entrenched prejudice  
against women.219

Myth of Meritocracy: A myth that represents a vision 
in which power and privilege would be allocated by 
individual merit, not by social origins. We imagine that 
jobs and promotions go to those who most deserve 
them, but they are dominated by social connections. 
Statements which assert that race plays a minor role in 
life success.220

Oppression: The systematic social phenomenon 
of prejudice and social power that manifests on a 
personal, institutional, and societal/cultural level. The 
result is the exploitation of one social/identity group by 
another for the benefit of the agent/oppressor group.221

Overt Sexism: Intentional, visible, and unambiguous 
sexism.222 Also see Sexism.

Performative Activism: Occurs when individuals 
share their knowledge about inequity with others but 
don’t use their privilege and resources to make real 
change.223 Also see Performative Allyship.

Performative Allyship: Similar to performative 
activism, this is a self-serving form of allyship where the 
focus is on the ally obtaining recognition for being an 
advocate while doing minimal or inauthentic work.224, 225

Privilege: Power and advantages benefiting a 
dominant identity group based on the historical 
oppression of other identity groups.226

Pronouns: Pronouns can be used as a way to promote 
inclusion and recognize that someone is non-binary or 
wants to support those who are non-binary. Examples 
of pronouns an individual may use include She/
Her/Hers, He/Him/His or They/Them/Theirs. Some 
individuals use other less common gender-neutral 
pronouns, such as Xe/Hir/Hirs, or use no pronouns at 

all. The phrase “preferred pronouns” is being phased 
out as it denotes that gender is a choice.227

Psychological Safety: An environment where 
workers feel safe to speak up, make mistakes,  
and be themselves without fear of punishment  
or judgment.228

Racism: The marginalization and/or oppression of 
people of color based on a socially constructed racial 
hierarchy that privileges white people.229

Readiness Gap: A concept describing the difference 
between aspirations and actions related to creation of 
an inclusive organization; organizations often state that 
inclusion and belonging is important yet few are ready 
to effectively address it.230 

Oppression: Refers to the state of being subject  
to unjust treatment or control.231 

Sexism: The cultural, institutional, and individual set of 
beliefs and practices that privilege men, subordinate 
women, and devalue ways of being that are associated 
with women.232

Stereotype: Blanket beliefs and expectations 
about members of certain groups that present 
an oversimplified opinion, prejudiced attitude, or 
judgment. They go beyond necessary and useful 
generalizations in that they are typically negative, 
based on little information, and highly generalized.233

The Only: References the experience of being the 
only person of a particular group in an organization or 
team, such as the only woman, the only person with 
a disability, the only Millennial, etc. The experience 
can result in: increased discrimination; increased 
anxiety and pressure; fear of making mistakes; and 
confirmation of negative stereotypes.234

Transgender: An adjective that describes someone 
whose gender identity does not correspond to 
the gender that they were assigned at birth, also 
referenced as trans. Note that to describe someone as 
“transgendered” is incorrect.235 

Unconscious Bias: Social stereotypes outside of 
a person’s conscious awareness; these influence 
decision-making and behavior in ways the person 
does not notice.236
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Underrepresented Groups: A group of people 
whose members are often disadvantaged and 
subjected to unequal treatment by a dominant group.237 

White Fragility: The defensiveness, clumsiness, and 
anger that white people display when confronted with 
matters of race. It’s a state of mind that captures how 
little it takes to upset white people.238, 239

White Guilt: Can occur when white people learn 
about the systemic oppression against people 
of color, recognize unearned racial privilege, and 
acknowledged racist attitudes, resulting in a sense of 
responsibility for their attitudes and behavior or those 
of others.240

White Supremacy: White supremacy is the systemic, 
institutionalized centering of whiteness. It refers to 
a multitude of characteristics that “institutionalize 
whiteness and Westernness as both normal and 
superior to other ethnic, racial, and regional identities 
and customs.”241

Xenophobia: An unreasonable fear, distrust, or hatred 
of strangers, foreign peoples, or anything perceived as 
foreign or different.242
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