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T
he Department of the Air Force (DAF) has placed a strategic focus on improving talent 
management, including how to build a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive workforce. 
To support the DAF’s efforts, RAND Project AIR FORCE was asked to (1) provide targeted 
benchmarks and a planning tool that will allow the DAF to evaluate the demographic com-

position of the active duty workforce overall and functional areas in this workforce and (2) identify 
practices and opportunities that the DAF can use to support diversity in critical career fields. 

As part of the second objective, we conducted a qualitative review of talent management pro-
grams and practices in the DAF and in the private 
sector. This report describes private-sector efforts to 
address talent management through a diversity, equity, 
and inclusion (DEI) lens. Specifically, we describe 
examples of DEI efforts taken by several private-sector 
organizations that were identified as being among the 
top employers for diversity, supplemented by a review 
of available scholarly literature on promising practices 
in DEI talent management. The goal of this report is 
to share what private-sector organizations and aca-
demic literature have identified as promising practices 
regarding DEI and talent management that should 
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be relevant to DAF efforts.2 A separate companion 
report provides a review of internal DAF efforts to 
address talent management through a DEI lens and 
identifies ongoing efforts in various career fields 
or accession sources that the DAF could consider 
applying more widely. 

It was beyond the scope of the project to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of the organizational practices 
identified from our interviews and outlined in this 
report. We label these practices as promising based 
on trends reported by the company representatives 
we interviewed and support for some practices in the 
wider academic literature. We further acknowledge 
that outcomes and the success of these practices are 
self-reported and suggest that there is more be done 
to evaluate their effectiveness. As Lisa M. Leslie 
(2019) suggests, future evaluations should go beyond 
relying on the most-commonly used measure to 
gauge DEI initiative success—increased demographic 
representation—and include measurements of 
engagement, extrinsic diversity motivation, climate 

perceptions, and others to assess the value of DEI 
practices more holistically. Finally, organizations can 
focus on various dimensions of diversity (e.g., gender, 
race and ethnicity, and disability). In this report, we 
consider diversity broadly, but with gender and race 
and ethnicity as a foundational goal.

Methodological Approach 

We conducted a qualitative review of promising prac-
tices for fostering DEI in private-sector organizations 
using two primary sources of information: (1) inter-
views with representatives from select organizations’ 
DEI offices and (2) a systematic review of scholarly 
literature on talent management practices related to 
fostering DEI. In this section, we outline our meth-
odological approach. Additional details are included 
in Appendix A.

KEY FINDINGS
 Defining DEI and socializing those definitions can help to provide workforces with a common foundation 

for other practices.

 Organizational DEI strategies often include both internal goals, such as increasing representation and cre-

ating inclusive environments, and external ones, such as making efforts to improve supplier chain diversity 

and supporting community engagement.

 Organizations use DEI oversight boards and officers who help administer policy, provide clear lines of 

responsibility, and help to ensure accountability.

 Measures of progress continue to focus on traditional measures of representation or participation rather 

than changes in knowledge, skills, or behaviors.

 Organizations engage in specific efforts to help foster an inclusive culture, which is viewed as critical to 

their ability to be top-performing companies.

 There has been a trend to include more voluntary, self-guided, and experiential DEI trainings.

 Organizations take a multipronged approach to outreach and recruiting for diversity, including partner-

ships with minority-serving institutions (MSIs), nonprofits, and career- or skill-specific entities to help build 

diverse youth talent pools.

 Organizations sponsor employee resource groups (ERGs) to provide additional avenues for employee sup-

port and development and additional recruiting of a diverse workforce.1

 Leadership development programs involve networking sessions with C-suite-level executives, ongoing 

mentorship by an executive, and a capstone event.
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Interviews with Top-Rated 
Organizations for Diversity 

To help identify potential organizations to target for 
interviews, we developed an initial list of private-
sector organizations, specifically including defense 
and aerospace organizations that had been recog-
nized for their DEI-related practices. From March 
through July 2021, we were able to conduct virtual 
interviews with representatives of the chief diversity 
offices of seven private-sector organizations. The 
organizations we were able to interview are:

• Boeing 
• Comcast NBCUniversal
• Lockheed Martin 
• Marriott International
• Northrop Grumman
• Progressive 
• a multinational aerospace company that asked 

not to be identified.

We used a semistructured interview approach 
to guide our discussions with these organizations. 
Questions focused on policies and practices for 
improving the organization’s DEI across the talent 
management life cycle (e.g., outreach and recruit-
ing, training and development, and retention). We 
then used a structured coding approach to identify 
themes and findings across the organizations, apply-
ing a DEI lens to their talent management policies 
and practices. 

Review of Empirical Literature 

We conducted a systematic literature review to iden-
tify effective DEI practices through review of empiri-
cal findings in academic literature. We limited our 
initial search to peer-reviewed sources published 
within the past 10 years (2010–2020) as well as rele-
vant book chapters published in the same time frame. 
We focused on studies of adults in paid employment 
settings, excluding children and education settings 
unless the study was about employees in the educa-
tion field, and unpaid labor. We then supplemented 
this initial search using snowball sampling methods 
to identify additional literature that might have been 

outside our initial time frame but that met other 
criteria and are frequently cited. 

We incorporate key findings from the literature 
in the sections below to highlight when organizational 
practices identified through our interviews are sup-
ported with empirical evidence. We also note any 
additional talent management practices that show 
empirical support for their use but that might not have 
been specifically discussed during our interviews. 

Organizations Provide 

Definitions of Key Terms to 

Build Foundations for Their 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 

Culture

As more organizations have recognized the impor-
tance of diversity to their missions, there has been 
a shift from focusing primarily on ensuring diverse 
demographic representation in an organization to 
ensuring that an organization also has an equitable 
and inclusive environment. Thus, most organiza-
tions now focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion 
as intertwined concepts and efforts. In the following 
sections, we provide an overview of how scholars and 
organizations define each of these concepts. 

Definitions of Diversity Have Evolved 
Beyond Traditional Demographic 
Descriptions

The way organizations define diversity has evolved 
over the decades. The focus on diversity has pro-
gressed from looking at traditional demographic 
categories—such as race and ethnicity, gender, 
and age—to focusing on a variety of attributes that 
reflect the different backgrounds and experiences 
that personnel bring to the organization (Lim, Cho, 
and Curry Hall, 2008). One 2015 review noted that 
millennials, in particular, were more likely to define 
diversity in cognitive terms—the individual mix of 
unique experiences, identities, ideas, and opinions—
rather than the purely demographic terms of older 
generations (Smith and Turner, 2015). Consistent 
with this evolution, all the organizations included in 
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this study defined diversity broadly. Three examples 
of such definitions follow: 

“A collective mixture of differences that 
includes, but [is] not limited to, individual and 
organizational characteristics, values, beliefs, 
experiences, backgrounds, preferences, and 
behaviors.” —Northrop Grumman

———

“All dimensions and characteristics that make 
people unique such as race, gender, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, ethnicity, veteran 
status, generation, ability, experiences, think-
ing and working styles.” —a multinational 
aerospace company

———

“At Lockheed Martin, we define diversity as 
the various attributes we each possess based on 
characteristics from birth, experiences we have 
had, and decisions we have made.” —Lockheed 
Martin

However, as we discuss in later sections, most 
organizations still focus primarily on measuring rep-
resentation in their organization based on the more-
traditional categories of race, ethnicity, and gender. 
This continued focus on more-traditional categories 

of diversity when tracking actual representation in 
an organization aligns with previous recommenda-
tions for the U.S. Department of Defense, which note 
that diversity initiatives can be hard to track and can 
make accountability difficult if definitions are too 
broad and do not focus on specific characteristics 
that should be fostered in a workforce (Lim, Cho, and 
Curry Hall, 2008). 

It should be noted that, when organizations 
focus on tracking certain perspectives, it is important 
that they comply with various legal protections of 
individuals.

Equity Focuses on Fair Treatment of 
Employees Based on Need

Definitions become particularly important when 
organizations seek to discuss the concept of equity, 
which is often confused with, but is distinct from 
the concept of, equality. Indeed, definitions of equity 
and equality are frequently used by researchers, 
policymakers, academics, analysts, and others as if 
they are interchangeable (Espinoza, 2007). Equity 
is associated with fair or just treatment of people, 
recognizing that individuals have had different life 
experiences and come from circumstances that might 
either better prepare them for success or curtail 
their exposure to opportunities that could help them 
succeed in an organization. Equity, thus, focuses 
on fairly treating individuals based on their needs 
(see Espinoza, 2007). Equality is the concept that all 
people are treated the same, regardless of individual 
circumstances. There is some subjectiveness involved 
in delineating the concepts, for example, what is 
considered fair, just, or fair treatment. This subjec-
tiveness underscores the importance of defining the 
concept of equity and, perhaps, using it as a point of 
conversation about what an equitable culture looks 
like in an organization. One organization’s definition 
of equity included ensuring equality of opportunity 
for all in company policies, practices, and behaviors, 
noting that success is achieved when employees feel 
that there are no barriers to reaching their full poten-
tial. A direct example of an organizational definition 
of equity follows:

Definitions become 
particularly important 
when organizations 
seek to discuss the 
concept of equity, 
which is often confused 
with equality.
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“The fair treatment, access, and opportunity 
for all, while striving to identify and eliminate 
inequities and barriers. Equity is treating each 
individual according to their needs not the 
needs of the whole.” —Northrop Grumman

Inclusion Focuses on Individuals 
Feeling Welcome and Valued While 
Contributing to the Organization 

There have been a variety of definitions for inclu-
sion in academic literature (see Shore, Cleveland, and 
Sanchez, 2018). However, following a well-accepted 
conceptual model (Shore et al., 2011), definitions 
often focus on the importance of valuing uniqueness 
or diversity and providing a sense of belonging for 
all individuals. For example, Bernardo M. Ferdman 
(2017) broadly defines inclusion as when “people of 
all identities and many styles can be fully themselves 
while also contributing to the larger collective, as 
valued and full members.” Definitions of inclusion 
from the organizations in our study reflect similar 
themes. We note that although belonging is often 
conceptualized as a key aspect of inclusion, Northrop 
Grumman designates it as a fourth key focus area, 
separate from inclusion, defining it as “the percep-
tion that you belong to a work group and you are an 
accepted and essential member of that group.” Three 
examples of organizational definitions of inclusion 
are as follows:

“The company’s commitment to diversity 
means providing a work environment for all 
employees that is welcoming, respectful and 
engaging, with opportunities for personal and 
professional development.” —Boeing

———

“Inclusion is the daily commitment we make 
to consciously and actively exhibit behaviors 
that ensure the people around us feel valued, 
welcomed, and respected for who they are as 
individuals.” —Progressive 

———

“Viewing diversity as an asset that enriches the 
organization and allows all employees to bring 
their whole, authentic selves to work every day, 
contributing diverse ideas, perspectives and 
talents to help solve our customers’ toughest 
challenges.” —Northrop Grumman

These definitions are important for organiza-
tions to ensure that their workforces have a common 
understanding of the problems that they are trying 
to solve. This provides a foundation on which DEI 
practices can be built. In our research, we learned 
that organizations share their definitions of these 
concepts with their employees in a variety of ways, 
including posting them on internal and external 
websites. In the following sections, we discuss some 
of the promising practices that organizations shared 
with us when describing their efforts to build more-
inclusive cultures and improve talent management. 

Organizations Strive to Develop 

an Organizational Climate and 

Culture in Support of Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion

Organizations Have Overarching 
Strategies to Guide Their DEI Activities 

As part of our interviews with industry representa-
tives, we asked whether their organization has a 
strategy for DEI, an oversight structure, and associ-
ated measures of progress. All organizations dis-
cussed having an overarching DEI strategy, with 
most describing specific DEI goals or pillars that 
they focus on. In general, the DEI strategies focus on 
increasing diversity in the form of demographic rep-
resentation, ensuring equal opportunity in their poli-
cies and practices, and fostering an inclusive work-
place environment. In many cases, representatives 
discussed having specific demographic representa-
tion goals that they have committed to over the next 
years and highlighted specific programs or initiatives 
to help ensure equity and inclusion. 

For example, Boeing states that its strategy is 
based on the three principles of “equity for all, team 
of all, and inclusion for all” with specific actions that 
are aligned with each of these principles. Progressive 
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describes four key pillars : (1) an inclusive work envi-
ronment, (2) representation in its workforce (i.e., the 
company wants to be representative of its customer 
base), (3) leadership who are representative of the 
people they lead, and (4) support for the communities 
in which employees work. Like Progressive’s focus on 
local communities, other organizational representa-
tives also described strategies that went beyond the 
internal organization or workforce. For example, 
one multinational aerospace company highlighted 
the following four pillars for action: (1) workforce 
diversity (e.g., setting specific goals on gender and 
people of color in leadership roles), (2) community 
engagement (e.g., sponsoring scholarship, mentor-
ship, and fellowship programs), (3) public policy (e.g., 
establishing defense fellowships with the Congres-
sional Black Caucus Foundation), and (4) supplier 
diversity (e.g., committing to direct more spending to 
minority-owned suppliers).

There is support of the need for strategies or 
plans to guide organizational change. One review 
cited Kurt Lewin’s three-phase change process of 
unfreezing, transitioning to a new stage, and refreez-
ing (Stouten, Rousseau, and De Cremer, 2018). The 
first stage involves establishing a vision and change 
plan to prepare for the transition to new systems, 
structures, or procedures before putting those 
changes in place and consolidating them. Jeroen 
Stouten, Denise M. Rousseau, and David De Cremer 
(2018) summarize several other change management 
models that place emphasis on the importance of 
developing a plan that aligns reforms with strategic 
objectives to help employees understand an organiza-
tion’s decisionmaking. 

Governance Boards Help Oversee 
Organizations’ Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion Activities

To help guide and monitor progress related to their 
DEI strategy and associated initiatives, all the orga-
nizations we spoke with described having some 
sort of board that provides oversight of the orga-
nization’s DEI efforts.3 All organizations have an 
executive-level board that usually includes the chief 
executive officer (CEO) and other senior-level lead-

ers. In the case of Marriott, the board committee is 
chaired by a member of its board of directors and 
includes all direct reports to the CEO. In addition 
to an executive-level board, all the organizations 
included in our review have several additional levels 
of boards or committees to further support their 
DEI activities. For example, most of the organiza-
tions have additional separate councils or teams to 
represent different sectors or parts of their business. 
In some cases, organizations described having boards 
or councils that focused on specific aspects of DEI. 
Boeing described having a separate racial equity task 
force to focus on equity issues. Comcast described 
having an external Joint Diversity Advisory Council 
that includes national civil rights leaders and other 
political and business members that represent differ-
ent demographic communities. The external council 
provides advice to Comcast’s senior leaders. In addi-
tion to these oversight boards, all the organizations 
included in our interviews had designated chief DEI 
officers or managers who were responsible for over-
seeing and coordinating efforts related to DEI across 
their organization. 

The importance of these types of oversight 
structures has some support in the literature. For 
example, Frank Dobbin, Alexandra Kalev, and Erin 
Kelly (2007) indicate that creating a diversity man-
ager position or task force leads to the promotion of 
both women and minorities, as these positions help 
to create solutions that are customized to the barriers 
for promotion that arise in an organization. Kalev, 
Dobbin, and Kelly (2006) indicate that diversity com-
mittees help to increase the proportion of women and 
minorities in an organization’s management, indi-
cating that these structures help to promote diverse 
candidates to management positions. The study also 
noted that appointing a manager or committee with 
responsibility for guiding change was likely more 
effective than other programs, such as diversity 
training, mentoring programs, or diversity evalua-
tions, alone. In another study, diversity managers or 
boards were found to have some impact on retention 
efforts, which are discussed below. These boards 
and structures help to create solutions to issues that 
underrepresented minorities face, which, when 
addressed, can remove factors that lead to staff turn-
over (Dobbin, Kalev, and Kelly, 2007). Research also 
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finds that having diversity managers helps ensure 
accountability in an organization, particularly among 
hiring managers, which can improve the effectiveness 
of diversity-related reforms that an organization puts 
into place (Dobbin, Schrage, and Kalev, 2015). 

Measures of Effectiveness 
Focus Primarily on Demographic 
Representation and Employee 
Perceptions of the Work Environment

As part of our interviews, we asked whether each 
organization has specific performance metrics to 
help evaluate its progress on DEI goals. Previous 
work in this area notes that many diversity initia-
tives fail because they lack evidence of their effec-
tiveness (Lim, Cho, and Curry Hall, 2008). Across 
the organizations we spoke with, the focus is not 
only on demographic representation and assessing 
the extent to which they have diverse demographic 
representation overall but also on who is being 
brought into the organization, compared with avail-
ability in the general workforce; who is brought into 
leadership teams; and even such areas as supplier 
diversity. Several organizations described having 
internal scorecards, and most organizations report 
information on demographic representation to the 
public through external reports, often put out annu-
ally. To assess their overall workplace climate in 
support of DEI, more than one organization also 
described a focus on measuring employee percep-
tions of an inclusive work environment through 
survey methods and feedback from town halls, 
ERGs, and other groups. Detailed results from these 
measures are not included in public-facing reports 
but are instead described as part of their managerial 
measurement and engagement efforts. 

As we discuss in the next several sections, met-
rics assessing the effectiveness of specific organiza-
tional practices or programs that aim to improve DEI 
often tend to focus on participation (e.g., how many 
people signed up as part of ERGs or participated in 
certain training programs) and general satisfaction 
instead of measuring whether there was a change in 
knowledge, skills, or behaviors, for example. How-
ever, several organizations did describe having an 

increased focus on using data to try to assess the 
impact of certain programs. For example, Progressive 
reported that it looks at how quickly individuals who 
went through the program move up to the next-level 
role compared with their peers of similar experience 
and background. 

Organizations Use Multiple Strategies 
to Foster an Inclusive Organizational 
Culture 

In addition to asking about clear strategies, oversight, 
and measures of progress, we asked representatives 
about how their organizational culture helps support 
DEI. We were able to discuss some aspects of orga-
nizational culture with all seven organizations we 
interviewed. Four interviewees noted that having an 
inclusive culture was critical to their ability to be top-
performing companies and that the importance of 
ensuring that culture was tied to the company’s core 
values; they also mentioned the need to ensure the 
buy-in of all employees. However, practices to build 
those cultures varied and are not easily generalizable. 

For example, Marriott’s representative said 
this about the culture at the company: “[We] have a 

Metrics assessing 
the effectiveness of 
organizational practices 
that aim to improve DEI 
often tend to focus on 
participation instead 
of measuring whether 
there was a change in 
knowledge, skills, or 
behaviors.
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strong culture tied to core values. For DEI, it is put-
ting people first; that is foundational to our history 
and our culture of inclusion, and we are very people-
oriented in everything we do.” Boeing’s representa-
tive spoke at length about the company’s push to 
change the culture at an enterprise level. This change 
involved ensuring that leaders and employees build 
habits to seek out DEI issues that might be uncom-
fortable to talk about; have the confidence to speak 
about ethics and ideas, challenge problematic behav-
iors, and be creative in finding solutions; and listen to 
those around them without judgment. This represen-
tative noted that these steps sounded easy but were 
difficult to practice consistently.

Organizations hold leaders accountable for 
DEI efforts. Three companies discussed account-
ability measures to ensure that leaders prioritized 
organizational DEI objectives. In particular, these 
companies discussed recruiting and hiring manag-
ers’ abilities to attract diverse applicants and leaders’ 
abilities to create and train diverse teams. They con-
sidered thinking of DEI as a leadership competency 
and tying action to performance reviews or tying 
compensation or bonuses to accomplishing actions 
that further progress on organizational DEI goals. 
Our Comcast interviewee noted that systemic change 
in some organizations, civilian or military, has to be 
mandated and incentivized using compensation to 
ensure managers make DEI goals a priority at their 
level. This interviewee pointed out that change takes 
time, and there might need to be a carrot-and-stick 
approach for those who resist organizational change 
or a method to hold leaders accountable for making 
said change. Marriott spoke about the establishment 
of management business objectives, the goals and 
expectations set for internal management, and tying 
compensation to the achievement of those objectives. 
Marriott’s 2019 360 report says that diversity and 
inclusion goals are included in executives’ annual 
objectives and compensation plans (Marriott, 2019). 

A review of efforts that sought to increase racial 
and ethnic minority representation in healthcare 
organizations suggested that creating monetary 
incentives and other accountability measures for 
recruiters served to establish the importance of 
recruiting minorities in those organizations (Flores 
and Combs, 2013). 

Employee engagement in DEI efforts is viewed 
as critical to socializing values and creating a 
shared sense of culture. Five interviewees spoke 
about ensuring employee engagement as part of their 
efforts to socialize their values and create a shared 
sense of their internal culture. Engagement activi-
ties included supporting DEI focus sessions, town 
halls, and conferences, among other happenings. For 
example, Northrop Grumman provides a leadership 
series that promotes inclusivity by raising awareness 
of unconscious bias and inequities while allowing for 
a discussion of proactive practices to foster inclusion. 
All five interviewees also spoke about their com-
pany’s support for ERGs that allow employees to be 
better heard, valued, and engaged.

There is literature that suggests that ERGs can 
help organizations accomplish strategic objectives 
and achieve their missions, but many authors note 
that more research can be done in this area. One 
review found that ERGs can have a direct effect on 
business operations, help attract and develop employ-
ees, and contribute to a diverse and broad employee 
base (Hastings, 2011). ERGs have also been found to 
be critical to creating a culture of inclusion, beneficial 
in leadership development, and helpful in support-
ing individual employees’ personal and professional 
development opportunities (Welbourne, Rolf, and 
Schlachter, 2015).

Finally, Marriott and Lockheed Martin inter-
viewees spoke to the importance of measuring 
employee engagement and feelings about inclusivity. 
One noted that it was part of their culture that what 
was measured was achieved. They also noted that 
data points on recruiting, retention, attrition, and 
representation helped inform the further develop-
ment of goals and future business goals.

Empirical literature confirms the importance 
of developing positive climates for diversity and 
inclusion. Research on organizational climate and 
culture in DEI has focused on climate for diversity 
and, more recently, climate for inclusion (Dwert-
mann, Nishii, and van Knippenberg, 2016). Overall, 
research shows several positive effects on work out-
comes, including a correlation with improved job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, employee 
engagement, and performance, when a positive 
climate for diversity or inclusion exists (Holmes 
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et al., 2021). In a meta-analytic review of 25 years 
of research on diversity climate, Oscar Holmes IV 
and colleagues (2021) conclude that organizations 
that value diversity will benefit from investments 
in diversity management initiatives that help build 
a positive climate for diversity. They recommend 
that these initiatives include such efforts as adopting 
human resource policies that promote fairness across 
all aspects of the organizational life cycle, investing 
in identity-focused groups (e.g., ERGs), holding man-
agement personnel accountable for diversity-related 
outcomes, and working to improve demographic 
representation across all levels of the organization. 

All Organizations Use Diversity-
Specific Training to Help Foster a 
More-Inclusive Organization and Are 
Trending Toward Trainings That Might 
Have Empirical Support

As part of organization-wide efforts to develop a 
culture and climate in support of DEI, organizations 
also discussed the use of diversity-specific train-
ing. Mandatory diversity trainings, which typically 
include strategies to reduce unconscious bias, combat 
microaggressions, and improve cultural competen-
cies, have been relied on for decades and have often 
been deployed as a way for organizations to prevent 
costly discrimination claims. However, a study of 
over 800 medium and large U.S. firms over five years 
found that these efforts are correlated with less racial 
and ethnic minority representation among manag-
ers (Dobbin and Kalev, 2016). In another study of 
317 business schools, mandatory diversity trainings 
were found in 20 percent of the less-diverse schools 
whereas only 5 percent of the more-diverse schools 
had mandatory training (Moshiri and Cardon, 2019). 
That study confirmed the authors’ assumption that 
diversity training was correlated with less diversity 
overall but stopped short of recommending ceas-
ing diversity training. Instead, the authors caution 
against using diversity training without careful plan-
ning and evaluation. They also note that training 
was the default approach that administrators took to 
build urgency around diversity initiatives, perhaps 
indicating that less-diverse schools might be work-

ing hard to address known demographic shortcom-
ings but are not seeing improvements (Moshiri and 
Cardon, 2019). Additional research indicates that the 
effects of training tend to last, at best, two days and 
did not actually change the practices of executives, 
particularly when hiring was involved. Training was 
too often seen as remedial rather than developmental 
(Dobbin and Kalev, 2016). 

Reviews of diversity training research suggest 
that certain features might improve outcomes. Those 
features include training sessions held over multiple 
sessions and over longer periods of time or those 
that allow for more social interaction. These features 
might be more successful at changing participant 
attitudes about valuing diversity than one-time train-
ing events (Kalinoski et al., 2013). Trainings are also 
more likely to be effective at changing organizational 
norms when managers actively support training and 
when participants set goals for training (Phillips, 
et al., 2016).

Organizations indicated a trend toward more 
voluntary, self-learning options for DEI training. 
We discussed training with all the interviewees.4 
All the organizations we spoke with offered insights 
on the types and methods of DEI-related training 
that they have deployed in recent years. Although 
they continue to mandate some diversity trainings, 
there appears to be a trend in some organizations 
toward providing access to self-guided and voluntary 
training tools. This trend could be a response to evi-

Employee resource 
groups have been 
found to be critical 
to creating a culture 
of inclusion and 
beneficial in leadership 
development.
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dence that most diversity training has been found to 
have limited effectiveness and might decrease, not 
increase, workplace diversity. Virtual learning tools 
were discussed as being especially useful.

There was some broad agreement among orga-
nizations that self-learning tools have proven more 
helpful in changing employee behaviors. Although 
mandatory trainings continued to some degree or 
another, some organizations had or were building 
virtual hubs that allowed their employees to learn at 
their own pace. These tools and resources served to 
help managers, in particular, build their own aware-
ness about cultural differences that individuals bring 
to the workplace. This practice could be bolstered by 
research. One study found that voluntary diversity 
training evoked more-positive responses from par-
ticipants compared with the anger or resistance that 
can be induced by mandatory trainings (Dobbin and 
Kalev, 2016).

Our Comcast contact spoke about their belief 
that letting employees guide their own self-learning 
journeys was more valuable than the required, check-
the-box trainings. This interviewee discussed online 
learning tools that were developed nationwide but 
could be tailored to local offices and local DEI needs. 
The organization’s learning hub was described as 
an à la carte feature housing short talks, webinars, 
guides, and other tools for people to pick from when 
the time is best for them. Although using the hub was 
not necessary, the interviewee did say usage and user 
feedback can be broadly tracked quarterly to identify 
high-visibility courses. Spikes in usage were detected 
and correlated with external events.

Boeing’s DEI representative noted a desire to 
move to more-experiential learning using virtual 
reality and machine learning to better drive out-
comes and change behaviors. The goal is to allow 
more interaction among an ever-more-diverse 
employee base to expose individuals to viewpoints 
that they might not have encountered face to face. An 
immersive learning experience for first-line leaders 
was recently deployed to Boeing’s major area of oper-
ations. The experience featured eight learning mod-
ules with a focus on creating and sustaining diverse 
and inclusive work environments.

These private-sector organizations also spoke 
about the need to properly market the online tools 

that they had developed to ensure usage. Our Mar-
riott interviewee said that initiatives to keep people 
in touch during the pandemic were used to remind 
employees of online DEI learning options. The inter-
viewee believed that just knowing the option was 
available helped make a difference. Comcast used 
what it called soft promotional tactics, such as includ-
ing notes in emails on other subjects or mentioning 
the learning hub in other forums, to engage employ-
ees, without making the courses a requirement.

The trend toward more voluntary, experiential, 
and self-guided DEI trainings has some support in 
literature (Dobbin and Kalev, 2016), but research 
is limited on whether face-to-face or computer-
delivered training is more effective. These online 
training hubs can be monitored for usage and feed-
back, but no formal individual assessment of knowl-
edge gained or changed behavior was mentioned in 
our discussions with organizations. 

Some organizations appear to offer diversity 
leadership trainings that are different from the 
trainings offered to all employees. In our discus-
sions, diversity trainings for all employees tended to 
include aspects that helped sustain inclusive, tolerant 
working environments while building awareness on 
DEI topics. Diversity leadership trainings went fur-
ther to build such competencies as creating and man-
aging diverse and inclusive teams, creating inclusive 
environments, leading by example on DEI topics, and 
integrating an organization’s DEI practices into wider 
business practices. Two organizations also described 
trying to integrate some aspect of DEI awareness into 
leadership training for employees from early career 
through executive programs. At Progressive, DEI is 
thought of as a leadership competency; training on 
creating inclusive workspaces, what it means to be 
an inclusive leader, intercultural competence, and 
applying lessons to everyday business responsibilities 
is provided to all leaders. A representative from Mar-
riott spoke about a recently built online hub with DEI 
educational tools that allowed leaders and associates 
to learn how to build and manage inclusive teams. 
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Common Policies and Practices 

for Promoting Diversity, Equity, 

and Inclusion Across the Talent 

Life Cycle 

To identify specific DEI practices across the talent life 
cycle, we also asked organizational representatives 
about promising practices in the areas of outreach 
and recruiting, interviewing, training and profes-
sional development, and retention. We highlight 
key findings from our interviews and our review of 
empirical literature for each of these aspects of the 
career life cycle in the sections below.

Outreach and Recruiting 

A key aspect of increasing diversity in any organiza-
tion is ensuring that the organization is attracting 
and hiring diverse talent. Overall, the organizations 
included in our review seem to take a broad and 
multipronged approach to outreach and recruiting, 
starting with engagement at the K–12 level through 
targeted recruiting efforts that involve partner-
ships with educational institutions and professional 
organizations to help attract new graduates and 
more-experienced talent. Many of the organizational 
representatives we spoke with also discussed the 
importance of engaging the broader communities 
where they are located to help build a reputation as 
a desired place to work and as an organization that 
values and supports a diverse workforce. Finally, 
some organizations also described specific efforts 
focused on improving their interviewing practices 
related to ensuring DEI. We provide a brief overview 
of each of these areas below as well as examples of 
specific programs and practices.

Some organizations we spoke with actively 
engage in outreach to K–12 students, often with 
a focus on science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) education. We were told that 
the goal of this outreach is to help strengthen the 
future workforce that’s available and to start building 
a recruiting pipeline. For example, Lockheed Martin 
described partnering with various organizations, 
such as Girls Inc., a national, nonprofit organization 
offering girls-only programming, to help strengthen 
the diversity of its talent pipeline. It also has a high 

school program in which it partners with Project 
Lead the Way, where students get an opportunity to 
work alongside Lockheed Martin engineers in an 
internship program. Students are then invited back 
to be college interns in future summers, so that they 
might join the organization upon graduation from 
college. One of Northrop Grumman’s signature pro-
grams for engaging youth in STEM is its sponsorship 
of the Air Force Association’s CyberPatriot program. 
This program involves a series of initiatives, such 
as camps and competitions, to help get K–12 stu-
dents more interested in cybersecurity and STEM in 
general.5 

All organizations describe partnering with 
educational institutions and professional organiza-
tions that represent members of underrepresented 
groups. For example, organizations described part-
nerships that target historically black colleges and 
universities and other MSIs to help attract new grad-
uates through internship programs and entry-level 
career programs. They also described supporting 
such professional organizations as the National Soci-
ety of Black Engineers, Society of Hispanic Profes-
sional Engineers, and Society of Women Engineers. 
These partnerships also often include sponsorship 
of and a presence at various conferences adminis-
tered by those organizations and others. A Marriott 
representative stated that the conferences provide an 
avenue to not only develop its current talent but to 
also recruit new talent.

ERGs are often used to help outreach and 
recruiting efforts. Beyond formal partnerships with 
organizations that represent members of under-
represented groups, some organizational represen-
tatives also described other recruiting efforts that 
are designed to increase the diversity of applicants 
for open positions. For example, Northrop Grum-
man uses its ERGs to help with recruiting using a 
family-and-friends referral model. It also recently 
started a program in which ERGs take turns as the 
lead to push out critical skills that the organization 
is trying to hire. The ERG is responsible for sharing 
the desired critical skills and job openings with other 
ERGs in the hopes that members will use their net-
works to reach out to potential candidates. 

Community engagement can help build organi-
zations’ reputations. Several organizations described 
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the importance of supporting the communities in 
which they work to help develop local pipelines of 
talent. This includes sponsoring local events or orga-
nizations in the community and working to adver-
tise its efforts around DEI. Several organizational 
representatives also described the importance of the 
organization taking a public stand on national issues 
of equity and inclusion to demonstrate their organi-
zational values.

Research supports targeted recruitment 
efforts to improve diversity. Research on special-
ized recruitment programs that target women and 
minorities shows that there are overall positive 
effects in increasing historically disadvantaged 
groups in management jobs when targeted recruit-
ment programs are used (Dobbin, Schrage, and 
Kalev, 2015). However, empirical studies on the 
effectiveness of specific outreach and recruit-
ing practices designed to attract racial and ethnic 
minorities and women are limited. There is some 
empirical support to suggest that certain practices, 
including some of those discussed above, could 
hold promise. In a review of empirical research and 
theory on the effectiveness of targeted recruitment 
practices for improving diversity, Derek R. Avery 
and Patrick F. McKay (2006) suggest that the follow-
ing tactics can help to increase perceptions that an 
organization values diversity and to make employ-
ment more attractive to women and minorities:

• placing recruitment ads in targeted media
• showing ads that convey that an organization 

values diversity
• including inclusiveness policy statements in 

ads
• recruiting at higher education institutions that 

are predominantly MSIs and predominately 
female

• employing female and racial and ethnic 
minority recruiters

• participating in diversity-focused job fairs
• sharing evidence of successful diversity man-

agement practices in the organization
• publicizing sponsorship of racial and ethnic 

minority and women’s causes

• using recruitment messages that show depen-
dence on minority and female applicants to 
help increase diversity.

Other work has also found that visible repre-
sentation of women and minorities in positions of 
authority might help improve recruiting of diverse 
talent. For example, one study of law enforcement 
found that representation of minorities in political 
office and in police leadership positions are among 
the most-influential predictors of line office diver-
sity (Gustafson, 2013). In another study, visibility of 
senior women and racial and ethnic minority faculty 
significantly influenced academic career interest 
among women and racial and ethnic minority train-
ees (Sánchez et al., 2018). However, more research 
is needed on the effectiveness of specific recruiting 
practices in increasing applicant pools.

Interviewing Practices 

As part of the discussion on outreach and recruiting, 
a few interviewees described specific efforts that their 
organization has engaged in to improve interviewing 
practices that might affect the diversity of the incom-
ing talent pool that is hired. Progressive described 
efforts to ensure that it has diverse interviewing and 
onboarding teams. It has also been reviewing its 
interview process to see whether there is anything 
that needs to be modified. This includes continu-
ally examining the qualifications required for vari-
ous roles to ensure that they are broadly inclusive of 
different skills, experiences, and educational levels. 
Several organizations also described efforts to try to 
ensure that they have both a diverse candidate slate 
and diverse hiring teams as part of their process. For 
example, Boeing expects its talent acquisition team 
to source a diverse pool of candidates for job open-
ings and has specific diverse slate requirements for 
executive-level positions.

In the empirical literature, there is some indi-
cation of the importance of having diverse hiring 
committees. One study found that participants 
assigned to a racially diverse committee “exhibited 
more positive beliefs toward diversity, were more 
likely to acknowledge subtle forms of bias, and were 
more likely to promote a minority candidate than 
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participants assigned to an all-white committee” 
(Williams, 2018). Other research done in an aca-
demic setting similarly found that having a woman 
or racial or ethnic minority faculty search chair and 
a greater percentage of women or racial or ethnic 
minorities on the search committee correlated with 
more women and racial and ethnic minority appli-
cants (Kazmi et al., 2022). Although not included in 
this review, there is also a large body of literature on 
the potential adverse impact on women and racial 
and ethnic minorities when using different selection 
methods (e.g., standardized aptitude tests, personal-
ity tests, interviews, work samples) and how to try to 
mitigate these effects. 

Ongoing Training and Professional 
Development

We were able to discuss the professional development 
of currently employed staff with six of the seven com-
panies we spoke with. All spoke of formal mentorship 
or leadership development programs that had been 
set up in the past decade. These programs tended to 
be of limited duration (although informal relation-
ships could endure), and we were told that these pro-
grams have produced positive results thus far.

In addition to mentoring- and networking-
focused development practices, which are discussed 
in more detail below, several organizations take addi-
tional steps to ensure DEI is incorporated into their 
professional development programs. For example, 
Marriott spoke about a program focusing on diversi-
fying its middle management. This program focused 
on getting participants on track to be general man-
agers by developing skill sets necessary for the role, 
such as financial acumen, customer engagement, 
and human resource management. Boeing described 
regularly assessing its leadership programs for inclu-
sivity in an attempt to promote diversity and equity 
among participants. This company is examining pro-
motion rates by demographic, particularly the time 
it takes certain demographics to promote to the next 
level, to see where the company can improve. 

Leadership development programs often 
focus on mentoring and networking. Leadership 
development and mentoring programs were not 

always administered by chief diversity officers but 
did have DEI aspects. Interviewees from Marriott, 
Boeing, and Comcast noted that inclusivity meant 
that, although these programs could be designed to 
further promote diversity in leadership roles and 
correct for past inequities, they had to be open to all 
staff. Leadership development programs tended to 
last no longer than one year and involved network-
ing sessions with C-suite-level executives, ongoing 
mentorship by an executive, and a capstone involv-
ing either a presentation or pitch for a new market-
able business product that showed how valuable the 
experience was for the individual.

Two interviewees spoke about initiatives focused 
on developing a cadre of women leaders. One such 
initiative has been in place at Northrop Grumman 
since 2010. It came about as a result of planning for 
future growth and an awareness that retirements 
were increasing, that STEM diversity was lacking, 
and that the company needed to expand its leader-
ship pipeline, particularly for women and people of 
color. The initiative required the company’s leader-
ship to commit to modeling cultural change from the 
top and holding executives and managers account-
able and required a talent acquisition strategy that 
included hiring more women.6

Comcast discussed how its leadership and men-
toring programs were administered through its 
ERGs. One program paired employees at different 
levels and across business functions to give partici-
pants perspectives on the company from different 
views from someone who might better understand 

Visible representation of 
women and minorities 
in positions of authority 
might help improve 
recruiting of diverse 
talent.
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cultural or other challenges to success. This program 
was formally capped at nine months with a capstone 
that allowed individuals to pitch business ideas that 
could be further developed into products or other 
marketable services.

Research supports the use of mentoring and 
networking to help improve diverse representa-
tion. According to the literature, increasing access 
to mentoring and networking led to the promotion 
of underrepresented individuals in the workforce. 
For example, Debbie Bazarsky and colleagues (2022) 
stated that early career mentoring helped lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex individu-
als have a clearer understanding of their career path, 
which helped individuals to advance their career. 
Dobbin and Kalev (2016) also recorded a positive 
impact on management diversity from mentoring 
programs; these programs fostered connections 
between junior and more-senior staff. Both of these 
outcomes support the conclusion that increased 
access to mentoring and networking improves pro-

motion outcomes for members of different underrep-
resented groups.

Organizations have begun to try to assess the 
effectiveness of their development programs. In 
terms of assessing the success of these types of pro-
grams, organizations described efforts to collect and 
analyze data. For example, Marriott mentioned that 
100 percent of participants that had gone through 
their program had been promoted since the program’s 
inception about five years ago; Comcast and Progres-
sive reported roughly two-thirds of their participants 
had been promoted to higher levels of responsibility.

Retention 

Our conversations with private organizations did 
not yield much on practices to retain employees. 
One interviewee from Comcast said retention was 
understandably difficult in some of its lines of work, 
including call center staffing and frontline sales. 
There are long-term efforts to try to reduce attrition 
in some of its more traditionally higher-turnover 
jobs. The interviewee likened this retention diffi-
culty to the DAF’s efforts to retain first-term enlisted 
personnel after their initial contracts. The same 
interviewee later noted that retention rates in other 
business functions speak to the culture of an organi-
zations: If employees feel supported and welcome in 
their workplace, they are more likely to stay. 

Academic studies in various fields, including the 
public and private sectors, nursing (see Cary et al., 
2020), higher education (see Jimenez et al., 2019), and 
STEM fields (see Annabi and Lebovitz, 2018), provide 
some promising practices on retention. The follow-
ing seven items were found to aid retention of women 
and/or minorities:

• providing flexible work arrangements to 
account for differences in work-life balance 
needs

• preventing burnout for racial and ethnic 
minority members in the organization by 
ensuring that minorities are not overpromis-
ing their time to diversity boards or other 
organizational commitments related to diver-
sity, which could lead to lower retention 

Members of 
underrepresented 
minority groups 
might become 
overburdened with 
work responsibilities 
as they are expected 
to balance their normal 
workload with such 
responsibilities as 
participating on diversity 
boards.
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• creating ERGs that provide women and racial 
and ethnic minority workers with a sense of 
community and access to professional devel-
opment and other resources

• providing access to ongoing trainings in fast-
changing fields, such as IT, so employees do 
not face knowledge gaps

• providing access to mentoring and network-
ing opportunities to promote career develop-
ment, including providing time off or com-
pensation to participate in these opportunities

• creating diversity boards or officers
• shifting workforce culture toward embracing 

diversity.

Work-life balance is specifically addressed as a 
major issue for the retention of women, as women 
often have to balance family obligations with duties 
at work. For example, one article on the retention of 
women in the IT workforce found that issues with 
work-life balance were cited by 60 percent of respon-
dents as a barrier for success in the workforce. In 
particular, women noted that the responsibilities they 
faced at work often conflicted with personal respon-
sibilities, leading them to have to prioritize one set of 
responsibilities over the other. Five of the 23 women 
interviewed for that study said that increased flex-
ibility in work arrangements, including the ability to 
work from home or work part-time, would improve 
their work-life balance (Annabi and Lebovitz, 2018). 
However, scholars note that there is difficulty in 
creating programs that adequately address women’s 
need for better work-life balance because different 
women might have vastly different responsibilities 
that require access to different resources (Trauth, 
Quesenberry, and Huang, 2009).

Organizations must be careful to not over-
burden members of underrepresented minority 
groups with DEI efforts. Several articles noted that 
members of underrepresented minority groups might 
become overburdened with work responsibilities 
as they are often expected to balance their normal 
workload with such responsibilities as participating 
on diversity boards (see Cary et al., 2020; Jimenez 
et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2004). This can result in under-
represented minorities missing out on other devel-
opmental opportunities and can lead to burnout and 

lower retention of minority members. A 2017 study 
also discussed how underrepresented minority fac-
ulty members faced pressure to take on additional 
duties, such as mentoring or participating on diver-
sity committees. As these commitments were not 
job requirements, faculty members either became 
overburdened with responsibilities if they main-
tained these commitments or were viewed as failing 
to perform up to standards if they prioritized these 
commitments over other work (Zambrana et al., 
2017). These articles highlight the need for increased 
flexibility for staff members balancing workplace 
DEI commitments with their explicit job duties. Ruth 
Enid Zambrana and colleagues (2017) recommend 
that institutions recognize diversity commitments 
as essential functions of faculty members’ jobs to 
decrease workload burden on these staff members.

Offering access to ongoing jobs skills trainings 
can help increase retention of diverse employees. 
Increasing access to job skills trainings was high-
lighted in several articles as important for the reten-
tion of women and minorities (Gilliss, Powell, and 
Carter, 2010; Annabi and Lebovitz, 2018; Trauth, 
Quesenberry, and Huang, 2009). Training was 
also highlighted as important for women in fast-
changing fields, such as IT, as they might feel that 
they have fallen behind on current practices after 
taking time off to start families or raise children 
(Annabi and Lebovitz, 2018; Trauth, Quesenberry, 
and Huang, 2009).

Mentoring and support networks can help 
improve retention. Another promising practice 
for increasing retention of women and minorities 
highlighted in the literature is increasing access to 
mentoring and networking opportunities to promote 
career development. This is discussed above but 
is included here to highlight benefits for retaining 
talent. Although access to career development oppor-
tunities, including mentoring, is helpful, several arti-
cles noted the importance of women and minorities 
having access to mentors with similar backgrounds 
while also noting that this might be difficult because 
of a lack of senior members with similar credentials 
in the field of work (see Trauth, Quesenberry, and 
Huang, 2009, and Salvucci and Lawless, 2016).

ERGs’ importance in fostering inclusive orga-
nizational cultures is discussed above, but they can 
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also aid retention. For example, one article pointed 
out that ERGs allow employees to engage with others 
with similar backgrounds, which allows members to 
share experience and increases retention (Welbourne, 
Rolf, and Schlachter, 2017).

All the articles reviewed for this section empha-
sized the need for shifting institutional culture for 
diversity to increase retention. How this should 
be achieved is not specifically articulated in these 
articles. However, all the recommendations discussed 
in this section, such as creating ERGs or promoting 
mentoring, can be viewed as methods to shift institu-
tional culture toward embracing diversity.

Conclusions and Implications 

for the Department of the Air 

Force

This research was conducted to aid DAF’s strategic 
focus to build a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive 
workforce. We found several promising practices 
employed by private organizations and bolstered by 
academic literature that could assist that effort.

First, organizations begin by defining relevant 
concepts to provide a common foundation to build 
on to create a more-inclusive culture and improve 
their DEI talent practices. The organizations we 
interviewed also embraced certain practices, such 
as having a clear, public organizational strategy and 
oversight structures to ensure effective administra-
tion of policies. Organizations have taken a broad 
approach to outreach and recruiting, often partner-
ing with nonprofits to support education from the 
elementary school level and provide internships and 
fellowships. They have also settled on such common 
practices as sponsoring ERGs and creating inclusive 
mentoring and professional development programs 
that have helped women and minorities be promoted 
to the next level. There also seems to be a trend 
toward including more voluntary DEI training, 
which might be more effective than mandatory train-
ings in certain circumstances. These practices have 
some support in the literature for their effectiveness; 
however, more research is needed.

Some of the practices identified might already be 
in place in the DAF, whereas others might be difficult 

to implement in a military setting or require statu-
tory changes. However, there could still be oppor-
tunities to learn from private-sector DEI practices. 
For example, although the DAF does have internal 
councils meant to drive policy implementation, 
the DAF could take the additional step of ensuring 
that these councils include human capital manage-
ment experts.7 There might be an opportunity for 
DAF DEI and force management offices to institute 
an external advisory board of DEI and civil rights 
experts who could provide ongoing expert advice 
on practices to recruit and retain diverse talent. It 
would still be the responsibility of DAF leadership, 
and Congress, to best tailor promising practices for a 
military environment.

Private-sector companies are constantly assess-
ing how to better measure progress and the effective-
ness of their DEI practices. Current measures tend to 
focus on assessing demographic changes and partici-
pation in certain events and using surveys to evaluate 
employee perceptions of an organization’s culture. 
Prior research suggests that diversity initiatives fail 
because they often lack evidence for their effective-
ness. The DAF has an opportunity to develop rela-
tionships with private-sector partners across sectors 
to better understand what measures of effectiveness 
are used now and how to increase the sophistication 
of future metrics.

It is worth noting that none of the practices 
discussed, nor those that DAF is already carrying 
out, are a panacea. They might also have unintended 
consequences. In a review of common diversity ini-
tiatives, Leslie (2019) summarizes these potential 
unintended consequences, including when a DEI 
initiative backfires, shows false progress, negatively 
affects non-DEI initiatives, or even has positive 
effects for non-DEI initiatives without affecting the 
DEI goals. Leslie’s research went further to note that 
the most-commonly used measure to gauge DEI ini-
tiative success—increased representation—is insuf-
ficient; she suggests measuring engagement, extrinsic 
diversity motivation, climate perceptions, and other 
outcomes. That is, DEI program effectiveness should 
be considered holistically from inception through 
administration.



17

Appendix A

In this short appendix, we provide additional details 
on our methods for selecting organizations to inter-
view and conducting the literature review.

Interviewee Selection

We identified four well-known organizations that 
annually list their selections for top companies for 
DEI, all of which use slightly different methods: 
Forbes’ America’s Best Employers for Diversity, 
DiversityInc’s Top Companies for Diversity List, 
Fortune’s Best Workplaces for Diversity, and Refini-
tiv’s Diversity and Inclusion Index.8 Forbes partners 
with a survey company to ask 50,000 Americans to 
recommend companies with at least 1,000 employ-
ees that they believe are most dedicated to DEI and 
examines board and executive diversity as well as 
diversity and inclusion initiatives. DiversityInc evalu-
ates companies based on diversity metrics, talent 
programs, workplace practices, supplier diversity, 
philanthropy, and leadership accountability measures 
gathered from companies that request to participate 
in its annual assessment. Fortune analyzes feedback 
from a 60-question trust index survey of employees at 
companies with more than 1,000 people about their 
experiences in workplaces as well as demographic 
diversity of organizations’ overall workforce, senior 
leadership, and boards, taking into account indus-
try trends. To develop its ranking, Refinitiv collects 
information on 24 separate metrics, including demo-
graphic diversity, flexible working hours, access to 
day care services, and internal promotion measures 
and career development processes.

We reviewed these organizations’ lists that 
were available by the end of 2020, focusing on com-
panies ranked in the top 50. We then identified 
companies that appeared on at least two lists. There 
were 19 such companies, only one of which (Mar-
riott International) appeared on all four lists. Three 
companies (Accenture, Comcast NBCUniversal, 
and HP Inc.) appeared on three lists. From here, we 
compared these organizations with the DAF using 
the following characteristics: number of employees, 
aerospace-focused activities, educational require-
ments, profession-specific training requirements, 

physical fitness requirements, geographic mobil-
ity requirements, hierarchical reporting structure, 
STEM-forward career roles, multiple career tracks, 
and a comparable up-or-out promotion system.9 This 
allowed RAND to rank these corporations so that 
those sharing more characteristics could be priori-
tized for interviews. 

At this stage, we also selected several defense 
or aerospace organizations, some of which did not 
appear on the lists discussed above, but which might 
have been more comparable to the DAF because they 
draw from similar talent pools. One such organiza-
tion, Boeing, was included in our original contact 
list, although others were included later as outreach 
to companies recognized as being top organiza-
tions for diversity proved difficult. Boeing appears 
on two of the lists but fell outside the top 50 in one 
list. The aerospace organizations we reached out to 
were recognized for their DEI practices in the fuller 
Forbes ranking but did not meet our initial criteria of 
appearing on at least two lists.

Several organizations we identified either 
declined to be interviewed for this project or were 
nonresponsive after multiple attempts at contact. In 
total, we contacted 22 companies and were able to 
interview seven.

Literature Review

We used three databases for our search: Academic 
Search Complete, APA PsycArticles, and Business 
Source Complete. Our search terms were: ‘diver-
sity’, ‘equity’, ‘inclusion’, ‘demographic representa-
tion’, ‘minorities’, ‘gender’, and ‘persons of color’ in 
conjunction with terms like ‘talent management’, 
‘recruiting’, ‘hiring’, ‘personnel selection’, ‘profes-
sional development’, ‘performance evaluation,’ ‘per-
formance management’, ‘career development’, ‘career 
advancement’, ‘promotion’, ‘training’, ‘retention’, 
‘separation,’ ‘attrition,’ ‘turnover’, ‘organizational 
climate’, and ‘organizational culture’. 

Our initial search yielded 1,093 articles. We 
reviewed titles and abstracts to screen for relevance 
and ensure studies addressed proper populations 
(adults in the workforce). Additional exclusion cri-
teria included, but were not limited to, articles on 
noncareer-specific diversity (e.g., students, residen-
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cies, and internships), articles on disparities and 
equity in healthcare, non-English literature, behav-
iors of diverse populations outside workplace set-
tings, guides for underrepresented racial and ethnic 
minority groups in specialized areas, population per-
formance, and qualitative studies on niche fields with 
small samples of interviewees. The exclusion check 
left the team with 193 articles to review. We then 
further reviewed each piece of literature for identified 
practices that effectively promote DEI practices in 
the workplace, whether that was in an organization 
or across an occupational career field. We identified 
51 articles that met the aforementioned criteria and 
addressed promising practices. These were typically 
lessons learned after a policy change, organizational 
change, or program implementation. It is important 
to note that most articles were industry specific (e.g., 
nursing, biomedical sciences, law enforcement, and 
university faculty), but we identified several reviews 
of best practices as well. To the extent possible, we 
then categorized the articles by their place in the 
talent management life cycle (e.g., recruiting and 
hiring, professional development, and retention). 

Notes
1  ERGs might also be referred to as business resources groups, 
affinity groups, team member networks, diversity networks, or 
team member networks. 
2  Prior RAND research (see Marquis et al., 2008) in this space 
collected best DEI practices based on a review of academic lit-
erature and comparing them to practices adopted by private 
organizations identified as having the best human resources 
or best diversity practices. Jefferson P. Marquis and colleagues 
(2008) noted at the time that the organizations they interviewed 
conducted a variety of “best” diversity-related initiatives but 
found the evaluation picture “murkier.” The authors said that a 
more-scientific approach to diversity management would require 
more-detailed analysis. The authors also noted that although 
“best practices may contribute significantly to achieving diver-
sity, they are not a magic bullet” (Marquis et al., 2008). This 
effort seeks to document not only diversity practices but also 
equity and inclusion practices currently in place in private-sector 
organizations and identify which had empirical support in aca-
demic literature. 
3  We asked representatives whether their organization has a 
governance board or other organizational body that focuses on 
issues of DEI. Because of time constraints, we were not able to 
ask this of one organization, so this section reflects findings from 
the other six organizations included in the study.
4  The question about training was asked in the context of 
talent management processes (i.e., training and development of 
employees on the job), but the nature of the conversations meant 
that it was universally interpreted as DEI-specific training.
5  See CyberPatriot, 2013, for more detail.
6  See Catalyst, 2018, for more detail.
7  The DAF internal councils are the Air Force Executive Diver-
sity & Inclusion Council and Air Force Diversity & Inclusion 
Action Group established in Air Force Instruction 36-7001, 2019.
8  Refinitiv’s list included companies from 24 countries. We lim-
ited our selection to companies based in the United States.
9  Not all these characteristics applied to all identified organiza-
tions. They were instead used as a point of comparison to guide 
outreach priorities. 



19

Gilliss, Catherine L., Dorothy L. Powell, and Brigit Carter, 
“Recruiting and Retaining a Diverse Workforce in Nursing: From 
Evidence to Best Practices to Policy,” Policy, Politics, & Nursing 
Practice, Vol. 11, No. 4, 2010, pp. 294–301. 

Gustafson, Joseph, “Diversity in Municipal Police 
Agencies: A National Examination of Minority Hiring and 
Promotion,” Policing: An International Journal, Vol. 36, No. 4, 
2013, pp. 719–736. 

Hastings, Rebecca R., “Employee Resource Groups Drive 
Business Results,” Society for Human Resource Management, 
February 15, 2011.

Holmes, Oscar IV, Kaifeng Jiang, Derek R. Avery, Patrick F. 
McKay, In-Sue Oh, and C. Justice Tillman, “A Meta-Analysis 
Integrating 25 Years of Diversity Climate Research,” Journal of 
Management, Vol. 47, No. 6, 2021, pp. 1357–1382.

Jimenez, Miguel F., Theresa M. Laverty, Sara P. Bombaci, Kate 
Wilkins, Drew E. Bennett, and Liba Pejchar, “Underrepresented 
Faculty Play a Disproportionate Role in Advancing Diversity 
and Inclusion,” Nature Ecology & Evolution, Vol. 3, No. 7, 2019, 
pp. 1030–1033. 

Kalev, Alexandra, Frank Dobbin, and Erin Kelly, “Best Practices 
or Best Guesses? Assessing the Efficacy of Corporate Affirmative 
Action and Diversity Policies,” American Sociological Review, 
Vol. 71, No. 4, 2006, pp. 589–617. 

Kalinoski, Zachary T., Debra Steele-Johnson, Elizabeth J. Peyton, 
Keith A. Leas, Julie Steinke, and Nathan A. Bowling, “A Meta-
Analytic Evaluation of Diversity Training Outcomes,” Journal of 
Organizational Behavior, Vol. 34, No. 8, 2013, pp. 1076–1104.

Kazmi, Maryam A., Christiane Spitzmueller, Jia Yu, Juan M. 
Madera, Allison S. Tsao, Jeremy F. Dawson, and Ioannis 
Pavlidis, “Search Committee Diversity and Applicant Pool 
Representation of Women and Underrepresented Minorities: A 
Quasi-Experimental Field Study,” Journal of Applied Psychology, 
Vol. 107, No. 8, 2022, pp. 1414–1427.

Leslie, Lisa M., “Diversity Initiative Effectiveness: A Typological 
Theory of Unintended Consequences,” Academy of Management 
Review, Vol. 44, No. 3, 2019, pp. 538–563. 

Lim, Nelson, Michelle Cho, and Kimberly Curry Hall, Planning 
for Diversity: Options and Recommendations for DoD Leaders, 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MG-743-OSD, 2008. 
As of August 19, 2021:  
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG743.html

Lin, Angel, Rachel Grant, Ryuko Kubota, Suhanthie Motha, 
Gertrude Tinker Sachs, Stephanie Vandrick, and Shelly 
Wong, “Women Faculty of Color in TESOL: Theorizing Our 
Lived Experiences,” TESOL Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3, 2004, 
pp. 487–504. 

Marquis, Jefferson P., Nelson Lim, Lynn Scott, Margaret C. 
Harrell, and Jennifer Kavanagh, Managing Diversity in Corporate 
America: An Exploratory Analysis, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, OP-206-RC, 2008. As of December 7, 2021:  
https://www.rand.org/pubs/occasional_papers/OP206.html

Marriott, 2019 Serve 360 Report: Sustainability and Social Impact 
at Marriott International, Bethesda, Md., 2019. As of August 22, 
2022: 
http://serve360.marriott.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2019_
Serve_360_Report.pdf 

References
Air Force Instruction 36-7001, Diversity & Inclusion, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Air Force, 
February 19, 2019.

Annabi, Hala, and Sarah Lebovitz, “Improving the Retention 
of Women in the IT Workforce: An Investigation of Gender 
Diversity Interventions in the USA,” Information Systems 
Journal, Vol. 28, No. 6, 2018, pp. 1049–1081. 

Avery, Derek, R., and Patrick F. McKay, “Target Practice: An 
Organizational Impression Management Approach to Attracting 
Minority and Female Job Applicants,” Personnel Psychology, 
Vol. 59, No. 1, 2006, pp. 157–187.

Bazarsky, Debbie, Brian James Edwards, Luke Jensen, Sivagami 
Subbaraman, Bonnie Sugiyama, and Shaun Travers, “Standards 
of Practice: Core Competencies for LGBTQIA+ Directors and 
Professionals in Higher Education,” Journal of Diversity in Higher 
Education, Vol. 15, No. 2, 2022, pp. 141–152. 

Cary, Michael P., Schenita D. Randolph, Marion E. Broome, 
and Brigit M. Carter, “Creating a Culture That Values Diversity 
and Inclusion: An Action-Oriented Framework for Schools of 
Nursing,” Nursing Forum, Vol. 55, No. 4, 2020, pp. 687–694. 

Catalyst, “Northrop Grumman Corporation—Building the 
Best Culture, Leveraging the Power of Women (Practices),” 
January 18, 2018. As of August 22, 2022: 
https://www.catalyst.org/research/northrop-grumman-
corporation-building-the-best-culture-leveraging-the-power-of-
women/

CyberPatriot, “What Is CyberPatriot?” webpage, 2013. As of 
August 22, 2022: 
https://www.uscyberpatriot.org/Pages/About/What-is-
CyberPatriot.aspx

Dobbin, Frank, and Alexandra Kalev, “Why Diversity Programs 
Fail and What Works Better,” Harvard Business Review, July–
August 2016, pp. 52–60. 

Dobbin, Frank, Alexandra Kalev, and Erin Kelly, “Diversity 
Management in Corporate America,” Contexts, Vol. 6, No. 4, 
2007, pp. 21–27. 

Dobbin, Frank, Daniel Schrage, and Alexandra Kalev, “Rage 
Against the Iron Cage: The Varied Effects of Bureaucratic 
Personnel Reforms on Diversity,” American Sociological Review, 
Vol. 80, No. 5, 2015, pp. 1014–1044. 

Dwertmann, David J. G., Lisa H. Nishii, and Daan van 
Knippenberg, “Disentangling the Fairness & Discrimination 
and Synergy Perspectives on Diversity Climate: Moving the 
Field Forward,” Journal of Management, Vol. 42, No. 5, 2016, 
pp. 1136–1168.

Espinoza, Oscar, “Solving the Equity–-Equality Conceptual 
Dilemma: A New Model for Analysis of the Educational Process,” 
Educational Research, Vol. 49, No. 4, 2007, pp. 343–363.

Ferdman, Bernardo M., “Paradoxes of Inclusion: Understanding 
and Managing the Tensions of Diversity and Multiculturalism,” 
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Vol. 53, No. 2, 2017, 
pp. 235–263.

Flores, Kevin, and Gwendolyn Combs, “Minority Representation 
in Healthcare: Increasing the Number of Professionals Through 
Focused Recruitment,” Hospital Topics, Vol. 91, No. 2, 2013, 
pp. 25–36.

https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG743.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/occasional_papers/OP206.html
http://serve360.marriott.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2019_Serve_360_Report.pdf
https://www.catalyst.org/research/northrop-grumman-corporation-building-the-best-culture-leveraging-the-power-of-women/
https://www.uscyberpatriot.org/Pages/About/What-is-CyberPatriot.aspx


20

Moshiri, Farrokh, and Peter W. Cardon, “Best Practices to 
Increase Racial Diversity in Business Schools: What Actually 
Works According to a Nationwide Survey of Business Schools,” 
Journal of Education for Business, Vol. 94, No. 2, 2019, 
pp. 113–124.

Phillips, Brian N., Jon Deiches, Blaise Morrison, Fong Chan, 
and Jill L. Bezyak, “Disability Diversity Training in the 
Workplace: Systematic Review and Future Directions,” Journal of 
Occupational Rehabilitation, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2016, pp. 264–275.

Salvucci, Christine, and Carolyn A. Lawless, “Nursing Faculty 
Diversity: Barriers and Perceptions on Recruitment, Hiring and 
Retention,” Journal of Cultural Diversity, Vol. 23, No. 2, 2016, 
pp. 65–75. 

Sánchez, Nelson F., Norma Poll-Hunter, Dennis J. Spencer, 
Elizabeth Lee-Rey, Andreia Alexander, Louisa Holaday, Maria 
Soto-Greene, and John P. Sánchez, “Attracting Diverse Talent 
to Academia: Perspectives of Medical Students and Residents,” 
Journal of Career Development, Vol. 45, No. 5, 2018, pp. 440–457. 

Shore, Lynn M., Jeanette N. Cleveland, and Diana Sanchez, 
“Inclusive Workplaces: A Review and Model,” Human Resource 
Management Review, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2018, pp. 176–189.

Shore, Lynn M., Amy E. Randel, Beth G. Chung, Michelle A. 
Dean, Karen Holcombe Ehrhart, and Gangaram Singh, “Inclusion 
and Diversity in Work Groups: A Review and Model for 
Future Research,” Journal of Management, Vol. 37, No. 4, 2011, 
pp. 1262–1289.

Smith, Christie, and Stephanie Turner, The Radical 
Transformation of Diversity and Inclusion: The Millennial 
Influence, Deloitte University Leadership Center for Inclusion, 
2015. 

Stouten, Jeroen, Denise M. Rousseau, and David De Cremer, 
“Successful Organizational Change: Integrating the Management 
Practice and Scholarly Literatures,” Academy of Management 
Annals, Vol. 12, No. 2, 2018, pp. 752–788. 

Trauth, Eileen M., Jeria L. Quesenberry, and Haiyan Huang, 
“Retaining Women in the U.S. IT Workforce: Theorizing the 
Influence of Organizational Factors,” European Journal of 
Information Systems, Vol. 18, No. 5, 2009, pp. 476–497. 

Welbourne, Theresa M., Skylar Rolf, and Steven Schlachter, 
“Employee Resource Groups: An Introduction, Review and 
Research Agenda,” Center for Effective Organizations, G15-13 
(660), May 2015.

Welbourne, Theresa M., Skylar Rolf, and Steven Schlachter, 
“The Case for Employee Resource Groups: A Review and Social 
Identity Theory-Based Research Agenda,” Personnel Review, 
Vol. 46, No. 8, 2017, pp. 1816–1834. 

Williams, Jamillah Bowman, “Accountability as a Debiasing 
Strategy: Testing the Effect of Racial Diversity in Employment 
Committees,” Iowa Law Review, Vol. 103, No. 3, 2018, 
pp. 1593–1638.

Zambrana, Ruth Enid, Adia Harvey Wingfield, Lisa M. 
Lapeyrouse, Brianne A. Dávila, Tangere L. Hoagland, and Robert 
Burciaga Valdez, “Blatant, Subtle, and Insidious: URM Faculty 
Perceptions of Discriminatory Practices in Predominately 
White Institutions,” Sociological Inquiry, Vol. 87, No. 2, 2017, 
pp. 207–232. 



RR-A988-4

The RAND Corporation is a research 

organization that develops solutions to 

public policy challenges to help make 

communities throughout the world 

safer and more secure, healthier and 

more prosperous. RAND is nonprofit, 

nonpartisan, and committed to the 

public interest.

Research Integrity

Our mission to help improve policy and 

decisionmaking through research and 

analysis is enabled through our core 

values of quality and objectivity and our 

unwavering commitment to the highest 

level of integrity and ethical behavior. To 

help ensure our research and analysis 

are rigorous, objective, and nonpartisan, 

we subject our research publications to 

a robust and exacting quality-assurance 

process; avoid both the appearance and 

reality of financial and other conflicts of 

interest through staff training, project 

screening, and a policy of mandatory 

disclosure; and pursue transparency 

in our research engagements 

through our commitment to the open 

publication of our research findings and 

recommendations, disclosure of the 

source of funding of published research, 

and policies to ensure intellectual 

independence. For more information, visit 

www.rand.org/about/research-integrity.

RAND’s publications do not necessarily 

reflect the opinions of its research clients 

and sponsors.  is a registered 

trademark.

Limited Print and Electronic 
Distribution Rights

This publication and trademark(s) 

contained herein are protected by law. 

This representation of RAND intellectual 

property is provided for noncommercial 

use only. Unauthorized posting of this 

publication online is prohibited; linking 

directly to its webpage on rand.org is 

encouraged. Permission is required from 

RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another 

form, any of its research products for 

commercial purposes. For information on 

reprint and reuse permissions, please visit 

www.rand.org/pubs/permissions.

For more information on this publication, 

visit www.rand.org/t/RRA988-4.

© 2023 RAND Corporation

About This Report
The research reported here was commissioned by DAF-A1 and conducted 
within the Workforce, Development, and Health Program of RAND Project AIR 
FORCE as part of a fiscal year 2021 project, titled “Data-Enabled Talent Manage-
ment Through Targeted Benchmarks, Best Practices, and Partnerships.”

RAND Project AIR FORCE

RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of the RAND Corporation, is the 
Department of the Air Force’s (DAF’s) federally funded research and develop-
ment center for studies and analyses, supporting both the United States Air 
Force and the United States Space Force. PAF provides the DAF with indepen-
dent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, employment, 
combat readiness, and support of current and future air, space, and cyber forces. 
Research is conducted in four programs: Strategy and Doctrine; Force Mod-
ernization and Employment; Resource Management; and Workforce, Develop-
ment, and Health. The research reported here was prepared under contract 
FA7014-16-D-1000.

Additional information about PAF is available on our website: 
www.rand.org/paf/ 

This report documents work originally shared with the DAF on August 31, 2021. 
The draft report, issued on September 24, 2021, was reviewed by formal peer 
reviewers and DAF subject-matter experts. www.rand.org

C O R P O R A T I O N

http://www.rand.org/about/research-integrity
http://www.rand.org/pubs/permissions
http://www.rand.org/t/RRA988-4
http://www.rand.org/paf/
http://www.rand.org

