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Engaging colleagues in inclusion 

 

Since 2020, there has been a huge rise in demand for Inclusion & Diversity 

(I&D) work in organisations. This has taken many different forms which 

include the hiring of I&D specific roles, increase in training, and more 

organisations creating strategies to support their I&D journey. Despite this, 

large numbers of employees remain disengaged in discussing I&D topics.  

 

This factsheet explores the reasons for possible disengagement, and how 

to engage/re-engage colleagues in inclusion at all levels of the 

organisation.  
 

Disengagement with inclusion 
 
Disengaging from the inclusion agenda can be displayed by anyone within the organisation. There is 

a perception that this could just apply to those that are not a minority (for example straight, white, 

males), however disengagement can be displayed from any colleague.  

 

Underrepresented and minority groups can also become disengaged due to lack of action. Below 

are several reasons as to why a colleague may become disengaged with inclusion:  

 

• Not included – A key to making I&D initiatives work is to make sure that everyone is 

included in the conversation. Those who are not a part of an underrepresented or minority 

group should be made aware of their privilege and power, as well as supported to know 

when they are able to use this privilege as a form of allyship.  

 

In a study by ‘White Men’s Leadership’, it was noted that 70% of respondents said that “the 

single biggest challenge to engaging in I&D efforts…is knowing whether they are ‘wanted’”. In 

addition to this, those who are a part of an underrepresented or minority group may not 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
http://www.whitemensleadershipstudy.com/pdf/WMLS%20Executive%20Summary.pdf
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feel seen. Staff with non-visible disabilities or other characteristics which appear to be 

discussed less within an organisation could feel disengaged, as they are also not included in 

the conversation. 

 

• Defensiveness – Those who are not part of an underrepresented or minority group can 

often feel as though they are a part of the problem. Organisations must work toward 

building a culture of psychological safety and an open culture to explore and challenge the 

more difficult concepts of inclusion.  

 

• Time – One of the biggest barriers to engaging in inclusion work is time. Most often, staff 

are expected to do their “day job” and offer extra support for I&D initiatives. This may 

include being a member of a staff network, taking part in an awareness raising campaign, 

sharing lived experience to influence a policy update, or supporting a new initiative.  

Taking part in inclusion work should not always be done or expected to be done in free 
time (lunch/after hours), and where possible, any inclusion work should be paid or 
compensated (released from the day job or time in lieu). For other colleagues, it is important 
that the culture of an organisation allows time for self-reflection and learning so that all see 
I&D as a priority.   
 

• Lack of change – Lots of organisations over the past two years have made commitments 

through strategy or statements to move forward with inclusion and create a better future. 

However, after a few years, these words should be turning into action. If leadership and 

management are not taking ownership of these statements/commitments and inclusion is 

not being driven forward, strategy can quickly be seen as performative.  

 

• Remote working – Since the pandemic in 2020 and the development of workforces going 

virtual, there has been less opportunity for interaction. With some workforces deciding not 

to return to the office, organisations are considering how they can create an inclusive 

culture with a virtual workforce.  

 

• Global workforce – Many organisations operate globally or work with global partners 

which bring lots of opportunities for inclusion. Bringing together different cultures, 

experiences, and different ideas.  

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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Some of the challenges with inclusion is this difference when implementing global I&D 

strategy. Legal and cultural differences can make it challenging to create a vision that is 

accessible and that can be adopted by all. This year saw the launch of our global inclusion 

strategy guide – a guide to help support organisations with these challenges.  

 

• Misalignment of expectations – I&D requires a specialist to implement and drive a strategy 

forward however this cannot be done alone and should not be the sole responsibility of the 

specialist.  

 

There can often be a misalignment of expectations between executives / senior leadership, 

and those that are asked to deliver on I&D such as the I&D specialist and/or staff networks 

which can cause demotivation, disinterest, and burnout. Leadership can often set unrealistic 

targets of impact and change with challenging timelines, however inclusion work and 

culture change does not happen overnight.  

 

Everyone within the organisation has a responsibility for inclusion, from frontline colleagues 

to executives and trustees. Listening to the challenges and barriers of implementing an 

inclusion strategy at all levels can ensure the whole organisation is working cohesively to 

implement and drive forward change. 

 
Engaging the different levels of staff with inclusion 
 
Board members: 

 

Why should we engage them? 

The board has strategic oversight of the organisation and can hold senior leaders to account. If the 

board are engaged in inclusion topics and understand the importance of inclusion, they can 

guarantee that inclusion and diversity will not be forgotten.   

 

How can we engage them? 

• Deliver training to the board to highlight the business case for inclusion and diversity and 

explain the impacts of not engaging in the conversation 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/resource/global-inclusion/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/resource/global-inclusion/
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• If the organisation has an I&D steering group, having a member of the board / executive 

who regularly attends or sharing attendance between the board can demonstrate 

commitment to inclusion and that it is taken seriously 

• Encourage a board level sponsor for inclusion and diversity 
• Keep I&D on a regular reporting schedule and a regular agenda item at meetings 

• Consider what training is necessary for the board – this could be allyship, inclusive 

leadership, mentoring, reverse mentoring etc.  

• Review board membership to ensure that the board is diverse and inclusive 

 
Leadership and senior management:  

 

Why should we engage them? 

Leadership have direct impact in setting the culture and tone of an organisation. It is important to 

have leadership buy in for embedding inclusion within an organisation.  

 

How can we engage them? 

• Create a sponsorship role for I&D. This person can act as a champion in senior leadership 

meetings and act as an ally for other groups in spaces where they may not have a voice. 

They can also report to the board level sponsor to feedback on inclusion work 

• Deliver training to senior leaders and management to highlight the business case for 

inclusion and diversity and explain the impact of not engaging in the conversation. 

• Develop reverse mentoring schemes to help support levels of confidence and learning 

• Link in with staff networks to encourage a culture of openness and action for change  

• Embed inclusion themes through internal and external communications. 

 

Middle management: 

 

Why should we engage them? 

Middle managers are the link between leadership and the wider staff body and play a crucial role in 

delivering key strategic objectives.  

 

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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How can we engage them? 

• Inclusive management training to help support managers understand the importance of 

inclusion in the day to day running of their teams 

• Support managers to enable staff to attend training, inclusion initiatives, and staff networks. 

This could include support covering a role if a team member or team manager requires time 

out to attend training.  

• Lead by example – having board / executives and senior leadership place I&D at the centre 

of their work will filter through to management at all levels.  

 

All employees:  

 

Why should we engage them? 

Are the life force of an organisation. Creating an inclusive work environment where staff feel like 

they can bring their true and best self, and be happier at work is the ultimate goal. 

 

How can we engage them? 

• Provide opportunity for learning 

• Offer rewards for getting involved in inclusion activities such as compensation for being a 

chair of a staff network, vouchers for being on a panel, or thank you e-cards for sharing lived 

experiences 

• Have a wide range of inclusion topics that are discussed to keep conversations interesting, 

engaging, fair and balanced, to ensure everyone feels included 

• Encourage staff voice through networks, activities, and surveys.  

 

External stakeholders: 

 

Why should we engage them? 

Depending on the size of an organisation, budgets may act as a barrier to implementing initiatives 

and learning. By engaging with external stakeholders, this can foster an environment of best 

practice sharing and progression, and partners or other stakeholders may return the favour. 

 

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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How can we engage them? 

• Invite to attend training  

• Networking events to help share best practice and initiatives 

• Procurement procedures to include I&D consideration 

 

Re-engaging employees with inclusion 
 
There can be many reasons an employee may choose to engage/disengage with inclusion in the 

workplace. It could be very dependent on not only personal factors such as the employee’s 

characteristics and lived experiences, but also how they are feeling mentally and emotionally; 

which could be influenced by external factors such as the social and political landscape.  

 

Below are suggestions on how to re-engage colleagues with inclusion: 

 
• Communications – Clear communications to all colleagues is crucial. It is very easy to fall 

into an email trap when communicating inclusion to try and reach everyone. Some of the 

challenges of this is understanding who you are reaching and the impact you are having. 

Consider other methods of communications:  

o Use of staff intranet 

o Inclusion Champions network or other characteristic specific staff networks 

o Allyship programmes 

o Team meeting briefings 

o Bitesize videos and/or lunch and learns 

Ensure you consider different ways in which people share, digest and engage with 

information to cater for a diverse workforce 

 

• Transparency – It is important when creating an inclusion strategy, that organisations are 

transparent about their successes as well as areas for development. By having this 

transparency, it shows both internal and external stakeholders what challenges there are, 

and how the organisation plans to rectify some of these challenges. This transparency can 

also mean that the organisation can be held to account for their lack of action should 

change not take place.  

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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• Employee voice – Consider ways in which the employee voice can be heard. This may be in 

the form of staff networks and/or trade unions. It is good practice to regularly ask for 

feedback and have colleagues’ input. It is imperative that any feedback given is responded 

to or any actions that have been implemented from an employee survey are shared so 

employees feel as though they are being listened to and can visibly see changes. This 

highlights the importance of a strong internal communications plan. 

 

• Calling out vs Calling in – Everyone should feel included in the inclusion conversation. The 

benefits of calling in people to the conversation as apposed to calling out non-inclusive 

behaviour (unless it is discriminatory) is that you are promoting learning rather than opting 

for a space where people feel ashamed or chastised for saying or doing the wrong thing 

which may be a genuine mistake or misunderstanding. Provide staff with a safe framework 

and environment to openly challenge 

 

Allyship – Set up a space for employees who do not identify with minority groups to come 

together as allies, or allow allies to take part in staff network meetings, to make sure that 

everybody is included in the conversation. Without allyship and having those people in 

positions of privilege and power helping to support to make changes, underrepresented 

groups will take much longer to break down barriers for real inclusion to take place.  

 
Resources: 
 
How organizations can foster an inclusive workplace | McKinsey 
 
How to Show White Men That Diversity and Inclusion Efforts Need Them (hbr.org) 
 
Is Quiet Quitting Real? (gallup.com) 
 
Toby Mildon: Navigating the diversity and inclusion iceberg - HRreview 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/understanding-organizational-barriers-to-a-more-inclusive-workplace
https://hbr.org/2019/10/how-to-show-white-men-that-diversity-and-inclusion-efforts-need-them
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/398306/quiet-quitting-real.aspx
https://www.hrreview.co.uk/analysis/navigating-the-diversity-and-inclusion-iceberg/147615

