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“I
n our globalised economy, 
growth, innovation and talent 
can come from anywhere”. 
So said a report published by 
Ernst & Young last year on 

“winning in a polycentric world”. Peter Block and 
Dr Gillian Shapiro wholeheartedly agree. They are 
lead partners of All About Talent, a new company 
that believes developing a skilled and diverse 
workforce isn’t a politically-correct ‘nice to have’ 
but an increasingly vital business imperative.

Block and Shapiro argue that L&D professionals 
need to see inclusion and diversity (I&D) as core 
to their role and remit. “Organisations shouldn’t 
limit either their talent pool or skill set,” says Block. 
“And we’re not just talking technical skills but 
interpersonal and emotional ones, the development 
of which has to be driven by the L&D team. I&D 
isn’t solely about recruitment, but about developing 
and growing people, moving them up and around 
the business.”

For Shapiro, ‘equality’ equals ‘fairness’, whereas 
‘diversity’ is broader: an understanding and 
acceptance of multiple differences, not just of 
gender or race but also, for example, educational 
background and social class. ‘Inclusion’ she defines 
as the employees’ experience of their employer, such 

Diversify or die
Peter Block and Gillian Shapiro discuss 
with Daniel Wain why one size doesn’t fit all

as feeling valued and believing they have a future 
within the organisation. In short, diversity is the 
people you’ve got, while inclusion is how they feel.

Block and Shapiro believe that a diverse and 
skilled workforce that feels included will lead to 
increased engagement and commitment, which 
will likewise have a positive impact upon important 
business metrics such as quality, productivity and 
innovation. Shapiro cites research, for example, that 
shows a link between the presence of women on the 
board and positive market performance.

Very recently, the Credit Suisse Research Institute 
found, based on assessing the performance of 2,360 
companies globally, that those with one or more 
women on the board delivered higher average 
returns on equity, better average growth and higher 
price/book value multiples than those without. 
Similarly, between 2007 and 2009, Eversheds 
surveyed the top 250 companies in Europe, the 
US and Asia-Pacific and found that those with 
more female directors performed better during the 
financial crisis than those without.

Shapiro herself conducted some research last 
year on ‘inclusive leadership’, sponsored by BAE 
Systems and KPMG and in partnership with 
Opportunity Now: an initiative created by Business 
in the Community to maximise the potential of 
female employees. Their report stated that “inclusive 
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leaders bring clear benefits to organisations, through 
facilitating innovation, making the most of diverse 
talent and, through their own adaptability, getting 
the best results for their organisation”.

However, she says that inclusive leadership is 
currently far from widespread: an issue that again 
would seem to require L&D’s proactive attention. 
“Many organisations simply haven’t yet taken the 
formal actions required to develop it,” she says. 
“Those inclusive leaders that do exist are pioneers. 
They have forged their own path, developing an 
understanding of the importance of leveraging the 
benefits of diversity, but through osmosis,  
not design.”

Her research found that, while L&D had helped 
leaders develop “many general people-focused skills 
and behaviours, such as being approachable and 
trustworthy”, few had developed those most relevant 
to diversity, such as “challenging non-inclusive 
behaviour, being aware of and able to minimise their 
own stereotypes and assumptions, or understanding 
how diversity can add value to the business”.

So how does L&D move inclusive leadership 
from a few rare pioneers to the mainstream? For 
Shapiro, a whole-system approach is required: 
“Inclusion has to be positioned centre-stage on the 

leadership development agenda, and not as an issue 
that’s additional or parallel to the core strategy.” 
L&D must define the strategic imperative for 
inclusive leadership, she believes, and gain senior-
level sponsorship. Then we need to equip our 
managers with the necessary skills and behaviours 
to act as inclusive role models, encouraging others 
to emulate them. Finally, we must continually assess 
the outcomes of our development efforts, making 
it essential to demonstrate these inclusive skills and 
behaviours when recruiting and promoting leaders.

Few L&D professionals would argue that 
broadening their workforce’s skills is not beneficial 
to the organisation. The Ernst & Young report 
cited earlier argues that restricting diversity of 
skills and experience is detrimental to innovation 
and creativity. It concludes that succeeding in a 
“polycentric world” requires companies to focus 
on four priorities, which include building diverse 
leadership teams with strong global experience: 
“Companies need to ensure that management teams 
comprise individuals from diverse backgrounds and 
different ages, races and gender, who have experience 
of both fast- and slow-growth markets.”

The Ernst & Young research shows that, despite 
broadly agreeing about the benefits of diversity, 
organisations continue to struggle with translating 
their beliefs into action. Less than 10 per cent of 
their 520 senior-level, international respondents 
have management boards where more than half 
the executives come from outside their home 
market, despite the fact that 85 per cent think that 
diversity has a positive impact on reputation and 
performance. The report concludes that “tomorrow’s 
successful companies will be those that are already 
grooming and empowering diverse leaders through 
strategic leadership development programmes”: 
again squarely putting the ball in L&D’s court.

L&D must define the 
strategic imperative  
for inclusive leadership  
and gain senior- 
level sponsorship
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To ignite innovation and fresh-thinking, Ernst & 
Young also recommend mobility programmes and 
job rotation to encourage diversity of experience as 
well as of gender, race and culture. It cites HSBC, 
which operates an international management 
programme for recent graduates, whereby individuals 
are given a new assignment every 18 months to two 
years. Many of the bank’s senior executives have 
emerged from the ranks of this programme.

Finally, the report states that companies will 
increasingly need to manage generational diversity, 
quoting Navi Radjou of the Cambridge Judge 
Business School: “By 2020, companies will 
essentially have workforces made up of three 
generations. HR strategies that work for one 
generation may not be appropriate for another and 
companies need to recognise those differences if 
they want to build and retain an effective workforce.”

As well as the argument that different and fresh 
perspectives help drive innovation, Shapiro says 
that an organisation’s employees need to reflect 
the diversity of their customer base. She cites 
a hospital with whom she’s currently working, 
where the diversity of both the community and 
the staff has led to the identification of cures 
for new diseases. This is an example of diversity 
enabling an organisation to not only tackle the 
business imperative of differentiating itself from 
the competition but to achieve something far more 
important: saving lives.

Shapiro’s background is in I&D, Block’s in 
L&D. He believes that L&D professionals need to 
ensure their strategies and programmes include all 
employees. “If development opportunities are not 
there for all,” he says, “some people may self-exclude, 
thus damaging business performance. While some 
groups see moving up as their natural right, others 
may not, so L&D must ensure that the latter 

don’t feel disenfranchised. L&D shouldn’t just be 
about top talent schemes or fast track programmes. 
Experiential learning is hugely important, supported 
by line managers, who in turn are trained and 
encouraged by L&D to supply this support.”

Block and Shapiro represent All About Talent’s 
own stated competitive advantage: combined 
expertise in both I&D and L&D. The company 
aims to pool the talents of a diverse group of people 
development professionals, with experience across 
many business sectors, from developing leadership 
skills in the NHS to accelerated learning for a global 
oil company. Block most recently headed up the 
Broadcast Equality and Training Regulator, which 
was consumed in the coalition government’s bonfire 
of the quangos. “I thought it was tragic to lose all of 
the knowledge and research that we’d accumulated,” 
he says, and hence All About Talent was formed a 
year ago.

Block believes other organisations should similarly 
“harness I&D and L&D into a whole”. From data 
gathered by BETR, he realised that companies that 
tend to ‘get’ I&D also tend to be advanced at L&D, 
but that it doesn’t necessarily work the other way 
around. “Being good at developing your people,” he 
says, “doesn’t necessarily mean that your organisation 
is inclusive and diverse. HR, and particularly L&D, 
needs to make I&D a continuous, everyday part of 
their role and of the company’s business efforts. For 
example, flexible working shouldn’t be seen as a perk, 

Diversity is the people 
you’ve got, while 
inclusion is how they feel
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benefit or compliance issue. It’s part of increasing 
an organisation’s ability to employ a more diverse 
workforce and enable all of their employees to feel 
included. To do this right, L&D needs to look 
beyond ad hoc initiatives and one-off projects.”

L&D needs to be more creative when developing 
I&D capabilities. “Training courses are rarely the 
answer, certainly for I&D,” Block says. “They 
tend to confuse rather than clarify.” Instead, he 
recommends coaching, mentoring and action 
learning, “all of which can help to address the 
‘so what?’ that usually comes after I&D training. 
Diversity is much more difficult to manage than 
‘sameness’, which means the demand for L&D  
is greater.”

Perhaps L&D people need to rethink their own 
I&D capabilities before aiming to develop those of 
others. “Are they themselves aware of I&D and do 
they fully understand what it means?” asks Block. 
“First, L&D professionals need to understand their 
own business before they can make sense of I&D 
within the specific organisational context. They 
then need to make it part of the overarching people 
development and talent management agenda as 
well as of all its supporting initiatives. For example, 
diversity should be a core element of any coaching 
or feedback models while, if there’s no mixed 
ethnicity on a particular training programme, L&D 
ought to be asking why not. 

“When L&D are tackling I&D well, it becomes 
more than just an add-on or tick-box compliance 
issue.  Any leader or manager within the business 
ought to be able to define it.”

So should L&D use targets and quotas to 
measure the effectiveness of their efforts? Shapiro is 
ambivalent: “Setting quantitative goals and quotas 
can help you to monitor and reward progress made, 
but you shouldn’t be doing this just to achieve a 
notional, random number. 

“As well as the danger of being seen to be paying 
merely lip service to I&D, there’s also the possibility 
of a backlash against quotas or of people questioning 
the quality achieved regardless of the  
quantitative success.”

Block and Shapiro acknowledge that I&D is a 
highly emotive area. “For example,” says Shapiro, 
“leaders don’t like admitting ignorance, so you 
can create a culture of silence in which people 
don’t discuss it because they’re afraid of asking the 
wrong questions or using the wrong words. The 
less you talk to people, the poorer your working 
relationships with them, and so you get a downward 
vicious spiral.”

Block has been on the “difficult I&D journey 
himself ”. Before BETR, he worked for Shell, PwC 
and IBM. “At the start of my career, I was very 
much involved in reputation management, which, at 
the time, was very reactive, responding to incidents 
and events. Things became a little more proactive 
with the rise of corporate and social responsibility, 
though that was often just a PR sticking plaster. 
Later, having moved into L&D, I realised that 
you can’t create development programmes without 
understanding the landscape within which you’re 
working and that I&D therefore becomes part of 
the learning needs analysis.”

It was meeting Shapiro, who began her career 
in academia studying the link between innovation 
and employee engagement before launching her 
own consultancy, which made him realise the 
importance of combining L&D with I&D. “It’s 
about developing a collective responsibility for an 
organisation’s attitudes and behaviours,” he says.

Block and Shapiro clearly have a strong research 
ethos, with a list of publications to their team’s 
credit. Block is currently studying for a PhD in 
government policy and skills, and the pair work 
closely with Oona King, who, as well as being 
Channel 4’s diversity consultant and a member 
of the House of Lords, chairs All About Talent’s 
‘thought leadership forum’. All three are currently 
consolidating various primary and secondary 
sources of research on the diverse skills required 
for economic growth. Their analysis is due to be 
published early next year.

On the subject of economic growth, has there 
been any broad sea change in organisations’ 
attitudes to I&D since the financial meltdown? 
“Unfortunately, we’ve seen very little shift,” replies 
Shapiro. “What’s valued and rewarded often isn’t 
inclusive leadership, and research shows that 
managers still tend to recruit in their own image. 
Values are becoming more important, together with 
a closer sense of community, but the ‘safety first’ 
mentality of recruiting clever people from Russell 
Group universities and then developing their skills is 
arguably even more prevalent during hard times.”  

Perhaps it’s the right time, then, for L&D to 
reiterate the mantra that, in a competitive market, 
‘safety first’ invariably leads to coming last. 

“Being good at 
developing your people 
doesn’t necessarily mean 
that your organisation is 
inclusive and diverse”


