conversations on leadership

Rethinking Risk in
Developing and Retaining
Diverse Executives

by Todd Hutchings

We are long past the point when companies need to be
reminded of the importance of diversity within their senior
ranks. Indeed, the pendulum now has swung the other way:
We are continually asked by clients to bring them diversity
candidates—and, often, only diversity candidates. It is
gratifying that the demand for diversity candidates has
increased so dramatically, and we are excited to help clients
find the diverse talent that truly can transform their business.
But the fact is that companies seeking to increase the diversity
of their leadership ranks can’t simply outsource the solution.
When a company wants to conduct an external search for a senior-level diversity candidate with a
proven track record, our experience has been that the decision to look outside rather than inside is
driven by two forces: 1) The company wants to increase the diversity of its senior ranks quickly and
2) It wants to do so with minimum risk. Both of these impulses are understandable, but there are
reasons to use caution with them. The lack of diversity in the senior management of many industries
is the result of long-standing inequities in hiring, development and promotion. Successfully
recruiting a senior diversity executive from somewhere else solves that organization’s immediate

need without addressing the underlying problem: Everyone chasing the same limited pool of
talent does nothing to expand the pool, which is the only real solution to a complex challenge.

Organizations can expand the pool of diversity candidates for senior roles by making it a priority
to cultivate the most promising mid-level diversity executives already within their company. But
doing so requires a serious rethinking of risk. When presented with the possibility of promoting the
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current (diverse) controller into the CFO role, for example, many organizations will focus on the risk
of underperformance and turn to recruiting an established (and, many times, non-diverse) CFO from
the outside. But what organizations frequently don’t realize is by avoiding one risk at all costs, they
actually are incurring the much more significant risk of having great talent recruited away from them.
From our vantage point in the middle of the talent market, we have seen this happen far too often.

De-risking stretch promotions

If organizations can get a more accurate reading of the risk involved in a stretch promotion, they may
find that it isn’t as risky as it seems. They can do this by looking past the traditional competencies

like strategic orientation and ability to influence in their evaluations. Our research into many such
cases has shown that candidates with some or all of four key personal attributes—curiosity, insight,
engagement and determination—have the agility and temperament needed to adapt to the changing
conditions and unforeseen challenges that stretch promotions commonly bring (see Figure 1).
Indeed, such candidates can end up outperforming others who lack those personality traits but
check all the traditional boxes.

FIGURE 1:
These four personality traits can signal a candidate’s ability to adapt to new challenges
and opportunities:

TRAIT DESCRIPTION

Curiosity The openness to learning and change, high self-awareness, and the desire
to seek new experiences, knowledge and candid feedback

Insight The ability to gather and make sense of diverse pieces of information that
suggest new possibilities and strategic opportunities

Engagement The ability to use both emotion and logic to inspire others, to appeal to both
their hearts and their minds, and to communicate a persuasive vision that
touches and motivates people

Determination The wherewithal to fight for difficult goals despite challenges and to
bounce back from adversity

A more accurate assessment of an internal candidate’s potential to grow into a new role is a powerful
way of mitigating the risk that comes with stretch promotions and, thus, increasing the flow of
diversity candidates into the upper tiers of leadership. But this is not the only risk that must be
considered in order to expand diversity. Just as organizations may have to make an educated leap of
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faith when moving a mid-level diverse executive up to a senior position, so, too, are those executives
weighing the risk of assuming that if they reject an offer to go elsewhere, their potential will be
recognized and translated into opportunity where they are.

A hard look inward

Minimizing the risk borne by diverse executives requires organizations to take a close look at their
culture and support mechanisms to evaluate whether their commitment to diversity is strong,
consistent, effective, and free from unconscious bias and other forces that might undermine it.
Companies that tend to recruit diverse leadership from the outside rather than cultivating it from
within can easily skip over this important self-evaluation and end up with a more anemic diversity
environment than they realize.

Ask the following: Do the diversity executives in the organization feel they have equal access to

both formal training and informal mentoring? Is the composition of the senior-most ranks of the
organization such that a diverse executive feels that ascending to that level is a realistic possibility?
Does the organization have a track record of developing and promoting diverse leaders from within?
Is the promotion process transparent and accessible?

Pay particular attention to diversity and inclusion programs. These programs can be highly effective
if they reflect an authentic commitment to promoting internal diverse talent to senior leadership
positions but can exacerbate tensions and dissatisfaction for diverse talent if such programs exist
merely for optics (see Figure 2).

FIGURE 2:
Authentic diversity and inclusion programs will foster true diversity in an organization’s
leadership pipeline:

CHARACTERISTIC SUPERFICIAL PROGRAMS AUTHENTIC PROGRAMS

Program leadership Highlight non-diverse senior Select respected senior leader
executive or a junior diverse who also is from a diverse group
manager

Program sponsorship Siloed as an HR program Receives genuine interest and

investment from corporate leadership

Program focus Share personal hardships Help candidates make an impact on
the business

Results Shifted laterally to give the Promoted to a role of increasing
illusion of advancement responsibility
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It isn’t only diverse executives who closely examine the inclusiveness of a company’s culture. We

once regretfully turned down an assignment from a Fortune 100 company to recruit a top-level
female executive to the leadership of the company’s services division. A careful reading of the role
specification against the talent marketplace quickly showed that there were only a half dozen women
from other companies who could step into this specialized position—and each of those women was
at a company that was more genuinely diverse and inclusive than our potential client. As a result, we
knew it would be virtually impossible, no matter what salary and perks were offered, to successfully
recruit one of these women to this new opportunity. Enterprises such as this can increase the diversity
of their senior leadership—but only by taking a long-term view centered on leveraging their internal
pool of diverse executives.

Ultimately, this example is only an extreme case that highlights a broader truth: For diversity and
inclusion to reach meaningful levels, organizations must move beyond the relatively “quick win”
provided by external recruiting and, instead, focus on assessing, developing and retaining the
diversity talent they already have. Doing this effectively will naturally grow the number of diverse
executives in the candidate pool for senior positions, which, in turn, will increase the diversity of

an organization’s senior leadership in an authentic way. That is the surest path for a company to be
known as an employer of choice for talented diversity candidates—no matter whether they come from
within the company or from without.
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