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Rather than considering diversity, 
equity and inclusion and well-being 
as separate, nice-to-have programs, 
employers may want to consider 
aligning and mutually reinforcing 
efforts in those areas to improve the 
workforce experience. 

Amplify Your  
Workforce Experience: 
Aligning and 
Reinforcing 
DEI and  
Well-Being
by | Michael Gilmartin and Elizabeth Lascaze

A s the events of 2020 and early 2021 
unfolded, many organizations 
began to understand how unpre-
pared they were to fully support 

their workforce through the unprecedented 
health, economic and social challenges they 
faced. 

Despite being able to point to policies and 
programs that outlined their organizational 
commitment to both diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) and well-being, many lead-
ers struggled to properly understand why 
their initiatives were failing to make their 
workplace more inclusive and falling short of 
creating a lasting impact on workforce well-
being. After taking a closer look, they soon 
discovered that, more often than not, the 
strategy, design and delivery of DEI and well-
being support were being created, activated 
and communicated in a disjointed manner. 

It may be time to rethink this approach. 
In order to amplify the workforce experience, 
employers may want to consider aligning and 
mutually reinforcing organizational efforts 
around DEI and well-being. It may be time 
to begin to look at DEI and well-being as 
inherent and critical elements to the human 
experience and, therefore, inextricably linked 
together in the social enterprise.

The Current Landscape and  
Demand for DEI and Well-Being 

Over the last 18 months, several major is-
sues have impacted the physical, financial, 
emotional and social well-being of the work-
force. During the pandemic, many workforces 
went virtual. At the same time, the virus dis-
proportionately affected members of histori-
cally marginalized racial and ethnic groups, 
specifically Black and Latinx communities. 
Amid this environment, organizations are 
seeking a greater understanding of how to 
effectively promote an inclusive culture that 
addresses systemic bias and racism, fosters 
belonging and connectedness with others, and 
supports the personal and professional well-
being needs and concerns of their workforce. 
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However, this demand doesn’t exclusively stem from the 
desires of the workforce. It is more important than ever to 
align DEI and well-being efforts because of the following key 
new and ongoing social factors:

1.	 COVID-19 pandemic: The global pandemic has ad-
versely impacted the physical well-being of many U.S. 
citizens, but it has placed a disproportionate burden on 
Black and Latinx communities specifically, with hospi-
talization and death rates of Black and Latinx commu-
nities more than three times higher than for white 
communities.1 Meanwhile, early data shows that these 
same communities are experiencing inadequate access 
to vaccination options despite being at higher risk.2 
The pandemic has also created financial and mental 
well-being challenges, either because of job loss (which 
was particularly acute for Black and Latinx women3) or 
in the virtualization of work, which gave rise to com-
plex child-care challenges for working parents, spark-
ing heightened levels of exhaustion and burnout for 
workers, and exacerbating existing feelings of isolation, 
anxiety and depression for many. 

2.	 Race-based trauma impacting Asian and Black com-
munities: When news spread that the COVID-19 virus 
originated in China, the Asian and Asian American 
communities experienced a significant increase in ste-
reotyping, racism, xenophobia, harassment, and physi-

cal and emotional abuse.4 At the same time, the killings 
of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery 
as well as ongoing racially motivated violence in the 
U.S. and other countries around the world have inten-
sified stress and anxiety. These recent events have trig-
gered social, emotional and psychological trauma for 
Asian and Black workers that cannot be set aside when 
the workday begins. 

3.	 Workplace discrimination and raising awareness of 
ongoing inequities: The connection between racism, 
discrimination and their impact on mental well-being in 
the Asian American, Black and Latinx American com-
munities is well-documented. A 2015 study published 
under the National Institutes of Health made a direct 
correlation between racism experienced by the Black, 
Indigenous and people of color (BIPOC) community 
and higher degrees of depression, stress, anxiety and 
other mental well-being barriers.5 To address this, work-
ers are asking their organizations to demonstrate the 
values of equity and fairness, through tangible, visible 
and meaningful action, to provide opportunity and im-
prove well-being for all—not just some. 

The Reinforcing Dynamic  
Between DEI and Well-Being

Historically, DEI and well-being efforts were thought of 
separately and were leveraged solely as nice-to-have pro-
grams. Research shows that there is an interdependent re-
lationship between them—When they are operating in har-
mony, their combined influence may be the most significant 
contributing factor to shaping a healthy, meaningful and 
impactful workforce experience for workers.6 What does a 
healthy relationship between DEI and well-being look like? 

Workers With High Well-Being Are More Inclusive

The personal and professional stress facing today’s work-
ers is different from that of previous generations. Many are 
managing a dual-income household, are expected to operate 
in an “always-on” environment and cope with increased job 
uncertainty due to changing workforce needs and business op-
erating models, all of which can negatively impact well-being. 
This decrease in well-being can contribute to the use of mental 
shortcuts or stereotypes in the day-to-day mitigation of stress, 
which often becomes rooted in fixed, prejudiced attitudes that 
undermine the impact of organizational inclusion initiatives.

takeaways
•  Many organizations fail to connect their diversity, equity and 

inclusion (DEI) and their well-being efforts and, as a result, fall 
short of creating a lasting impact on workforce well-being.

•  Research shows that there is an interdependent relationship 
between DEI and well-being. Employers may want to consider 
aligning and mutually reinforcing organizational efforts around 
those programs.

•  Workers with lower levels of stress, depression and burnout and 
higher levels of well-being are more likely to be inclusive.

•  Organizations should not assume that human resources (HR) staff 
bear the sole responsibility for DEI and well-being efforts and 
should avoid failing to act once they’ve acknowledged DEI and 
well-being challenges.

•  Organizations can follow the listen, engage, acknowledge, do 
(LEAD) framework to begin taking action to align DEI and well-
being efforts.
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By contrast, workers with lower levels of stress, depres-
sion and burnout and higher levels of well-being are less like-
ly to rely on their stereotypes or “us vs. them” categorizations 
when making decisions and interacting with colleagues. Or-
ganizations that support their workers in addressing their 
many demands and disruptions reduce the overwhelming 
levels of stress, exhaustion and isolation. They enable their 
workforce to cultivate the cognitive space to mindfully listen, 
explore meaningful relationships with others and treat col-
leagues as individuals rather than just members of a social 
category. 

Inclusive Workers Demand Inclusive Workplaces

Once inclusive behaviors within the organization have 
been defined and activated and workers are held account-
able, the intended impact of DEI and well-being policies and 
programs can be put front and center for review and refine-
ment. That is, when workers feel that they belong, can con-
nect authentically with one another, find meaning in their 
work, and have the support and resources they need to live 
well and thrive, they will start to push the thinking on orga-
nizational policies, behaviors, culture and norms to be more 
inclusive. 

However, while inclusive organizations are driven by 
inclusive workers, this intentional, inspired and innovative 
thinking must be reinforced and supported by leaders at 
the top. 

Taking Action to Support Your Workforce 
Today, the demand for organizations to take action to 

support their workforce, especially considering the events of 
2020 and early 2021, comes from both an internal lens as an 
employer and from an external lens as a social enterprise. 

In Deloitte’s Human Capital 2020 Trends Report, belong-
ing and well-being were identified as the most relevant hu-
man capital issues, strengthening the notion that organiza-
tions should prioritize the needs of their workers and take 
meaningful action to foster inclusive workplace environ-
ments and positive workforce experiences. 

The report also highlights that leaders across the globe are 
broadening the purpose of their organizations to include all 
stakeholders, including society at large and the communities 
they serve. Both internal and external perspectives should 
be considered when developing a plan of action to integrate 
DEI and well-being efforts; however, that plan should not be 

based on benchmarks. Rather, organizations should build 
their strategies based on what their workers need and expect 
from leaders internally and how the organization wants to 
emerge externally as a social enterprise. 

Developing a strategy to align DEI and well-being and 
activate a positive workforce experience can seem daunt-
ing. However, there are key steps you can take to start the 
journey. 

Organizations can use the following framework, called 
listen, engage, acknowledge, do (LEAD), to get started.7 

Listen

Organizations may be eager to take swift action to address 
the personal and professional needs and concerns of work-
ers, which may result in unintended consequences. Instead, 
leaders should determine what forums may be best for work-
ers to share their stories and should time to ask them about 
their unique experiences. It’s also imperative to reflect on 
what can be done to create a safe space for workers—a space 
marked by respect and psychological safety and that is ripe 
for meaningful emotional and social connection. Through 
active and empathic listening, leaders will powerfully dem-
onstrate that the experiences and perspectives of all mem-
bers of the workforce matter. 

Ask yourself: How can you create a safe space for your 
workforce to share their experiences? What listening mecha-
nisms do your workers feel most comfortable using (inter-
views, surveys, focus groups, etc.)?

learn more
Education
Health Disparities and Social Inequality:  
The Role of Wellness
On-Demand Virtual Conference
Visit www.ifebp.org/virtual for more information.
Strong Organizations: Your Role in Diversity and Inclusion
On-Demand Webcast
Visit www.ifebp.org/webcasts for more details.

From the Bookstore
Shared Values—Shared Results
Dee W. Edington, Ph.D., and Jennifer S. Pitts, Ph.D. 
2016. Edington Associates.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?9085 for more information.
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Engage

Most of the time, people want to be part of the solution, 
and often when leaders engage workers in a problem that 
is part of their everyday experience, they will be motivated 
and inspired to partner with their leadership team solve it. 
A diverse workforce may want to engage with organiza-
tional leaders in ongoing conversations. If invited to engage 
in an inclusive and psychologically safe space, these work-
ers will likely be willing to share what DEI and well-being 
mean to them. These engagements should be designed as 
a space for learning, relationship building and meaning-
ful action. These conversations will serve as the foundation 
upon which organizations can build transformative DEI 
and well-being strategies that align and mutually reinforce 
each other. 

Ask yourself: Who should be brought together for this 
discussion and how? Who will lead the conversation, and 
what problem will you focus on? 

Acknowledge

While facilitating conversations, organizational leaders 
must acknowledge the many challenges facing their workers 
in this moment, including COVID-19 impacts, racially moti-
vated violence, political turmoil, enduring racism, economic 
uncertainty and their collective impact on an employee’s feel-
ings of belonging, ability to thrive and desire to engage in 
designing solutions. For centuries, we have avoided discus-
sions of DEI and well-being topics in the workplace, leading 
to painful silence and inaction and causing great suffering 
among our workforces. Times have changed, and it’s impera-
tive for organizations to acknowledge the inequities facing 
the Asian American, Black American and Latinx American 
communities and other marginalized people inside and out-
side of their workplace as well as the mental, emotional, so-
cial and financial toll the current environment has had on 
individuals and communities.

Ask yourself: How will you begin to acknowledge these 
impacts on your workforce? What commitments will you 
make to protect and empower your employees?

Do

While commitments are good, action is better. Work-
ers and stakeholders expect their organizations and leaders 
to not only say something but do something—Organiza-
tions should avoid the common pitfalls that have inhibited 

meaningful progress to establish and execute effective DEI 
and well-being strategies that align and mutually reinforce 
each other.

Ask yourself: How will you evaluate and improve your 
organizational policies with a focus on DEI and well-being? 
What about your behaviors, norms and culture?

The Pitfalls That Stop Organizations  
From Taking the First Step 

Often, when organizations look to reinforce their com-
mitment to DEI and well-being, they are unable to take the 
first step toward creating mutually aligned strategies. Here 
are some common pitfalls that prevent organizations from 
moving forward: 

Believing That They Need to Prioritize  
Either DEI or Well-Being

Many organizations believe that DEI and well-being are 
critically important but are treated as mutually exclusive ele-
ments in the workforce experience. As a result, they either 
spend time and resources trying to determine which effort 
to address and promote or they run concurrent and diver-
gent efforts that fail to acknowledge the overlap in the rela-
tionship between DEI and well-being. DEI and well-being 
should underpin a workforce experience strategy and must 
be weaved throughout every effort.

Fearing They Might Get It Wrong

Often, the fear of doing something wrong can be a deter-
rent to taking any action at all. Organizational leaders may 
feel like they have not fully grasped the depth of the problem 
and, because of that, they feel overwhelmed and incapable of 
taking the first step in solving it on an organizational level. To 
make meaningful progress, the first step does not need to be 
transformational. Organizations should consider gathering 

Ready to LEAD? 

As you begin to take your next steps and LEAD, it is 
important to prioritize and cascade these commitments 
in leadership-driven internal and external communication 
campaigns, with direct links to internal employee resource 
groups for continued dialogue and support. 
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sfeedback and sentiment from their workers through a few 

mediums, including open forums, focus groups and surveys, 
and using those conversations to understand the breadth of 
challenges that workers are facing. This will get you one step 
closer to driving behavioral change in your organization. 

Investigating the Problem but Failing to Act

Once organizations engage their workers and acknowl-
edge the DEI and well-being challenges they are feeling, 
they need to take the next step in the maturation process 
by evaluating and improving DEI and well-being policies, 
partnerships, behaviors and culture within the organization. 
Regrettably, this is where most organizations fail to move 
forward—They don’t know what steps to take next, so they 
take no steps at all. This failure to act is especially frustrating 
to those workers who shared their perspectives but saw no 
tangible change. 

Assuming DEI and Well-Being Are HR’s Responsibility

An ideal workforce experience is one that is built on the 
foundational values of diversity, collaboration, equitable 
treatment, flexibility and inclusivity, made manifest in the 
physical, mental, emotional, social and financial well-being 
support that is offered to address worker needs, concerns and 
aspirations. These values and support programs are not the 
sole obligation of HR. HR can only serve as the facilitator 
by which these values and offerings are made present to the 
workforce. To create lasting and material impact, these val-
ues and offerings need to be ingrained in the business strat-
egy and corporate culture, embodied by leadership behaviors 
and delivered from the top down.

Summary 
The eyes of every organization’s workforce, customers and 

suppliers as well as the communities they operate in are on 
them, and they are watching to see how organizations are 
going to support their workforce’s personal and professional 
growth and aspirations. They are hopeful that the experi-
ences of the past can pave the way for a better reality going 
forward and that organizations will show their loyalty and 
commitment to workers by creating, activating and commu-
nicating a positive workforce experience that is anchored in 
an aligned and equitable approach to DEI and well-being. 
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