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Dirty Dozen: These DEI Ideas Must Die 
12 risks that block DEI contributions to business growth and success  

Research emphasizes that when all of our varied voices matter, we can tap into our “Collective 
Superpower” contributing to success in organizations that flourish and grow. (See INdivisible-
book.com). But many organizations are not there yet.  

This reality was brought into stark relief in 2020 amid the ravages of the pandemic and a social 
reckoning around the profound costs of inequities, including racial injustice and clear divisions along 
gender and economic lines to name a few. With that, we saw heightened expectations for 
meaningful systemic change, and we continue seeing a wider array of stakeholders – investors, 
customers, boards, employees – all speaking out and holding companies and leaders accountable 
for DEI outcomes. This is propelling mind-shifts about senior leaders’ responsibilities to cultivate 
organizations that work for all, organizations that embrace the moral imperative and business 
opportunity where DEI drives growth, profit, purpose, and preparedness for a sustainable future.  

Strong and sustainable business evolution requires transformative practices. Progressive Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) leaders know that our work can contribute directly to achieving this 
meaningful change. We know that by thoughtfully and inclusively bringing together a full mix of 
people and ideas, we can achieve the fresh approaches businesses need to transcend increasingly 
complex challenges.  

However, in many organizations, DEI has become disconnected from the mission of the business. 
Despite an increasingly diverse and complex world, some are mired in outmoded ways of thinking 
and working when it comes to DEI. That means many are missing significant opportunities.  

Specifically, too many leaders regularly take absurd risks with DEI that they would never tolerate in 
other disciplines, such as marketing, safety, or research and development. Misguided strategies, 
outmoded approaches, limited expectations, and anemic organizational support put DEI efforts at 
risk. This limits the potential of DEI to effectively contribute solutions to business challenges and 
achieve meaningful impact. As we strive to do better, we must start by calling out the Dirty Dozen 
failure points in DEI (Originally presented in NYC, May 2016): 

1. Require Unreachable Standards for the Business Case: Business leaders repeatedly ask for 
exceptionally and unreasonably stringent proof of the business case for diversity, equity, and 
inclusivity. We would not place unrelenting demands for evidence that all marketing initiatives, 
assessments, campaigns, events, and focus groups had direct, positive, causal, quantifiable, 
bottom-line impact. Why would we do this with DEI? We can do better. 

2. Declare Best Practices Despite Suboptimal Results: Leaders declare a set of so-called “best 
practices” despite these approaches producing suboptimal results - even when well-executed. 
We would not accept a marketing strategy that failed to enhance business. Why would we do 
that with DEI? We can do better. 

3. Disregard Goal Alignment: Leaders fail to align DEI strategies with overarching company 
goals, orienting instead toward DEI award criteria or grassroots ideas. It is of little surprise, then, 
when business leaders see DEI as a distraction from critical business goals and, therefore, 
optional. We would not design a marketing strategy based on external award criteria instead of 
mission-critical business objectives. Why would we do that with DEI? We can do better. 

4. Avoid Addressing Uncomfortable Issues: Business leaders avoid addressing uncomfortable 
DEI issues, choosing silence over the opportunity to tackle tough challenges. A business would 
not leave key market segments untapped and frozen to the competition because they were 
considered too sensitive to discuss. Why would we do this with DEI? We can do better. 

http://www.rebekahsteele.com/
http://www.indivisible-book.com/
http://www.indivisible-book.com/
http://www.indivisible-book.com/


www.RebekahSteele.com | www.INdivisible-book.com 

 

5. Accept Blind Spots as a Reason to Do Nothing: By not holding business leaders and middle 
managers accountable for DEI outcomes, executives accept blind spots (including a lack of 
expertise and lack of willingness to develop DEI insights and capabilities) as a reason to achieve 
little for DEI. A business would not accept or promote P&L leaders and middle managers that 
ignore marketing challenges or opportunities due to their own blind spots. Why would we do this 
with DEI? We can do better. 

6. Copy Strategies from Competitors: Leaders copy and paste strategies from other companies 
rather than designing customized approaches that take into consideration the specific context 
and needs of their own organization. Marketing leaders seeking a competitive advantage would 
not copy from competitors. Why would we do that in DEI? We can do better. 

7. Expect Volunteers to Deliver Results on Top of Day Jobs: Business leaders expect 
volunteers (e.g., members of employee/ business resource groups and diversity councils or 
committees) to deliver DEI results on top of intensive core jobs. A business would not run a 
marketing department using cross-functional volunteer councils and market-segment employee 
networks. Why would we do this with DEI? We can do better. 

8. Expect ROI Without Investing: We know you can’t get something for nothing. However, some 
business leaders expect a DEI ROI in absence of a meaningful investment. A company would 
not rely on champions from other functions to sponsor and fund a Marketing Department and its 
initiatives. Why would we do this with DEI? We can do better. 

9. Select Leaders on Passion or the Experience of Exclusion: Too many companies still select 
DEI leaders based on their passion or experience of exclusion rather than on their expertise to 
lead this complex work. Imagine that passion for marketing and the experience of being 
advertised to were all you needed to become the Chief Marketing Officer of a Fortune 500 
company. Why would we do that with DEI? We can do better. 

10. Assume Results Will Take Generations: Leaders assume results will take generations, and 
this reduces their expectations for impact. It’s tough to imagine your CEO reporting quarterly 
results below forecast and telling shareholders to be patient because profitable market growth is 
a complex journey operating at a snail’s pace; investors should understand that growth and profit 
take generations to achieve. Why would we do this with DEI? We can do better. 

11. Fail to Lever Drivers of Innovation: Business leaders who are content with familiar practices 
that produce the same results fail to explore how DEI can potently drive innovation. A marketing 
department would not remain relevant without leveraging trends in customers, competitors, 
technology, and other marketplace drivers of innovation. Why would we do this with DEI? We 
can do better  

12. Employ Narrow Metrics: Leaders limit analytics to simplistic or superficial metrics, such as only 
representation metrics or numbers of participants in DEI initiatives, content with skimming the 
surface or operating with a very limited understanding of dynamics. Imagine marketing analytics 
focused on counting different consumers without understanding reasons for different purchasing 
patterns or how to alter them in the company’s favor. Why would we do this with DEI? We can 
do better. Find more on DEI metrics that matter:  

• Vital signs of Diversity and Inclusion (https://rebekahsteele.com/blog/2020/8/4/vital-signs-of-diversity-

and-inclusion) 

• Ten Questions toward tangibly linking diversity metrics to busines success 
(https://rebekahsteele.com/blog/2020/8/4/ten-questions-toward-tangibly-linking-diversity-metrics-to-
business-success) 

• Counting what counts in Diversity and Inclusion (https://rebekahsteele.com/blog/2020/8/4/counting-

what-counts-in-diversity-and-inclusion) 

• If you think you’re doing a good job of measuring inclusion, think again 
(https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/you-think-youre-doing-good-job-measuring-inclusion-again-steele-1e/) 

• New DEI measures and sample scorecards are available in INdivisible: Radically rethinking 
inclusion for sustainable business results (www.INdivisible-book.com)  
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A CALL TO ACTION 

DEI is a moral imperative. It is also a core part of business. When we accept this, we know we 
must act boldly to achieve what DEI can deliver for employees, customers, investors, and for 
business growth.  

We will not get better results by doing the same things. Certainly, there are some useful DEI 
practices that we must continue. But to stay relevant, expand impact, create business value, and 
fulfill stakeholder expectations, we need innovative strategies and tactics. To innovate, we must let 
go of ways of thinking and working that simply do not work. This can make space for the DEI 
transformation and promising new practices we really need. 
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