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░ ABSTRACT: The year, 2020, was a wakeup call to corporate America to make unprecedented progress on diversity and 
inclusion, with the Covid-19 crisis exposing astronomical racial health disparities, and the murder of George Floyd, prompting 
global protests against racism. The reckoning over race in the U.S. prompted a growing number of leaders to adopt a moral case 
for communicating a stronger commitment to diversity, but stakeholders are demanding to see real change. 

The purpose of this study is to outline the actions that CEOs are taking to communicate about diversity commitment and 
accountability as defined by the literature, among tech organizations, making the Diversity Inc. 2021 Top 50 Companies for 
Diversity list. A qualitative content analysis of CEO diversity statements publicly published by four tech companies cited for 
‘diversity,’ identifies leadership diversity actions as building trust, actively working against discrimination and subordination, 
embracing a wide range of styles and voice, and making cultural differences a resource for learning. These CEO statements were 
coded for moral legitimacy or the lack thereof. The author found symbolic evidence of moral legitimacy, four leadership 
perspectives on behavioral change and cultural shift, as well as, similarities and differences in communication practices. These 
findings will help practitioners craft diversity statements that offer substantive expressions of inclusive actions. 
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░ 1. INTRODUCTION 
When the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic manifested in 
March 2020, rapidly causing alarming rates of hospitalizations 
and deaths across the United States, government mandated 
shelter-in-place orders were issued to shut down, all non-
essential businesses, travel and gatherings, changing the way 
the nation conducts business, possibly forever. The global 
health crisis forced many customer-oriented companies to 
quickly move, their entire operations online, utilizing new 
technologies to integrate customer data analytics in their 
mobile apps and websites to provide some form of business as 
usual during such uncertain times [1]. But, there is nothing 
usual about the challenges that COVID-19 imposes on the 
wellbeing of employees of color. The social determinants of 
health for diverse employees have indeed been unprecedented, 
as the pandemic continues to reveal disparate impact on 
workplace psychological safety, belonging, work-life balance, 
and concerns about employment and promotion 
opportunities—this is especially true for Black identified 
employees [2].  

Adding to the uncertainty of the pandemic, the U.S. entered 
another recession, leaving millions unemployed [3]. Moreover, 
racial tensions driven by televised race-based police brutality 
including the pivotal murder of George Floyd, while in the 

custody of Minneapolis police on May 25, 2020. To address 
the double pandemic of both the Covid-19 crisis and racial 
discrimination towards Black people, a growing number of 
CEOs of U.S. based organizations are sharing their personal 
views about diversity, inclusion, and equity on their corporate 
websites and social media pages. As organizations are 
disproportionately, led by white male-identified CEOs, this 
increase in visible ally-ship, from those privileged to lead, is 
unique and compelling. According to the diversity 
management literature, visible leadership related to corporate 
diversity statements “play(s) a key part in socially constructing 
how diversity should be regarded in the company by minority 
and majority groups, as well as, indicating corporate values to 
external stakeholders” [4]. That a growing number of CEOs 
and senior leadership are the voices and platforms of 
organizations, to express a visible commitment to and 
accountability for diversity awareness, representation metrics, 
and diversity management practices, suggests movement in the 
shared work of racial equity and social justice [5].  

Notably, the Diversity Inc. 2021 Top 50 Companies for 
Diversity’s list lacks major tech companies, highlighting a 
longstanding criticism of the tech sector’s lack of minority 
representation and authenticity when it comes to facilitating 
psychologically safe workplaces that value diversity, equity 
and inclusion across identities [6-8]. Given the necessity to 
survive and continue providing services and products during 
Covid-19, many traditionally in-office functions are moving 
online and there is a heightened focus for companies to use 
metrics to measure progress in hiring, promoting, and 
retaining minority employees. Leaders of tech companies, in 
particular, have an unprecedented opportunity to rise to the 
occasion and identify with their minority employees, what 
their corporate social values are, and move forward building 
more equitable, and inclusive workplaces [9-11]. Diversity 

Tech Companies and Social Justice: The Pandemic Race for 
Diversity, Access and Inclusion Moves Online 
 
Dr. Monica Valentine 
Assistant Professor, School of Public Administration, Kentucky State University, Kentucky, USA 
 
*Correspondence:  Dr. Monica Valentine, Monica.Valentine@kysu.edu    

ARTICLE INFORMATION 

Author(s): Dr. Monica Valentine 
Received: 30 Aug, 2021; Accepted: 05 Oct, 2021; Published: 30 Oct, 2021; 
e-ISSN: 2347-4696;  
Paper Id: BMN-IJBMR-2021-68; 
Citation: doi.org/10.37391/IJBMR.090403 
Webpage-link: 
https://ijbmr.forexjournal.co.in/archive/volume-9/ijbmr-090403.html 



 International Journal of 
                           Business and Management Research (IJBMR) 

Open Access | Rapid and quality publishing                    Research Article | Volume 9, Issue 4 | Pages 401-414 | e-ISSN: 2347-4696 

 402 Website: www.ijbmr.forexjournal.co.in                                                    Tech Companies and Social Justice: The Pandemic Race 

statements are one platform that organizations use to attract 
diverse talent and customers [9, 12], but little structured 
information is known about how leaders of tech companies 
articulate a shared racial justice vision with their stakeholders 
through corporate diversity statements. To the knowledge of 
the researcher, there has been no prior research studying 
diversity statements of U.S. based tech companies, in terms of 
leadership commitment and accountability towards behavioral 
change and cultural shifts of organizations. Thus, the purpose 
of this study is to outline the actions that CEOs are taking to 
communicate diversity commitment and accountability as 
defined by the literature, and to examine which behavioral 
changes are key to fostering inclusion and creating cultural 
shifts, among tech organizations, making the Diversity Inc. 
2021 Top 50 Companies for Diversity list. 

░ 2. BACKGROUND 
2.1 Symbolism is not Enough 
The way companies conduct business continues to evolve in 
response to normative stakeholder pressures and the unique 
challenges created by the pandemic, as well as, the existing 
racial tension in the U.S. On the one hand, organizational 
strategies must align with emerging social values in order to 
remain competitive [11, 13]. On the other hand, the 
coronavirus, police brutality, and systemic racism have caused 
greater public scrutiny of organizations, and the perceived lack 
of effective leadership, is causing an uptick in stakeholder 
concerns about diversity practices. As external factors and 
employee concerns continue to exert extreme pressure on 
organizations to conform to social expectations and 
environmental standards, business leaders must decide how to 
respond [11, 14]. The literature argues that coercive and 
normative pressures from both internal constituencies and 
external forces cause organizations to adopt environmentally 
protective policies to demonstrate their commitment to 
diversity [15]. As such, CEOs are influenced by their 
environment “to do the right thing,” driving substantive 
corporate commitment to diversity practices, reflecting their 
dedication to an inclusive culture [9, 11, 16, 17]. However, 
organizations that choose to respond to external pressures 
(such as Covid-19 and social injustice) are more likely to 
simply create the appearance of symbolic commitment to 
diversity and invest more time, superficially managing 
diversity practices and their corporate image [9, 15, 18, 19]. 

2.2 Exposing the Lack of Black Talent in the 
Tech Industry 
Diversity is the perceived variation of social and cultural 
identities among employees, where differences and similarities 
are valued [20-22]. Companies adopting a business case for 
diversity align their actions and beliefs with business needs 
from a metrics perspective, in an effort to remain compliant 
with equal employment opportunity, to access new talent and 
markets, increase profitability, and enhance corporate 
reputation and image [23, 24]. Diversity becomes inclusive 
when leaders enforce the practice of valuing respect and 
acceptance of others. Loyalty and trustworthiness are 

emphasized ensuring, a supportive environment for each 
person to achieve their full potential [25].  

Although there are many reasons why companies should 
invest in diversity, new research in the tech sector reveals that 
there is a lack of transparency about workforce demographics, 
especially when it comes to bias against Blacks in employment 
decision making [26, 27]. Therefore, decades of research 
supporting the business case for racial diversity [23, 28] has 
been, recently questioned, in terms of improving financial 
outcomes [28, 29]. Research finds that increasing racial 
diversity in the workplace does not guarantee benefits alone. 
According to Ely & Thomas [30], some organizations refuse 
“to reconfigure power relations” with their diverse employees, 
making it difficult to make them feel genuinely valued and 
respected (p. 118).  

This may explain why the tech industry has endured many 
systemic challenges, including racial bias, unfair treatment, 
stereotyping, bullying, and unwanted sexual advances that 
impede the full participation of minorities in the STEM field. 
In 2014, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
used EEO-1 data to identify the following demographic 
concerns: 

• The tech sector employed more whites (68.5 percent) and 
Asian Americans (14 percent) than Blacks (7.4 percent); Of 
those employed at tech firms in Silicon Valley, less than 1 
percent were Black 

• Whites made up the largest share of professionals (68.03 
percent), Asian Americans the second largest share (19.5 
percent), and Blacks with the least (5.27 percent)  

• The majority of Executives tech Executives nationwide were 
white (83.3 percent); 10.5 percent were Asian American, and 
Blacks were represented at the lowest rate in Executive roles 
(2 percent); When the Executive and Manager roles are 
combined, Blacks at tech firms in Silicon Valley made up less 
an 1 percent 

• Of those in tech Executive roles, about 80 percent were men 
and 20 percent were women. 

It is clear that the tech workforce lacks racial diversity. Tech 
remains a white and male dominated industry, especially in 
Silicon Valley, where tech companies are investing more in 
diversity today than ever before [31, 32]. Yet, the 
demographics of the tech industry as a whole tells a much 
different story, of big tech companies that employ very few 
Black employees in technical and executive roles, and those 
that are allowed in, are confronted with racial bias and micro-
aggression [33]. 

2.3 Leaders as Opportunities during a Crisis 
A crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, in addition to 
perceived and observed injustice against Blacks, can disrupt an 
organization and destabilize its employees as they struggle to 
adapt to the new reality of work [34]. As these disruptions 
continue, leaders must be able to manage the various cultures, 
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preferences, and expectations of a diverse workforce and 
society [35, 36]. Addressing the state of the nation’s social, 
economic, and health systems has become a corporate social 
responsibility that calls into question the purpose of the role 
business should play in society [37]. The lack of diversity, 
especially of the Black population, in corporate America has 
weakened public trust and has created a demand for businesses 
leaders to share the same perspective of their stakeholders [38, 
39]. The responsible leadership literature suggests that during 
crises, organizations are perceived positively by minorities 
under leaders who share a joint purpose, morals, and ethics 
with their employees [40, 41]; communicates with 
transparency and optimism [42]; and prioritizes employees’ 
emotional stability [43]. 

2.4 Inclusive Leaders and Organizations 
According to the diversity management literature, leaders 
should avoid over emphasis on financial performance, and 
focus more on being genuinely concerned about empowering 
their people to have a voice in defining the role that diversity 
plays in employment practices, organizational culture, and 
business strategies [4, 9, 44, 45] Recent research, however, 
confirms that a number of organizations continue to refute 
business case arguments for diversity [46, 47]. Many 
companies approach diversity from a performance lens, but it 
is important to acknowledge that, “all demonstrate good 
intentions; and none of the claims is actually supported by 
robust research findings” [30]. In fact, studies on diversity 
management explain that it is difficult to quantify long-term 
progress of diversity efforts, such as, managing values and 
cognitive processes of employees who may share the same 
physical or cultural traits, yet differ in terms of other 
dimensions of diversity [48-50].  

Imperative to this study is the idea that as corporate America 
continues to become more diverse, business leaders will have 
a higher level of obligation and accountability to society, to 
achieve increased outcomes and results. As such, recent 
research encourages diversity supporting organizations to 
present a more inclusive image in external facing disclosures, 
such as diversity statements, to gain trust and appeal for 
legitimacy [9]. Some organizations choose to conform to the 
diversity structures, procedures and practices of competitors 
within the industry who are already, perceived as being 
legitimate, while others are more concerned with informing 
stakeholders about diversity management as a means to 
convey socially legitimate goals, practices and outcomes to 
diverse stakeholders [9].  

Still there remains, a growing demand for companies to be 
more accountable, and trustworthy in their diversity practices 
and for corporate diversity statements to reflect more 
transparency and credibility about actual diversity practices 
[51]. To this end, authentic leaders who appeal for moral 
legitimacy in their diversity statements must aim to build trust 
through ‘doing the right thing’ and focusing on transparent and 
ethical relationships with employees [9]. Such leaders must 
articulate how they are addressing current and anticipated 
problems that may arise from differences, in order to reduce 

agency costs of employee behavior through diversity 
initiatives, such as equality policies, diversity and inclusion 
training, as well as, diversity councils and boards to attract and 
retain diverse stakeholders and allies [9]. With leadership 
commitment to diversity, organizations appealing for moral 
legitimacy can expect to learn from differences, while 
influencing behavioral changes and creating cultural shifts 
[30]. 

2.5 Method and Sample Construction 
A qualitative content analysis, was chosen for this study, to 
understand, subtle, implied, and connotative meaning that a 
quantitative study cannot provide [52]. A sample was drawn, 
from the Diversity Inc. Top 50 Companies for Diversity list, 
because Diversity Inc. is well known for its diversity metrics-
driven evaluation of U.S. corporations, in which companies 
have been voluntarily judged based on their diversity practices 
since 2001. Four organizations were selected from this list, 
because they are the only technology companies that made the 
list: Comcast NBC Universal (ranked 6 by Diversity Inc.), 
Medtronic (ranked 11), Northrop Grumman (ranked 21), and 
Raytheon Technologies (ranked 45). These four organizations 
are listed in Exhibit 1, along with their diversity management 
rankings and leadership names/titles, as provided on the 
Diversity Inc. webpage. These organizations are representative 
of major U.S. tech corporations, as they are governed by the 
same employment laws, and are positively rated, by the 
majority of their employees. 

Diversity Inc. claims to conduct the “most extensive, data-
driven analysis gauging detailed demographics based on 
race/ethnicity and gender at some of the largest U.S. 
employers, all in an effort to benchmark organizations’ 
programs, practices, policies, and outcomes to hire, retain, 
develop and promote women, people of color, people with 
disabilities, LGBTQ and veteran employees.” The survey’s 
methodology has evolved since 2001. During 2021, over 1,800 
companies participated in the free Diversity Inc. study through 
a multiple-choice survey. With more than 200 questions, the 
survey is organized in six key areas: Human Capital Diversity 
Metrics, Leadership Accountability, Talent Programs, 
Workplace Practices, Supplier Diversity, and Philanthropy. 
Respondents provide information on workforce demographics, 
such as race/ethnicity of different levels of management, 
retention rates by gender for minority managers, as well as, the 
volume of loans and other financial assistance offered to 
minority and women owned suppliers. To be selected for the 
list, companies must score above average in all six areas. 

This study examines these tech companies’ CEO statements in 
response to the racial injustice occurring in the U.S. after 
George Floyd’s murder on March 25, 2020. These CEO 
statements are publicly available on each of the corporate 
websites. The researcher conducted a qualitative content 
analysis of the published CEO statements of each of the 
technology companies. Following Singh & Point [9], the 
researcher chose a theory-driven approach for category 
development to ensure the validity of the applied coding 
scheme. The researcher created a collection of diversity 
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management practices, behavioral changes, and cultural shifts, 
based on existing frameworks. The procedure is described, in 
detail, in the following section. 

2.6 Coding Scheme 
The primary objective of this study is to assess the actions that 
CEOs are taking to communicate about diversity commitment 
and accountability as defined by the literature. The secondary 
purpose of this study to determine whether the tech leaders 
communicate an interest in learning from racial differences to 
inspire behavioral change that fosters inclusion and cultural 
shifts, within their organization. In an effort to uniformly, 
capture leadership commitment, learning from racial 
differences, behavioral change, and cultural shift, information 
a search on the landing page of each of the four companies 
was employed using search words from each category listed in 
Table 1. Using Krippendorff’s [53] coding guidelines, the 
researcher, a trained coder, read all of the CEO statements and 
developed a coding scheme. As a single coder, the researcher 
developed a codebook based on theoretical concepts from the 
literature and engaged in manual coding to define themes and 
to determine frequency of occurrence. In order to be 
considered as a subtheme, it had to be mentioned at least once 
in the sample statement. After identifying the diversity 
management practices mentioned in the websites, the 
information was sorted into common themes by following 
Table 1, which in turn led to the development of the selected 
categories. 
2021 Ranking 
and Company 

Diversity 
Management 
Ranking 

Leadership 
Name/Title 

(6) Comcast 
NBC Universal 

(16) Top Companies 
for People with 
Disabilities 
(5) Top Companies 
for Supplier 
Diversity 
(22) Top Companies 
for LGBTQ 
(22) Top Companies 
for Executive 
Diversity Councils 
(1) Top Companies 
for Talent 
Acquisition for 
Women of Color 
(9) Top Companies 
for Veterans 
(13) Top Companies 
for Latino Executives 
(6) Top Companies 
for Black Executives 
(6) Top Companies 
for Native 
American/Pacific 
Islander 

Brian L. Roberts, 
Chairman and 
CEO 
Dalila Wilson-
Scott, Executive 
Vice President 
and Chief 
Diversity Officer 

(11) Medtronic (3) Top Companies 
for Supplier 
Diversity 

Geoff Martha, 
Chairman and 
CEO 

Dr. Sally Saba, 
Chief Inclusion 
and Diversity 
Officer 
 

(21) Northrop 
Grumman 

(10) Top Companies 
for People with 
Disabilities 
(21) Top Companies 
for LGBTQ 
(4) Top Companies 
for Employee 
Resource Groups 
(12) Top Companies 
for Mentoring 
(17) Top Companies 
for Executive 
Diversity Councils 
(2) Top Companies 
for Native 
American/Pacific 
Islanders 

Kathy J. Warden, 
Chair, CEO and 
President 
 
Sandra J. Evers-
Manly, Vice 
President, Global 
Corporate 
Responsibility 

(45) Raytheon 
Technologies 

(18) Top Companies 
for Executive 
Diversity Councils 

Gregory J. Hayes, 
CEO 
Marie R. Sylla-
Dixon, Chief 
Diversity Officer 
 

Table 1: Diversity management and leadership. 

2.7 Coding Procedure 
Manual coding supplemented interrater reliability testing. 
Calculations were computed both by hand and by using the 
software, ReCal2 to calculate percentage agreement [54]. The 
coding procedure was performed by one coder to ensure 
consistency within the analysis. As the information coded was 
publicly available on corporate websites, with a predefined 
and explicit coding scheme, the coding procedure did not 
require subjective interpretation of the coder’s interpretative 
scheme as it would be the case with latent content. To address 
single coder bias and avoid coder fatigue, open coding, was 
used during the initial coding process to break up text into 
smaller chunks and enough time was allotted to complete the 
task, ensuring that the researcher could be as objective as 
possible and gain as many relevant perspectives as possible. 
This approach has limitations to the coding process. Therefore, 
future studies could use alternative coding strategies that use 
multiple coders to add rigor to the process [55]. 

Prior to the actual coding of the statements, the coder 
conducted a test coding session, where all assigned and 
rejected codes were assessed. In case of doubt, codes were 
marked and double-checked by the researcher. Not all of the 
categories identified were used in this study’s analysis. The 
codebook for this study was updated and revised, so that clear 
and operational definitions could produce categories that do 
not overlap. Each company was coded for the presence or 
absence of diversity management practices relating to the 
diversity leadership practices identified in Table 1. It should 
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be understood that tallies within each category represent the 
frequency of the observed item and is not an assessment of 
quality for each instance. The researcher focuses on the CEO 
statements on racial justice in this article because it is of 
greatest value in her efforts to generate theory. 

░ 3. DATA ANALYSIS 
3.1 Leadership Perspectives on Diversity 
The researcher identified themes that might explain 
similarities and differences within and across the 
organization’s experiences of diversity, in particular, how 
leaders communicated a diversity mission towards changing 
behaviors and the culture of their organization to be more 
inclusive after a crisis. All four diversity leadership practices 
from the literature were found in the CEO statements [30]. 
However, the researcher identified an additional four 
leadership perspectives on behavioral change and cultural shift 
that appear to have implications for how well leaders 
communicate diversity commitment. This became the working 
hypothesis that framed and guided the remainder of the data 
analysis.  

These four different diversity perspectives appeared to have 
different implications for how well the CEO statements 
addressed the Covid-19 pandemic and racial injustice. 
Therefore, it is difficult to determine how likely potential 
unstable psychological safety could impact employee ability to 
realize the benefits of the learning-and-effectiveness paradigm, 
in particular, their leader’s ability to build trust, actively work 
against discrimination and subordination, embrace a wide 
range of styles and voice, and make differences a resource for 
learning. However, what this study addresses is that each 
leader provides a rationale for why employees should engage 
in behavioral change and increase cultural diversity. 

3.2 What then makes Organizations and 
Leaders, Inclusive? 
Part of the reason why organizations do not see the benefit of 
diversity is because they continue to treat differences as 
problems to be fixed rather than as opportunities, for a 
competitive advantage [56]. At the same time, research 
indicates that the perception of employees toward inclusion at 
an organization depends on, whether they are fully engaged, 
feel safe, and valued, despite having different social identities 
[57, 58]. Prior research on diversity management and person-
organization fit suggests that organizations communicate 
about their diversity practices, promote a workplace free of 
discrimination and are more attractive to diverse talent [59]. 
This remains true today [30]. The literature also agrees that 
organizations are typically regarded as diversity ‘employers of 
choice,’ when their job candidates and employees believe that 
their values are aligned with what they perceive the 
organization’s norms and values about diversity to be [60, 61]. 
Perceived organizational inclusion increases innovation, 
creativity, job performance and productivity, employee 
retention, and satisfaction when shared understanding of 
inclusion exists and leaders make members of diverse teams 

feel like they belong and that their uniqueness and 
contributions are valued [8, 62] (Table 2). 
 
 
Diversity Leadership 
Communication Practices 

Example Phrases from 
CEO statements 

Build Trust  
Effective leaders should 
create connection through 
pain and facilitate 
psychological safety  
*Supporting Black 
employees’ personal lives 
matters 

“I’ll lend my contributions 
of time and resources to 
continue to try and make 
progress on the issues of 
community and race” “It 
has been heartbreaking to 
witness these painful events 
unfold, including the murder 
of George Floyd” “equity 
and inclusion have been 
deeply rooted values since 
our founding. And they 
remain defining truths of 
who we are and what we 
do” 

Actively work against 
Discrimination & 
Subordination  
Effective leaders should 
acknowledge systemic systems 
of privilege and use personal 
examples to inspire 
meaningful sustained change 
towards inclusion *Mitigating 
acts of bias and privilege in 
hiring and promotion to be 
more inclusive of Black 
employees. 

“I won’t tolerate it— 
whether it be the act that 
killed Mr. Floyd or the acts 
of those burning this city” 
“We also have a distinct 
opportunity to improve the 
diversity of talent 
throughout our company at 
every level” “We recently 
expanded upon our decade-
long efforts to close the 
digital equity gap with a $1 
billion commitment 
to…ensure communities of 
color have the skills and 
tools necessary to succeed” 
“Collectively, we’ve helped 
to support small businesses 
owned by people of color” 

Embrace wide range of 
Styles & Voices  
Effective leaders understand 
that organizational norms 
might implicitly discourage 
certain behavioral styles or 
silence Black voices  
*Encouraging meaningful 
conversations to influence the 
implementation of practices, 
policies and programs that 
support spaces where Black 
employees feel they can speak 
honestly without fear. 

“we’ve helped to…amplify 
diverse voices to inspire 
and inform; and provide 
resources to empower 
underserved communities” 
“let the tragedy of Mr. 
Floyd’s death remind us that 
there is no room for abuse 
of power and that we have 
to seek to understand 
experiences and 
perspectives that are 
different from our own” 

Make Cultural Differences 
resource for Learning  
Effective leaders have cultural 
intelligence and confidence to 
lead cross-cultural teams, 

“I will also continue to 
provide all of my support to 
our Networks and ERGs…to 
help drive change inside 
and outside of our walls” 
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empowering employees to 
challenge the status quo and 
build upon each other’s ideas. 
*Building a culture where 
behaviors reflect awareness of 
privilege, bias, psychological 
safety, valuing diversity and 
inclusion, and being 
committed to learning from 
others. 

“I’m encouraged by the 
many ways we’ve seen our 
employees support each 
other and come together with 
our partners to make our 
company and communities 
stronger and more 
reflective of the world we 
want it to be” “Since we 
made our commitment to 
accelerate the fight against 
injustice and inequality, I’m 
proud of how the entire 
organization has learned to 
do more— listening, 
learning, and creating new 
programs that are having a 
meaningful impact beyond 
our walls” 

Table 2: Phrases used for coding [30]. 

Despite increased investments in corporate diversity and 
inclusion in recent years, few organizations truly understand 
the needs of their stakeholders, and why addressing these 
needs is critical to the corporate diversity mission [63]. In 
1996, Thomas & Ely published a Harvard Business Review 
article, “Making Differences Matter: A New Paradigm for 
Managing Diversity,” which argues for organizations to 
engage their employees and leaders in shared-learning of 
cultural competencies, allow differences to enhance work, and 
measure progress by the extent that the ideas and perspectives 
of underrepresented groups change the culture of the 
organization. More specifically, the authors approach diversity 
management as a learning-and-effectiveness paradigm, which 
is more than just being aware of differences; it is where 
differences are embraced, discussed, disputed, and conflict is 
resolved [23].  

Thomas and Ely revisited this learning-and-effectiveness 
paradigm in 2020, extending the learning-and-effectiveness 
approach to focus on four actions leaders should take to 
“create a psychologically safe workplace, combat systems of 
discrimination and subordination, embrace the styles of 
employees from different identity groups, and make cultural 
differences a resource for learning and improving 
organizational effectiveness” (p. 117). Thomas & Ely [30] 
provide four steps to facilitate the shift to behavioral change 
and cultural shifts (see Table 1). 

░ 4. FINDINGS: LEARNING-AND-
EFFECTIVENESS PARADIGM 
4.1 Build Trust 
In the past, few leaders might have considered publically 
addressing social issues. Today, it is critical for leaders to 
know how to make sense of and authentically communicate 
their position on racial injustice, in order to build trust with 
Black employees and their allies, and meet the expectation 
many have for organizations to be responsible for driving 
moral and more equitable outcomes for society. In the midst of 
racial tension, leaders across the nation recognize the fact that 
employees are only as engaged in their work as the safety they 
feel within the organization’s culture. In other words, because 
a positive employee experience depends upon how well the 
organization can create a culture that is appealing to 
individuals [64], leaders must take time to investigate the ways 
that distrust may be governing organizational behavior, 
metrics, and policies. Following George Floyd’s murder, for 
example, diversity-supporting leaders established 
psychological safety when they found the courage to publicly 
empathize on behalf of their companies to their Black 
employees “who might already have been feeling marginalized 
or undervalued at work” [30] (Table 3). 

Perspectives Make Cultural 
Differences Resource 
for Learning 

Embrace Wide Range of 
Styles and Voices 

Actively Work Against 
Discrimination and 
Subordination 

Build Trust 

Rationale for 
inclusion 

To leverage shared 
cultural knowledge and 
experiences to inform 
and enhance work  

To demonstrate 
understanding that 
organizational norms 
might implicitly 
discourage behavioral 
styles or silence voices of 
Black employees 

To dismantle systems of 
discrimination and 
subordination that inhibit 
Black employees 

To create 
psychologically safe 
spaces where Black 
people feel safe to 
work and express 
themselves freely 

Leadership 
commitment level 

High: leader listens to a 
variety of ideas, learns 
from differences, and 
risks leading change; 
leader has created trust, 
begun to dismantle 
discrimination, 
subordination, and 
embraces broad range of 
styles and voices  

Moderate: leader may 
unintentionally assimilate 
to dominant white culture 
during a crisis; leader 
begins to listen to others  

Average: a starting point 
for leaders to produce 
systemic change and 
empower Black 
employees; leader learns 
about how systems of 
privilege are oppressive 
and uses this knowledge 
to articulate a shared 
organizational mission for 
learning and systemic 

Low: a basis for 
leaders to set the tone 
for difficult 
conversations and 
create spaces where 
Black employees feel 
they can speak 
honestly without fear 
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change 
Connection 
between behavior 
and cultural 
diversity to 
improve work 

Direct: leader attempts 
to motivate and guide 
change with reflection 
and consciousness-
raising, 
experimentation, and 
action; leader talks 
about actions/evidence 
organization has taken 
to promote equality 
throughout the 
organization and 
intolerance of 
discrimination and 
subordination  

Indirect: leader tries to 
understand how 
organizational norms 
might be limiting work; 
leader attempts to 
motivate and guide 
change with a cycle of 
reflection and 
consciousness-raising and 
experimentation 

Indirect: leader attempts 
to motivate and guide 
change with reflection and 
consciousness-raising 

Limited: leader 
recognizes 
organizational norms 
exist against 
connection 

Indicators of 
progress 

Communicates learning 
about differences leads 
to Behavior & Culture 
Change: Leader uses 
substantive statements 
to acknowledge that 
inequality is bad for 
both business and 
society; leader supports 
all employees as full 
participants in the 
organization; leader 
engages in shifting the 
conversation from the 
business case to a moral 
position; leader insists 
everyone actively listens 
to and learns from one 
another to enhance self-
awareness and shape the 
culture  

Communicates Inclusion 
as being curious about 
differences: Leader uses 
symbolic statements to 
acknowledge that 
organizational norms 
might implicitly 
discourage Black 
employees; leaders also 
are aware that stereotypes 
exist within the 
organization 

Communicates Inclusion 
as diversity programs, 
groups, trainings and 
policies: Leader uses 
symbolic statements to 
deflect meaningful 
change; organizational 
norms limit perspectives 
and ideas of Black 
employees from 
influencing work 

Communicates 
Diversity Awareness: 
Leader uses symbolic 
statements to show 
willingness to listen, 
speak, act, and receive 
feedback on racial 
justice 

Table 3: Summary of behavioral change and cultural shift perspectives.

Many white leaders stepped out of their comfort zones, finding 
it much easier to respond to the uncertainty and fear of Covid-
19, than racial injustice, as they struggled to address “the deep 
grief, rage, and despair felt by many of their employees-
especially their Black employees. And Black leaders, many 
with firsthand experience of police mistreatment and other 
forms of racial oppression, faced the challenge of managing 
their own strong emotions and speaking their truth without 
appearing biased against whites” [30]. Some leaders took it a 
step further and acknowledged that their Black employees may 
need time for self-care to heal from direct and indirect trauma 
[30]. The analysis for the current study did not find any 
reference from the four tech company CEO statements that 
conveyed empathy or support toward the psychological safety 
of Black employees, in particular. However, the statement 
from Medtronic’s CEO, Geoff Martha was the closet:  

The news and video of the apprehension and death of George 
Floyd and the ensuring unrest in Minneapolis has rattled me, 
and I know it has rattled you...I’ve come to learn that some of 

our employees knew Mr. Floyd, and they are mourning his 
loss. My sympathies to you and to Mr. Floyd’s family. 

All organizations have an interest to improve their diversity 
image and maintain moral legitimacy when it comes to 
leveraging racial diversity to access new markets and to 
preserving relationships with existing minority stakeholders 
and their allies [9, 60]. This approach to diversity management 
claims that organizations have a moral responsibility to 
society, and individuals, to hold leaders and employees 
accountable for their actions towards people who do not look 
like them [20]. The language used by tech company leaders in 
this study suggests that they encourage both personal 
responsibility and collective accountability for making 
diversity, equity and inclusion a priority. A CEO who handles 
this well is Northrup Grumman’s Kathy J. Warden: 

Our annual Sustainability Report provided transparency into 
the progress and actions we’ve taken across our environment, 
social and governance (ESG) priorities. We highlight our 
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achievements in 2020, including the actions we took in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic and calls for social justice 
and unity. I am so proud of how we supported our employees, 
families, communities, suppliers and customers, and created 
new ways to operate to fulfill our collective mission…Last 
year, we restated and reaffirmed those Values, clearly defining 
what we should expect from our company and from one 
another. 

According to the literature, progressive leaders build trust and 
drive cultural change by taking time for self-reflection and 
personal change of their leadership style, so that they can 
better understand their own stereotypes and implicit biases, 
before they begin to learn the perspectives of minority 
stakeholders [8, 65]. However, one CEO statement assessed in 
this study sent a rather confusing message to employees in 
Minnesota by taking light of the abuse of authority by police, 
or what is also commonly referred to as police brutality: 

The news and video of the apprehension and death of George 
Floyd and the ensuing unrest in Minneapolis has rattled 
me…This isn’t how we treat people…I am hopeful that justice 
will be served for Mr. Floyd…And like you, I also understand 
that there are men and women in police uniforms who do their 
jobs the right way, and we thank them for it. 

This same CEO statement focused more on personal 
responsibility, than on collective accountability: 

I am reaching out to our partners in this city, and I’ll lend my 
contributions of time and resources to continue to try and 
make progress on the issues of community and race. I will also 
continue to provide all of my support to...help drive change. 

The researcher found a lack of evidence in the CEO statements 
examined in this study that called for an elimination of biases 
and racism in the workplace. The expectation was to find 
language that would support the idea that each leader 
understood that now is not the time to prioritize the needs of 
the dominant group, whether that is to make white employees 
feel comfortable or to minimize the impact of discrimination 
and inequality within the walls of their organization. The focus 
should have been on describing psychologically safe spaces 
for Black employees through substantive statements that 
focused on holding everyone accountable for valuing the lives 
of Blacks in society and representation of Black employees in 
the workplace. In fact, there was only symbolic discourse from 
the tech leaders urging employees to hold each other 
accountable:  

“We have to respond clearly that racism, discrimination and 
hatred will not be tolerated.”  

“…the Black Lives Matter movement and too many injustices 
continue to show us that there is much work to be done to 
create real and lasting change.”  

“Creating a more equitable sustainable world requires more 
than just a commitment—it demands taking responsibility and 
action to create lasting change.”  

None of the statements reflect the leaders holding themselves 
responsible for talking about personal bias and racism. The 
goal should be for CEO statements on racial justice to come 
across with empathy and humility, allowing for a strong moral 
compass, which happens to align with the right thing to do, 
guiding employees to express a desire of understanding and 
learning from diverse perspectives [30]. Studies find that 
leaders gain trust, because they create “opportunities to 
discuss, debate, refine and build on the ideas of their 
employees” [30]. Gregory J. Hayes, CEO of Raytheon 
Technologies was especially evident in expressing trust. His 
statement acknowledged that it is important for employees to 
have difficult conversations without fear: 

Colleagues— 

Over the weekend, we witnessed protest and unrest in many of 
our cities, and I want to address it directly. The death of 
George Floyd was the result of a reprehensible act… We must 
take this moment to embrace the fundamental values that unite 
use...As we continue to build a culture of inclusion that 
supports diversity in its broadest sense…Complex issues raise 
difficult questions and conversations. Mutual trust and respect 
will guide the path forward as we build a more diverse and 
inclusive global community. 

The literature emphasizes that to build trust, leaders must be 
transparent and willing to admit that they do not have all of the 
answers and may make mistakes, but are willing to have an 
open mind to learn from others to resolve conflict and 
challenges [30, 65]. All of the CEO statements assessed, 
demonstrated some level of trust. Otherwise, organizations 
that do nothing about racial discrimination are seen as being 
complicit. As such, an organization’s moral legitimacy is at 
stake, if it is not actively working against discrimination and 
subordination [30]. 

4.2 Actively, Work against Discrimination and 
Subordination  
Leaders new to managing diversity take a fairness approach 
toward diversifying the organization in representation only, 
assuming that everyone is the same, and implementing 
programs that ensure fair treatment and equal opportunity [23]. 
Thomas & Ely [23] agree that equal opportunity for all is 
good, but organizations need to “internalize differences among 
employees so that it learns and grows because of them” (p. 7). 
They go on to identify eight preconditions that guide leaders to 
making a cultural shift: 

1. Leadership must understand that a diverse workforce 
embodies different perspectives and approaches to work, and 
leaders must truly value variety of opinion and insight; 

 2. Leadership must recognize learning opportunities and the 
challenges that the expression of different perspectives 
presents for an organization; 

 3. The organizational culture must create an expectation of 
high standards of performance for everyone;  
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4. The organizational culture must stimulate personal 
development;  

5. The organizational culture must encourage openness;  

6. The culture must make workers feel valued;  

7. The organization must have a well-articulated and widely 
understood mission; and  

8. The organization must have a relatively egalitarian, non-
bureaucratic structure [23]. 

While organizations do not have to master all eight 
preconditions, Thomas & Ely [23] observed that organizations 
tend to meet at least four preconditions prior to beginning a 
shift toward learning from diversity. Therefore, it is important 
that leaders do more than just promote diversity awareness; 
they must also, learn from differences and address the real 
psychological safety issues within the organizational culture 
[22, 30]. Most organizations attempt to do this by 
implementing a number of diversity programs, such as affinity 
groups, mentoring programs, work-life balance initiatives, and 
unconscious bias trainings, but the research finds that these 
efforts “fail to produce meaningful, sustained change—and 
sometimes even backfire” [30]. Organizations need a leader 
who can facilitate “open and explicit discussion of what 
identity-group differences really mean and how they can be 
used as sources of individual and organizational effectiveness” 
[23]. Only one of the four tech CEOs did not mention their 
organization’s diversity programs, groups, trainings, or 
initiatives. Geoff Martha, detailed his support for having open 
discussion with others who are different from him to move 
Medtronic forward: 

Please know that I am reaching out to our partners in this city, 
and I’ll lend my contributions of time and resources to 
continue to try and make progress on issues of community and 
race. I will also continue to provide all of my support to our 
Networks and ERGs so that Medtronic continues to have a 
mechanism to help drive change inside and outside of our 
walls. 

Brian L. Roberts, Chairman and CEO of Comcast NBC 
Universal also shared how differences are leading to positive 
impact in his organization: 

We made our commitment…to accelerate the fight against 
injustice and inequality, I’m proud how the entire organization 
has leaned in to do more—listening, learning, and creating 
programs that are having a meaningful impact…We (have) a 
distinct opportunity to improve the diversity of talent 
throughout our company at every level, including in front of 
and behind the camera...Ultimately, across all that we do, our 
mission remains the same—we connect people to what matters 
most. We use our platforms and resources to help elevate 
potential and provide everyone with access to the 
opportunities they need to succeed. 

What employees, especially Black employees, need is to feel a 
sense of belonging and psychological safety, because trust 
requires safety. The literature claims that employees look for 
signals of trust and safety to validate their willingness to play 
by the rules [66-68]. For employees who are looking for 
what’s in it for me? CEO statements that make racial 
representation transparent in terms of hiring by job level and 
promotion rate and leadership levels are important. Kathy J. 
Warden, CEO and President of Northrup Grumman 
acknowledged an increase in diversity representation as 
follows: 

Our strong culture is founded in ethics, integrity and our 
enduring commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion. We 
had a record year of new hires, bringing ever greater diversity, 
skills and capabilities to our team.  

Although none of the CEO statements provided statistics on 
their organization’s demographics or detailed what their 
organization has done to increase diversity recruitment or 
promotion, it is important to note that providing such 
information would be a positive indicator that the organization 
is aware of and working towards pay equality, acceptable 
career progression and employee experiences in general for 
Blacks.  

Psychologically unsafe environments are stomping grounds 
for employees who harbor distrust, suspicion, jealousy and 
other characteristics of toxic cultures. However, when the 
social contract is intact, employees feel psychologically safe, 
and are more likely to be their authentic selves, ask questions, 
raise concerns, express new ideas, admit mistakes, and talk 
through challenges [69]. Creating engaging spaces is essential 
to building high-performing teams, in which all employees 
exhibit confidence, creativity, and trust, while the organization 
benefits from reduced turnover and safety incidents [70]. 
Leaders who are successful in building trust and 
psychologically safe cultures are skilled in learning from 
cultural differences and are more likely to encourage diversity 
of thinking, empowering employees to express their opinions 
to management about issues affecting them or their colleagues 
without fear of being embarrassed, rejected, or reprimanded 
[30]. In other words, leaders who are willing to become 
uncomfortable with themselves, enough to personally, change 
are more likely to lead organizational change, dismantling 
systems of discrimination and subordination, ensuring that 
everyone has opportunity and a voice [30]. 

4.3 Embrace a Wide Range of Styles and Voices 
Perceived psychological safety or the lack thereof, within a 
diverse workplace impacts, every part of an organization. The 
Covid-19 pandemic along with racial injustice issues have 
caused mental health issues to move to the top of the agenda 
for corporate leaders. Moreover, it is for good reason, because 
making time to create a sense of belonging in the workplace is 
worth the investment, especially given that Black employees 
experience the workplace and life in general, in different ways 
than their non-Black colleagues. Systemic and structural 
inequalities of the larger society in which we live influence 
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workplace cultures and bureaucracies [71]. To that end, 
systems of White privilege force Black employees to work in 
environments where they “likely feel more apprehensive in 
freely expressing themselves, which further illustrates the 
importance of psychological safety in such settings” [72]. 
Simply put, white privilege creates a dominant cultural space 
of unearned advantages, benefits and rights given to white 
people where their racial identity influences both social and 
workplace norms in such a way that keeps minorities 
marginalized. This is why understanding “how organizational 
norms might implicitly discourage certain behavioral styles or 
silence certain voice(s) is important” [30]. 

None of the CEO statements spoke specifically about the 
systemic structures within their organizations that might be 
preventing them from incorporating the cultural competencies 
of their Black employees in their business processes. 
However, a couple of leaders did talk about how their 
organization is using diversity, in general, to connect with 
more diverse communities, and to elevate the economic 
conditions of diverse markets:  

Equity and inclusion have been deeply rooted values since our 
founding. And they remain defining truths of who we are and 
what we do…Collectively, we’ve helped to support small 
businesses owned by people of color; create new job 
opportunities and build careers; amplify diverse voices to 
inspire and form; and provide resources to empower 
underserved communities…We recently expanded upon our 
decade-long efforts to close the digital equity gap with a $1 
billion commitment to reach an additional 50 million low-
income Americans (Brian L. Roberts, Chairman and CEO, 
Comcast NBC Universal). 

We emphasize our sustainability commitments and ensure 
accountability…with our employees. Through a robust process 
of stakeholder engagement, we took a fresh look at our priority 
ESG topics and developed a materiality matrix that will help 
inform our sustainability strategies and initiatives…in 2020, 
we established our third set of five-year diversity goals (Kathy 
J. Warden, Chairman, CEO, President, Northrup Grumman). 

None of the CEO statements indicated that these tech 
organization leaders encourage and listen specifically to their 
Black employees’ experiences in the workplace and beyond. 
This was disheartening, as the literature is full of accounts of 
Black professionals working in predominantly white spaces 
unable to show up as their authentic selves [73-75]. In recent 
years, the Black Lives Matter movement has encouraged 
Black communities to fully, embrace themselves, but many 
remain scared to bring their authentic selves to work. Truth of 
the matter is Black employees are hurting. Since March 2020, 
many have been adjusting to virtual work, work-life balance 
demands, compounded by the pandemic and police brutality. 
While Black employees struggle to internalize the trauma of 
existing within predominantly white spaces, white leadership 
expect them to maintain performance and deliver results, as if 
everything is fine. However, today is a new day. More and 
more Black employees are beginning to stand up for 

themselves in workplaces across corporate America, because 
they are tired of doing what is expected of them when it 
produces the same results as not standing up for themselves. 
According to Ely & Thomas [30] a white man can earn respect 
and sometimes even promotions for speaking up for himself, 
while Black men and women who do the same thing are 
viewed as being overly aggressive and are penalized. What 
usually happens is Black employees shutdown and become 
silent, or leave the organization. It’s up to leaders to 
acknowledge the harm that policies, practices, processes, and 
work styles that Black employees experience in their 
organization and commit to learning from cultural differences 
to make a change and advocate for those without a voice. 

4.4 Make Cultural Differences a Resource for 
Learning 
Organizations shifting their workplace cultures to a learning-
and-effectiveness paradigm have an opportunity to draw upon 
lessons from cultural differences to let go of systemic practices 
and polices [30]. In 1996, Ely & Thomas called upon leaders 
to learn from differences and create inclusive cultures where 
the perspectives and opinions of underrepresented employees 
could enhance work processes, products, services and policies, 
and challenge white employees to build authentic relationships 
with these colleagues. Then, in 2020, the authors, realizing 
that organizations had not progressed, set out to get serious 
about drawing corporate America’s attention to leveraging 
cultural differences as a resource for learning. Even twenty-
one years later, the warning still remains true that if “leaders 
have created trust, begun to dismantle systems of 
discrimination and subordination, and embraced a broad range 
of styles…only in reaction to diversity-related crises—when 
discussions tend to be fraught and people’s capacity to learn is 
diminished,” the result is less action and symbolic discourse 
[30]. 

4.5 Sub-Themes 
Leaders serious about learning from racial diversity need to 
leverage diversity statements to talk about their moral position 
on diversity, express how important it is to lead engaging, 
open conversations about race, and really listen to Black 
employees, letting their voices influence the behavior and 
culture of the organization. The tech companies in this study 
communicated a moral position to do the right thing and some 
leaders expressed personal desire to move towards inclusion. It 
is evident from Geoff Martha’s CEO statement that he is 
“frustrated, and…angry” about George Floyd’s murder and is 
committed to fighting racism and discrimination: “I won’t 
tolerate it…I—we—must be better than that and that we will 
continue to give our time, our resources and our attention to 
make this better.” It is also evident that Medtronic provides 
“Networks and ERGs” for diverse voices and he takes time to 
reaffirm company values to all employees: “Let’s continue to 
respect and support all of our colleagues—no matter their race, 
gender or orientation.” Raytheon Technologies’s Gregory J. 
Hayes’ CEO statement also acknowledge the death of Floyd as 
“the result of a reprehensible act” that calls for the 
organization “to respond clearly that racism, discrimination 
and hatred will not be tolerated.” Hayes’ statement suggests 
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that Raytheon has created spaces as well “to understand 
experiences and perspectives that are different from our own. 
Complex issues raise difficult questions and conversations.” 
Brian L. Roberts, Chairman and CEO, Comcast NBC 
Universal refers to Floyd’s murder as “heartbreaking.” 
Roberts’ statement highlights how Comcasts’ employees 
“amplify diverse voices to inspire and inform” and references 
networks and programs within the organization and 
community in which “employees support each other and come 
together with our partners to make our company and 
communities stronger and more reflective of the world we 
want it to be.” Northrup Grumman’s Kathy J. Warden’s CEO 
statement was a lot more symbolic describing the events of 
2020 as “the Covid-19 pandemic and call for social justice and 
unity.” Warden’s statement showed no personal empathy for 
the murder specifically. There was also no mention of specific 
spaces dedicated to diverse voices. However, Warden’s 
statement did mention, Northrup Grumman’s “Sustainability 
Report [which] reflects our Values—who we are and how we 
behave. Last year, we restated and reaffirmed those Values, 
clearly defining what we should expect from our company and 
from one another in an increasingly complex world. It is 
through living our Values that we collectively deliver on our 
strategy and commitments.” The hope is that Northrup 
Grumman consulted with diverse employees, including their 
Black employees, when compiling data and information for 
the report, and that, the report is being made accessible and 
visible for all employees and external stakeholders. According 
to Searcy & Buslovich [76], organizations should utilize their 
sustainability report as an internal tool to legitimate acceptable 
behavior, monitor and track progress of goals, as an instrument 
to engage employees, and as a recruitment and marketing tool 
to attract diverse employees and customers. 

4.6 Theoretical Implications 
The theory of diversity management [23] and the concept of 
corporate legitimacy theory [11] suggest that the research 
findings are problematic for U.S. tech companies. The CEO 
statements assessed in this study provided symbolic messages 
to both internal and external stakeholders on their commitment 
to lead diversity efforts of true behavioral change and cultural 
shifts. The leaders appeared to be doing more listening and 
talking than leading change at the time. The language used 
was simple ‘window dressing’, in terms of, giving the 
appearance that corporate practices reflect established norms 
and acceptable diversity practices, when it was unclear 
whether their current practices were inclusive [9, 19].  

The researcher found considerable incongruence of the results 
of the content analysis with recommendations from the 
diversity management literature when examining whether 
these four tech CEO statements were successful in expressing 
their commitment to racial equity within the walls of their 
organizations. In fact, their statements were vague and did not 
refer to the racial composition of their companies at all, 
suggesting that these companies could still be in the initial 
stage of diversity management, according to Thomas and Ely 
[23] which is discrimination and fairness. However, since 
these organizations made Diversity Inc.’s Top 50 list, we can 

assume they are well past this diversity in representation 
phase.  

Based on their ranking on the Top 50 list, these companies 
should reasonably be somewhere between the access and 
legitimacy paradigm and the learning and effectiveness 
approach to diversity management. The learning and 
effectiveness approach is a relatively new business case for 
diversity management that allows organizations to learn from 
conflict and diverse ways of thinking about work to redefine 
products, services, missions and best practices [8, 30]. 
According to Brinkerhoff [77], truly inclusive companies are 
committed to changing their diversity policies and programs to 
align to external stakeholder perceptions. This is important, as 
more organizations are moving towards strengthening their 
diversity policy statements in response to the Black Lives 
Matter movement. 

░ 5. CONCLUSION 
As protests for change continue to rise across the U.S., it is 
clear that returning to business as usual will soon be a thing of 
the past. Black people and their allies have called out racism 
on the streets and organizational leaders will no longer be able 
to hide behind vague platitudes about behavioral and cultural 
change. Black employees, especially, want to see their leaders 
commit to action in terms of achieving racial equity in their 
workplaces. The CEO statements in the current sample do not 
include substantive language that talks about specific 
leadership initiatives, diversity training, supplier diversity 
programs, or even mentoring programs for Black employees. 
However, the statements do communicate beginning levels of 
leadership interest in building trust with Black people. 
Perhaps, this is partly due to an instinctual desire for CEOs to 
react to crises with aspirational appeals for moral legitimacy.  

There is a new interest for organizations to offer policy 
statements that provide actual, diversity management practices 
that can change company-wide culture. Although this study 
identified many instances of symbolic elements, where 
organizations appeared to be committed to diversity, it is 
difficult to gauge how accurate these claims are. For example, 
none of these organizations included statistics on how diverse 
their company is or provided details about how inclusive it is 
becoming. This lack of information makes it difficult for 
stakeholders to form a real opinion about whether the diversity 
statement is legitimate. It is important to point out that 
substantive expressions, are not often found in corporate 
diversity statements, because they require companies to 
demonstrate significant changes in their diversity management 
efforts. Likewise, it is unclear whether the CEOs of this study 
have invested time in learning about how systems of privilege 
are oppressive and whether they have any interest in the 
shared organizational mission for learning and systemic 
change. These companies were either positioned within the 
‘Actively working against discrimination and subordination’ 
or ‘Embrace wide range of styles and voices’ paradigms, with 
average to moderate levels of leadership commitment. 
Nonetheless, it is obvious that each leader cared enough to 
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make racial diversity a priority for the moment and address 
their stakeholders.  

This study identified four categories of diversity leadership 
communication practices used by the four CEO statements 
examined: build trust (talk about moral position); actively 
work against discrimination and subordination (express how 
important it is to lead engaging, open conversations about 
race), embrace wide range of styles and voices (communicate 
why really listening to the Black perspective is important to 
work), and make cultural differences a resource for learning 
(discuss a plan to learn from and allow racial differences to 
positively influence organizational behavior and culture).  

This study contributes to the diversity literature by examining 
how organizations think about racial diversity and assessing 
which diversity messages have been adopted. The sample, 
drawn from the Diversity Inc. top-rated companies, provides a 
window into the racial justice statements used by some of the 
most successful tech companies in the U.S. Start-up tech 
companies can use these results as an indication that more 
attention needs to be given to the language of CEO statements 
in response to a racial crisis. To move forward, leaders must 
take the risk to prioritize the needs of Black employees to 
work with dignity of being their authentic selves and having 
their life experiences valued. This study revealed the 
importance of diversity of thought, in terms of including 
minority stakeholders in organizational decision-making, 
including giving them a voice in the shared values and mission 
of the organization. 

5.1 Implications for Research and Practice 
The sample of corporations used in this study was based on 
their national recognition by the 2021 Diversity Inc. Top 50 
Companies for Diversity in regards to their commitment to 
diversity and organizational change. As such, it is obvious that 
these companies value diversity, but remains unclear whether 
their stakeholders understand what this distinction actually 
means. For this reason, it could be difficult for companies who 
are not widely known for their diversity management efforts 
outside of making this list to successfully appeal for moral 
legitimacy. The researcher ponders whether organizational 
leadership of the companies of this study should implement 
elements of their corporate diversity policy into their CEO 
statement to support their statements of commitment to 
diversity. Based on the current CEO statements, it is unclear 
whether the organizations of this study currently have a 
detailed plan to manage diversity or are taking any actions 
towards advancing inclusion.  

Further research suggests exploring how stakeholders interpret 
U.S., CEO statements, in terms of, moral legitimacy. This 
study supports Singh and Point’s [9] realization that “there are 
implications for researchers in the diversity field who hitherto 
have made general statements about diversity policies and the 
legitimacy that they may attract” (p. 33). Using their 
framework and these results, researchers can now be more 
critical regarding the lack of moral legitimacy that CEO 
diversity statements attract. Furthermore, the researcher 

suggests that it would also be interesting to add diversity 
policy statements as context to CEO statements, in terms of 
whether leadership messages would be perceived as offering 
more meaningful engagement with stakeholders and 
substantive expressions of how organizations actively manage, 
evaluate and measure diversity and inclusion success. The 
implications for human resource and diversity practitioners is 
that CEO statements should present a well-defined diversity 
strategy that aligns with business results, and discusses how 
the organization engages in inclusive diversity initiatives and 
practices [49]. Future research should investigate whether non-
awardees of Diversity Inc.’s Top 50 Companies for Diversity, 
such as the plethora of private sector tech start-up companies 
springing up in Silicon Valley or the many GovTech 
newcomers, have similar or different diversity management-
legitimacy coordination. In conclusion, the strategy of looking 
at CEO statements through a diversity-legitimacy perspective 
is only one plausible step in making progress towards 
establishing a standard for U.S. corporate diversity statements. 
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