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Nice Try
Thomas Marcetti

13 Minutes

DESPITE PROMISES, STATEMENTS, AND INITIATIVES, MANY ASSOCIATIONS HAVE DONE LITTLE TO
MOVE THE NEEDLE ON DEI.
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“That’s why it’s so important to build a community where
journeys and solutions are shared and actively discussed.
Ideally, such a community wouldn’t be limited to just the
media and comms industry.”

Datvit Tegbaru, editorial manager, Knowledge Futures Group

WHITE PEOPLE GOT BORED

Ultimately, it seems that’s the problem.

I know, I’ll have to be more specific.

in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, organizations large and small proclaimed their commitment
to diversity, equity, and inclusion. They put more women on boards, broadened representation of
races in speaker line-ups, and invited members of the LGBTQ community to join committees. But in
the following year, if we managed to move the needle on DEI at all, it wasn’t much.

Leah Smiley, president of The Society for Diversity, says while some things have gotten better, there
are plenty examples of things getting worse.

“For a lot of organizations, promises were followed up with half-baked DEI efforts,” she says. “They
said the right things, had the right people in marketing photos. They got people in the door,
celebrated diversity hires in more marketing, and then did nothing. Who cares if that person feels
welcome, safe, or part of the team? Who cares if they leave in six months?

“Many organizations made statements and did a listening tour or some other gesture and then sat
back,” she continues. “They see DEI as a distraction, a fad. Now that things have calmed down,
they’ve moved on and are waiting for the next big issue.”

In too many instances, organizations sent out half-hearted, knee-jerk reaction statements without
any thought of what following up would mean, says Dawit Tegbaru, editorial manager for
Knowledge Futures Group.

“We don’t need promises,” he says. “Policies, culture, and business practices have to change.”

Where We Fell Down

Ajah Hales is a writer, editorial consultant, and race educator. She’s usually the one telling people
things they don’t want to hear.

“When I’m working with white-majority organizations, this is a hard pill for them to swallow,” Hales
says. “They are uncomfortable being anything even close to the villain of the story. They are
comfortable being the victim or the hero. But they can’t possibly be part of the problem.”

That’s not to say that the association industry is full of villains. But you can’t solve a problem if you
refuse to look at it and honestly appraise it. This seems to be the case for many of the organizations
that fell down on their DEI promises.
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They weren’t actively villainous, but they also weren’t really active at all.

Randy Townsend, director of publishing operations at PLOS and member of the AM&P Network
Associations Council advisory board, served as the inaugural co-chair of the the group’s DEI
initiative from 2020-21, and is now serving in his second year leading the initiative. In year one,
Townsend was instrumental in authoring the Association Council’s Diversity, Equity and inclusion
Statement and launching its implementation plan, as well as debuting the Associations Council
Equity Award. Townsend says whether the words or actions were hollow or not, the result was the
same.

“I’ve seen some really great things and inspiring initiatives. Some organizations are really rethinking
strategies and asking questions they weren’t asking before,” Townsend says. “I’m also seeing some
where it’s not happening. Some organizations talk a good game, but their actions don’t match. They
don’t want to hear your voice. They want you to be seen but not heard, to be present for photos
and marketing materials. But they are not interested in anything else about you.”

OK. That does sound villainous.

“Inclusion is the degree to which employees feel part of essential
organizational processes including influence over decision-making,
involvement in critical work groups, and access to information and
resources.”

—Kamaria Monmouth, senior communications specialist, National
Diversity Council

“Take Signature as an example. It’s doing a really great job. I know that kind
of sounds like self-advertisement. (Editor’s note: We’ll allow it.) it’s giving a lot of visibility to a lot of
important issues,” Townsend says. “But the flip side is, if you’re not interested in DEI, you’ll skip over
that content and move on. Those issues, those diverse voices have to be represented in all our
stories. Diverse voices are also professional voices. Whenever possible, have that representation in
your webinar about supply chains. Diversity isn’t just for DEI.”

In other words, diversity isn’t a checkbox or a line item on a to-do list. It has to be an ongoing,
holistic effort. Smiley says until organizations are truly proactive in their DEI efforts, those efforts
will falter or outright fail.

“One of the dangers of being reactive is the tendency to be short-sighted,” she says. “For example,
after George Floyd’s murder, organization hired DEI people and started initiatives specifically
focused on Back issues. But at the same time, we were seeing a rise in attacks on Asian people,
women leaving the workforce in record numbers, lawsuits and laws across the U.S. targeting and
attacking the LGBTQ+ community, and a mental health crisis resulting in a spike in suicides.”

In 2020, the volume of chief diversity officer positions grew 16.2%.

—Linkedin

How are your DEI efforts going?
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Communication is crucial to culture, and culture is crucial to having a diverse and inclusive
organization. Changing them is hard work. It’s work that has to be ongoing. Because so much
is based on self- reflection and internal considerations, it also can be hard to gauge your
progress. Here is a far-from-exhaustive list of some common red flags that your
organization’s DEI efforts could use a boost.

Your style guide doesn’t have direction on if, when, and how to identify LGBTQ+, neurodivergent,
and disabled people in your copy.

In the past year, you haven’t thought about how your content addresses ethnically diverse, LGBTQ+,
neurodivergent, and disabled people.

Your leadership team doesn’t have a clear and ready definition of what equity means in your
industry.

Your organization’s website doesn’t have a link to your DEI policies on the homepage.

You don’t know what your flagship publication looks like to colorblind people.

You haven’t listened to your magazine, website, newsletter, or social media through a screen
reader.

You or your team haven’t had a consultation with a sensitivity reader in the past six months.

You’re drawing a blank trying to think of an example of a racial microaggression.

In the past year, someone in your organization said:

“We want to have more diverse people in our content. We just can’t find them.”
“Our industry just isn’t that diverse.”
“Our members aren’t interested in DEI.”
“We would do DEI, but we don’t want to upset our members.”

You’ve used words or phrases such as:

Dumb, lame
I’m so OCD.
Fall on deaf ears
Tone deaf
Blind spot
Crazy, insane, hysterical
Special needs
No can do
Long time no see
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Cakewalk
Blacklist

“I get the question all the time: What if we get it wrong?’ You’re going
to. It’s about how you move on.”

—Ajah Hales, writer, editorial consultant, and race educator

These single-issue, laser-focus efforts miss the point of DEI, Smiley says. As
another example, she points to a growing concern on college campuses.

“What we’re seeing is more women going to college, more women in
graduate schools, more women earning doctorates. Women are

dominating almost every higher-education category because for the past 20 to 30 years, gender
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equity efforts focused solely on women,” Smiley says. “So now, they are going to have to switch back
and start pushing to recruit men.

“The purpose of inclusion isn’t to replace who is being discriminated against with someone else to
be discriminated against,” she points out. “That’s where a lot of organizations fall down. This past
year, a lot of people just ran with the flavor of the day. We don’t want to approach diversity like
that.”

For a long time in this country, organizations could get away with not speaking to social issues. We
know that era is gone. But truly speaking to issues requires that the pretty words we create are
reflective of what our organization truly is. When we promise change, people notice when there is
little change actually taking place.

“Many nonprofits are already suffering from this. They might not even realize it, but it’s happening,”
Hales says. “They are missing out on sponsors, donors, and new members because their DEI efforts
are half-hearted. We can all see when your initiatives and promises are just middle of the road.
People, especially younger generations, are going to take a pass on you. They’ll take their time, their
money, and their support somewhere else.”

How We Pick Ourselves Up

“Associations are not going to hire their way to success, especially for the many who don’t have the
budget,” Smiley says. “it’s crucial to establish partnerships with various groups. Make connections
with people you can trust to review content as you create it.”

Compensating people for this work is always preferable, and there is a thriving community of
freelance sensitivity readers and editors. But until you can budget for regular consultations, finding
partnerships where you can barter, exchange, or collaborate can make a huge difference.

“People are going to have to learn: When we say we’re in a knowledge economy, you can’t take that
lightly,” Smiley says. “It’s not political correctness. It’s cultural competency.”

Tegbaru sees great promise in the growing degree to which people in the association industry are
sharing benchmarks, data, or narratives about DEI efforts. Leveraging our ability to have dynamic
conversations in dedicated spaces and using storytelling — via podcasts, videos, articles, and social
media — can help raise awareness and help change the climate overall, he says.

“Within my ecosystem of scholarly communications, we’ve rounded the corner of saying and
agreeing that we need to do something, to sharing practical ways to be the change we want to see,”
Tegbaru says. “This was most evident in the recently published Antiracism Toolkitfor
Organizations collection that I was involved with, alongside more than 50 volunteers representing
diverse groups including commercial and nonprofit publishers, scientific societies, universities,
museums, and independent publishing consultants.”

Read the full kit at .

Through the Society for Scholarly Publishing and the Coalition for Diversity and inclusion in
Scholarly Communications, Rebecca McLeod, managing director for Harvard Data Science Review, has

c4disc.pubpub.org/antiracism-toolkit-for-organizations

http://c4disc.pubpub.org/antiracism-toolkit-for-organizations
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been very active in growing DEI initiatives.

“In academic publishing, there are good players who are really trying,” McLeod says. “The Coalition
for Diversity and inclusion in Scholarly Communications, for example, provides great resources so
anyone in scholarly publishing can promote DEI in our profession.”

Katrina Glenn, communications supervisor for the National Diversity Council, says that while
progress is slow, she is seeing an overall improvement in marcom in the area of representation.

“Organizations are increasingly sharing human interest stories that represent the communities they
serve,” Glenn says. “Organizations are also looking to improve digital accessibility. So much of
marcom lives in a digital space now, and companies need to be mindful in creating a space for
inclusive content.”

Among organizations that have followed through and made meaningful changes in their messaging,
the most successful are those that have made DEI integral — not an add-on.

“The purpose of inclusion isn’t to replace who is being
discriminated against with someone else to be
discriminated against. That’s where a lot of organizations
fall down. This past year, a lot of people just ran with the
flavor of the day. We don’t want to approach diversity like
that.”

—Leah Smiley, president of The Society for Diversity

“If an org is made up of one type of person, or mostly one type, it’s
hard to figure out how you’re going to make change — bottom up or
top down. It’ll be hard to even spot what needs to change.”

Rebecca McLeod, managing director, Harvard Data Science Review

“Find ways to engage. What is your core mission, and how can you adapt
it to DEI?” McLeod says. “Stick to your strength, your mission. For
example, we’re a small department founded to promote data science.
After George Floyd was murdered, we hosted a webinar about how data
science logarithms can be helpful and harmful, how they can be

intentionally or unintentionally discriminatory.”

Of course, most of the communication an organization creates rarely, if ever, reaches the public —
unless it’s really bad. Then you know it’s going to blow up on Twitter.

It bears repeating: Internal communications are crucial for DEI. We are what we say.

As of June 2020, 60% of companies didn’t have a long-term strategy for their internal
communications.

—Workforce
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“At the individual and group levels, inclusion is the degree to which employees feel part of essential
organizational processes including influence over decision-making, involvement in critical work
groups, and access to information and resources,” says Kamaria Monmouth, senior
communications specialist, National Diversity Council.

“Inside an organization, media and communications professionals can ensure that key messaging is
intertwined within the fabric of the organization by working alongside human resources and the
leadership team to ensure equitable best practices,” she says.

Who Knows What You’re Doing?

“If I’m thinking of joining an association, what I see on their website, in their magazine, and so on
are a big part of my decision, but environment is what makes the difference between me staying or
not,” Townsend says. “I might see promo images and see myself there. But if I join and see there
really isn’t anyone who looks like me — and the few who are there don’t have a voice, aren’t really at
the table, and there are microaggressions — then I’m not safe. I’m not going to stay. The water
looked clear and inviting, but it was actually full of piranha.”

Before we get to messaging and strategies, DEI starts with the most basic form of content. From
banter and conversations to meetings and presentations, even small organizations have huge
amounts of communication going on. Each and every one of those instances is an opportunity to
grow or curtail an inclusive atmosphere.

“Recently, I was in a Zoom meeting with a group of allies. One of them was presenting, and all
throughout the presentation, it was full of microaggressions,” Townsend says. “i could have come
on mic and confronted him, but I decided to sit back and watch what the others did. This is a person
who ‘demonstrated’ commitment to being an ally, but he’s betraying that. The rest of this group full
of allies had the opportunity to step up and say, ‘What do you mean by that?’ or anything else. That
silence was loud. No one said anything. Suddenly, now I have to re-evaluate who’s at that table and
if I’m going to stay.”

Encouraging people to speak up when they pick up on problematic expressions is crucial to creating
a safe, inclusive work environment. That’s easier said than done. While you could lead by example,
for my fellow introverts, a potentially less confrontational way to address this would be to have a
style guide for internal conversations.

I mean, who doesn’t love a good style guide?

“In the new economy, innovation and DEI are requirements for success in promoting new products
and services and securing the best talent,” Monmouth says. “An inclusive culture embraces and
uses differences as opportunities to add value and create competitive advantages in teamwork,
product quality, and work output.”

A lot of these issues and their solutions come with a significant amount of discomfort. The only way
to lessen it is to talk about it. We must encourage the kind of culture where we can talk about
these issues.
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The percentage of engaged employees — those who are committed to their work and
workplace — stands at 36%, among the highest percentages since engagement tracking
began in 2000.

—Gallup

Because another aspect of all of this is that you could be doing great things in DEI, but if no one
knows, it doesn’t do any good. You need to tell people, externally and internally, what you’re doing.

“To go beyond my gut feeling, it was interesting to find a recent DEI survey of over 500 HR reps
showing more than half have formalized a DEI strategy for their organizations over the past year,
while 47% created or reviewed their existing DEI policies,” Tegbaru says. “But despite the gains,
there appears to be a disconnect. From the 1,000-plus employees surveyed, a quarter of
respondents felt their company hasn’t implemented equity-related changes, and 24% said the same
about inclusion.”

I probably don’t need to sell you on the power of words or their ability to create change. But it can’t
be overstated how important they are for changing an organization’s culture.

And that ultimately is what separates successful DEI initiatives and unsuccessful ones.

How We Change Our Culture

“DEI work is not easy. It requires deep commitment and even greater follow-through on many
fronts,” Tegbaru says. “That’s why it’s so important to build a community where journeys and
solutions are shared and actively discussed. Ideally, such a community wouldn’t be limited to just
the media and comms industry. However, if we’re successful, we’ll be primed to cross-pollinate with
other sectors.”

Hales says if you’re serious about DEI, you shouldn’t start small. You should start with the most
difficult diversity education program you can handle.

“For some people, there is a great deal of shock and awe. People who aren’t ready to process their
own role in all of this just shut down and leave the room. Some people think that’s the worst. I say,
‘That’s great. Now we can actually start,’” Hales says. “Bringing everyone to the table means
spending our energy chasing people down who don’t want to be there. Making sure those people
are at the table isn’t helping me as a woman of color. It means I’m teaching them the ABCs over and
over and over again, while the rest us are trying to read Moby Dick.”

Got a DEI success story? Then you should share it with the rest of us for inspiration. Enter the
EXCEL Awards Diversity and inclusion initiatives category at .

Again, easier said than done — especially since if an organization is struggling with DEI, it will almost
certainly be pretty homogeneous and therefore not understand the concerns of marginalized
communities.

“If an org is made up of one type of person, or mostly one type, it’s hard to figure out how you’re
going to make change bottom up or top down,” McLeod says. “it’ll be hard to even spot what needs

siia.net/excel

http://siia.net/excel
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to change, especially for Americans. They just don’t want to talk about it. That’s a cultural thing that
has to change if we want to make real progress.”

As a race educator and consultant, Hales runs into this a lot. For example, she points to a
consultation she is doing with a church. During a virtual meeting of representatives from 30
congregations, she was able to jump around to various breakout sessions.

“I’m in these spaces, and in every one of them, it’s five white guys and one white lady. There was
one room that was five white guys and one Black woman. And this is a denomination that is
majority women,” Hales says. “in every room I visited, I’m listening to men say, ‘How can we talk
about these social issues until we address congregational vitality?’ it never occurred to them that
the members who were leaving were going to churches that are addressing those social issues — it
never even occurred to them.”

Whether people are jumping in as Hales recommends or making baby steps, McLeod sees a glass
half full. Kind of.

“There is hope for change. If nothing else, there will likely be a generational shift,” McLeod says. “i
don’t like to put people in boxes, but for the most part, younger people are more flexible, more
open to DEI, and more likely to push for change. Whether it’s with their money, their marches, or
because of their leadership, they are going to change it.”

For those hoping for change a little faster than that but are unsure how to progress, everyone I
spoke to for this article said the same thing: Do something.

“I get the question all the time: ‘What if we get it wrong?’ You’re going to. It’s about how you move
on,” Hales says. “This is a larger issue in American culture. Our focus is looking for good guys and
bad guys, looking for clear cut and easily packaged ideas and ideals. We don’t have that. We have
400 years of mess.”

Thomas Marcetti is associate editor of Signature magazine. He recognizes the irony of an
abled-white-cishet man writing about the need for disabled-non-white- non-cishet voices.


