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introduction
Working remotely has become the new norm—a transition for which many companies were ill-prepared. The dramatic
shifts in workplace and team dynamics that occurred due to COVID-19 can be difficult to manage, but they can also
enable businesses to instill more inclusive practices. Organizations should not miss this opportunity to establish
new, valuable habits to improve team performance and morale.
Inclusivity in the workplace is vital for the emotional and mental wellbeing of employees. But, inclusivity won’t just
happen overnight; it requires thoughtfulness, planning, and long-term change. The unpredictability of COVID-19, and
all of its consequences, is affecting employees in myriad ways. Moreover, recent examples of racial injustice have
also affected employees, particularly Black employees, in a way that cannot be pushed aside while at work. “While
the systemic nature of racism demands systemic action, individual actions are an important part of supporting
employees and ensuring they can continue to make meaningful contributions.” 1 Leaders have a major role to play
in the lives of their employees.

the importance of inclusion
In times of crisis, the focus on diversity and inclusion becomes all the more significant. Addressing inclusion,
however, often comes with setbacks. For example, employees may feel that their work environment is generally
not inclusive (potentially due to perceived inequitable access to resources), but they may feel that their personal
interactions are inclusive because of their relationships with the team and supervisors.
An inclusive workplace, therefore, will not be achieved solely through systemic changes such as reviewing company
policies and resources that have unfairly benefitted certain workers. An inclusive environment is created by systemic
change and the behavior of individuals who make conscious inclusion and action a lifestyle. To effectively manage
and lead people, inclusive behavior is required. Inclusion not only leads to safer, more diverse environments, but it
also leads to better business outcomes:

•

Improve decision making. Teams with greater diversity and inclusion make more accurate decisions. 2

•

Win excellent employees. According to McKinsey research, “39 percent of respondents say they have
turned down or decided not to pursue a job because of a perceived lack of inclusion at an organization.” 3

•

Increase retention of valued workers. Employees who experience microaggressions are three times
more likely to consider leaving their jobs.4

•

Build better relationships with customers. “Treating employees well is the highest-impact way to
communicate an organization’s values and strengthen relationships with their customers.”5
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Providing a space for everyone, regardless of background or demographic, to do their best work and contribute to
organizational success requires learning how each individual is experiencing inclusion. Leaders must be empathetic,
aim to understand the struggles of their team, and respond in ways that foster inclusion and belonging. COVID-19,
however, has made this goal more difficult.

5 steps to promote inclusivity in remote workforces
Connecting to others looks entirely different today. In their personal lives, people are experiencing virtual connectivity
more frequently than they did before the pandemic. This environment does not, however, guarantee more inclusion at
work. Non-inclusive dynamics between in-person teams, without specific planning and intervention, have the potential
to be heightened in a remote setting. For instance, “the habit of interacting primarily with familiar team members
versus building new connections, supporters, and champions may be even harder to overcome when impromptu,
in-person interactions are no longer possible.”6 This is especially true for employees who already feel like outsiders.7
Nichole Rouached, manager of communications and projects at Orthoworx,8 emphasizes the importance of
establishing best practices within your organization, and provides three areas to assess while taking steps to
promote inclusivity:

01

Internal communication

02

External communication

03

Physical space

Each area requires an audit of communication to ensure language is appropriate and accessible. “Companies
have to be up-front about addressing big problems like the convergence of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the
systemic racism pandemic,” Rouached says. “Inclusion shouldn’t just be a policy, but a practice.”
This moment in history provides unparalleled insight into the experiences of others. Many employees are now
struggling to deal with a greater number of professional and personal responsibilities—and it’s all displayed on
video calls. Those who aren’t comfortable sharing their personal lives may feel especially vulnerable at a time when
stress levels are high. These unintentional admissions may include parts of a person’s self they had previously
hidden and kept out of the workplace.
Leaders set the standard for dynamics between their employees and within their organization. We have developed a
series of five steps for leaders to promote inclusivity among their team members in remote working environments.
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steps to promote inclusion remotely
01

demonstrate vulnerability and empathy and challenge personal assumptions.

You cannot lead effectively without understanding what struggles your employees are facing. Leaders should take
a moment to ask, instead of assume, what team members might need or want.
For example:
•

Get to know team members on a more personal level.

•

Do not assume someone’s experience. Ask questions.

•

Be willing to share more about yourself.

•

Acknowledge your shortcomings—including your ignorance—and express a commitment to learn more.e

02

create space for diverse perspectives and encourage participation.

Leaders must prevent virtual meeting participants from defaulting to observer mode to ensure equal opportunity
for contribution. Utilizing the power of your teams’ diverse perspectives will allow performance to be enhanced.
For example:
•

Begin meetings by asking each participant to answer the same question to facilitate discussion.

•

Ask everyone for their opinion at least once and acknowledge their answers.

•

Give credit where it’s due.

•

Celebrate different opinions and the importance diverse perspectives have in getting the best answer.

•

Hire a diverse population when possible.
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03

take a remote-first approach and make time for team-building.

Establish connections with each member of the team, not simply the ones you already know, or have known the
longest. It’s vital to create opportunities for virtual connection as a substitute for in-person interaction.
For example:
•

Everything your organization does must be done in such a way that remote workers can participate.

•

Set up semi-regular virtual sessions dedicated to promoting camaraderie and team-building.

•

Ask for ideas from the team to develop an exciting, diverse set of virtual events.

•

Celebrate people’s cultural holidays and personal milestones.

04

be intentional about mentoring all team members and encourage individual
inclusion commitments.

Everyone plays a role in building a more inclusive environment. As a remote leader, you will face greater obstacles
in this regard, so be even more intentional and flexible. Reinforce inclusivity, establish accountability, and promote
new, inclusive habits.
For example:

05

•

Schedule regular, one-on-one check-ins to discuss how individual team members are doing.

•

Share your commitment to inclusivity with your team. Ask them to hold you accountable.

•

Ask each team member to commit to an observable inclusive practice to focus on each month. This
can be anything from listening to podcasts, to reading antiracist books, to watching movies—as long
as education is the focus.

•

Assess the list of sponsors and mentees and make it a point to involve people of different backgrounds.

•

Ask people directly before assuming they would or would not want an opportunity.

unify the team with your mission.

Have a clear vision of your goals and align your team around it. Many home-based teams have trouble functioning
effectively because they lose sight of their mission. Bolster their enthusiasm with a support system that reminds
your staff why what you’re doing matters—you’re on a mission to improve the world.
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To recap:
•

Demonstrate vulnerability and empathy and challenge personal assumptions.

•

Create space for diverse perspectives and encourage participation.

•

Take a remote-first approach and make time for team-building.

•

Be intentional about mentoring all team members and encourage individual inclusion commitments.

•

Unify the team with your mission.

conclusion
Transitioning to remote work has the potential to transform how leaders value and connect to their employees.
Distance could inadvertently provide the momentum needed to increase social and emotional connections among
coworkers, as well as improve feelings of belonging, acknowledgment, and respect. Intentional leaders can increase
the level of camaraderie and equality within their team, even after the post-pandemic world eventually shifts into
new phases of “normalcy.”
Adopting inclusive practices not only raises up more effective leaders, but also elevates the strengths of workers
and workplaces. Achieving goals of inclusivity, however, requires considerate planning. Evaluating company policies,
hiring a diverse population, and celebrating people’s cultural holidays are all ways in which an organization can
begin the process of workplace inclusivity. These steps may seem simple, but not everyone takes action. Leaders
and team members, therefore, should reflect on what might be holding them back. Ultimately, to be successful,
everyone in an organization must contribute to establishing a more inclusive and equitable working environment.
People will be remembered for how they treat others, whether they responded appropriately and compassionately
toward their employees. Sticking to company tradition will not propel your business into the future—especially with
outdated, divisive practices. Individuals and organizations that adapt will find that their team will be even stronger
than before, regardless of how tomorrow looks.
There are plenty more steps you could take. In the course of researching, we arrived at a list in excess of 20, but
needed to cut it down so as not to be overwhelming. If you’d like to hear more of our thoughts, send us an email.
We’d love to get a conversation going.
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