
Strategic Leadership Focus: 
Talent Management, 

Mentorship, and Workplace 
Diversity

Dr. Richard Oliver Hope Human Relations Research Center 
Defense Equal Opportunity Management Institute

366 Tuskegee Airmen Drive, Patrick Space Force Base, FL 32925

CAPT Delmy M. Robinson, USN, MBA 
Commandant 

Daniel P. McDonald, PhD2 
Director 

MAJ Roshonda Gilmore, USA, MBA2,3 
Department Head 

1. JHT Inc.
2. Dr. Richard Oliver Hope Human Relations Research Center, DEOMI
3. Applied Science & Analytics, DEOMI

Tech Report No. 23-12
The opinions expressed in this report are those of the author and readers 
should not construe this report to represent the official position of the 
U.S. military services, the Department of Defense, or DEOMI. 



STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP FOCUS 2 

 
 

Prepared by 
 

Courtney Howell, PhD1 

Shane Pitts, PhD1 

Katie Blair, MS1 

Rebecca Free, MA1 

Dylan Caldwell, PhD1 

Royce Simpson, PhD1 

LT Jayson M. Rhoton, USN, PhD2,3 

  



STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP FOCUS 3 

 
 

Contents 

Overview ......................................................................................................................................... 5 

Alignment ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

Perceptions ...................................................................................................................................... 6 

Definition and Theoretical Model ............................................................................................. 6 

Perceptual Errors ....................................................................................................................... 8 

Impacts of Perceptions in the Workplace ............................................................................... 10 

Impact on Individuals ....................................................................................................... 10 

Organizational Impacts ..................................................................................................... 11 

Prevention and Mitigation ....................................................................................................... 11 

General Differences in the Workplace .......................................................................................... 13 

Race......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Gender ..................................................................................................................................... 15 

Age/Generational Gaps ........................................................................................................... 16 

Faith/Spirituality/Religion ...................................................................................................... 17 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity ................................................................................. 18 

Mentorship .................................................................................................................................... 21 

Definitions............................................................................................................................... 21 

Considerations......................................................................................................................... 26 

Talent Management ...................................................................................................................... 28 

Definitions............................................................................................................................... 28 

Considerations......................................................................................................................... 30 

Inclusive Leadership ..................................................................................................................... 32 



STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP FOCUS 4 

 
 

Definition ................................................................................................................................ 32 

Key Features of Inclusive Leadership ..................................................................................... 33 

Inclusive Leadership Behaviors .............................................................................................. 34 

Inclusive Leadership in the Military ....................................................................................... 34 

Impacts of Inclusive Leadership on DEI ................................................................................ 35 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................................... 37 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 38 

 

  



STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP FOCUS 5 

 
 

SPECIAL TOPICS 

Overview 

The Senior Executive Equal Opportunity Seminar (SEEOS) is aimed at supporting newly 

appointed flag/general officers and Senior Executive Service members.  The seminar is designed 

to present senior leaders with an orientation on the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 

organizational aspects of human relations, diversity and inclusion (D&I), equal opportunity 

(EO), and equal employment opportunity (EEO) in order to gain an understanding of their 

impact on inclusion, unit cohesion, mission effectiveness, and total Force readiness.  SEEOS 

participants are encouraged to bring real-world issues and problems to the table, give and receive 

feedback, and explore the impact of their personal behaviors on others, the group, and on larger 

organizational systems.  This document provides synopses of additional topics that could be 

considered for inclusion in the SEEOS curriculum.  The topics presented in this document 

consist of salient issues in the diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) space: perceptions, general 

differences in the workplace, mentorship, talent management, and inclusive leadership. 

Alignment 

The Department of Defense outlines the following goals in its Diversity, Equity, 

Inclusion, and Accessibility Strategic Plan Fiscal Years 2022-2023: increased diversity to 

enhance global joint warfighter capabilities in order to address complex emerging security 

challenges and to create a culture of organizational resiliency; expansion of equity and equality 

across the DoD; improved workplace inclusivity; and commitment to accessibility.  Senior 

leaders as the DoD’s strategic decision makers must be well versed in contemporary DEI 

challenges and opportunities in order to achieve the mission and vison of this strategic plan.  
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Additionally, the Department of Defense Instruction (DoDI) 1020.05, DoD Diversity and 

Inclusion Management Program, issued on September 9, 2020, mandated a Diversity and 

Inclusion Management Program to: 1) promote a diverse workforce, 2) promote an inclusive 

culture, and 3) use data to evaluate the effectiveness of the program.  DoDI 1350.02, DoD 

Military Equal Opportunity Program, was reissued on September 24, 2020, and requires that 

leaders at all levels foster a climate of inclusion that supports diversity and is free from 

prohibited discrimination.  It charges commanders with the responsibility to assess and improve 

their command climates.  In addition, the U.S. Secretary of Defense memorandum titled 

Immediate Actions to Address Diversity and Inclusion and Equal Opportunity in the Military 

Services, dated July 14, 2020, directed training for commanders to conduct relevant, candid, and 

effective conversations as a specific initiative against discrimination, prejudice, and bias, and as 

part of a broader approach to promote morale, cohesion, and readiness of the Force.  The SEEOS 

meets the needs of these DoD directives by specifically providing diversity and inclusion 

training for senior leaders in the Armed Forces, and this collection on perceptions, general 

differences in the workplace, mentorship, talent management, and inclusive leadership can help 

these leaders navigate some of the most impactful challenges of today.   

Perceptions 

Definition and Theoretical Model 

Perception can be defined as the following: 

The process or result of becoming aware of objects, relationships, and events by means of 

the senses, which includes such activities as recognizing, observing, and discriminating.  

These activities enable organisms to organize and interpret the stimuli received into 
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meaningful knowledge and to act in a coordinated manner  (American Psychological 

Association, 2023). 

 Kahneman’s Dual Process theory (2011) can serve as a metaphorical model of 

perceptual processes.  His model distinguishes between system 1, also referred to as “fast 

thinking,” and system 2, also referred to as “slow thinking.”  While both systems are interrelated 

and adapted to support different types of mental tasks, each system is associated with specific 

benefits and risks (Kahneman, 2011).  Likewise, in virtually any task or thought, both systems 

are involved to more or less of an extent.  However, for optimal performance, people need to 

understand how both systems work.  This is especially true within the military context, where 

leaders are required to respond quickly as well as strategically based on emergent information.   

 System 1 / Fast / Heuristic Thinking: 

• Thinking occurs rapidly and automatically, with no sense of subjective choice or 

voluntary control. 

• This type of cognition allows humans to rapidly assess situations and react quickly based 

on prior training and expertise.   

• This system relies on heuristics (mental “rules of thumb’’).  For example, if a physician 

has recently seen a significant increase in strep throat at her clinic, when presented with 

most, but perhaps not all the same symptoms in a new patient, she may use availability to 

quickly surmise this new instance may also be strep.  Why?  This possibly incorrect 

judgment is due to the use of the “availability heuristic” – that which comes to mind most 

effortlessly and quickly tends to be judged as more frequent or more likely to recur in the 

future.  However, as with any heuristic, they may often be incorrect. 
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• Fast thinking relies on prior knowledge, mental associations formed from mere exposure, 

previous training, and existing expertise. 

• While system 1 is fast, efficient, and does not require a lot of cognitive resources or 

effort, its cognition is particularly vulnerable to bias and emotional influence.   

• System 1 is more likely used when cognitive resources are limited, e.g., when tired, under 

stress, or multi-tasking, etc.  

• System 1 use, given its relative automaticity, is often difficult for people to detect in 

themselves – it goes on in the background, and is often inaccessible to conscious 

awareness.  

• An example of this type of automated thinking would be driving a car on an empty 

familiar road.   

 System 2 / Slow / Deliberative Thinking: 

• This type of thinking allocates attention and cognitive resources to the mental activities 

that demand it, including complex computations, concentration, and other mental 

operations that individuals subjectively experience as "thought."   

• System 2 tasks require time and mental energy, which can lead to delayed action. 

• While system 2 is also vulnerable to unconscious bias, only the mental activities 

occurring in system 2 can help individuals understand, acknowledge, analyze, and 

potentially mitigate or prevent their bias from spilling onto their behavior. 

• An example of this type of complex thinking would be the process of parallel parking. 

Perceptual Errors 

In situations where individuals are cognitively taxed, meaning their mental resources are 

depleted, they may rely more heavily on system 1 when processing information, which renders 
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them more likely to rely on cognitive heuristics.  Cognitive heuristics are “methods that use 

principles of effort-reduction and simplification.  By definition, heuristics must allow decision 

makers to process information in a less effortful manner than one would expect from an optimal 

decision rule” (Shah & Oppenheimer, 2008, p. 207).  In essence, heuristics can be likened to a 

decision-making rule or algorithm.  While the use of heuristics aids in fast decision making and 

the preservation of mental energy, these shortcuts in thinking are particularly vulnerable to 

unconscious biases.  Some common perceptual errors are: 

Confirmation Bias.  The tendency to seek and interpret information in a way that 

supports existing beliefs (Wason, 1960). 

Halo Effect.  The halo effect is an autonomous social judgement we make about others 

based on superficial characteristics (Thorndike, 1920). 

Attribution Error.  Attribution error occurs when an incorrect assumption is made to 

explain a person’s behavior or action.  Because individuals are unable to directly observe others’ 

intentions or motivations, they are prone to make inferences about others based on observable 

behavior (Gilbert & Malone, 1995). 

Affinity Bias.  Affinity bias (also known as similarity bias) is the tendency to evaluate a 

person more positively or act more favorability towards those who are perceived to share our 

backgrounds and beliefs (Byrne, 1972).  Affinity bias can lead to in-group favoritism (Fiske & 

Taylor, 1991). 

Representativeness Heuristic.  Representativeness heuristic refers to an approach used 

to make judgments, classifications, or estimates of probabilities based on how similar a person is 

to the typical or average member within the category, often while failing to consider the base-

rate (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973). 
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Intergroup Bias.  Intergroup bias refers to “the tendency to evaluate one’s own 

membership group (the in-group) or its members more favorably than a non-membership group 

(the outgroup) or its members” (Hewstone et al., 2002, p. 576).  Members of privileged groups 

show bias on dimensions that favor their own group and not on dimensions that are irrelevant to 

the privileged status of their social identity (Bettencourt & Bartholomew, 1998). 

Unconscious Bias.  Unconscious or implicit bias can be defined as: 

Beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions that individuals form automatically, informed by the 

individual’s personal life experiences and natural human cognitive limitations, which 

may be inaccurate or incomplete, and thus can result in a pattern of unintended 

marginalization of people from certain groups (Definition developed internally by 

DEOMI ASA, not in print). 

Research shows that perceptual errors are not mutually exclusive and may even reinforce 

one another in an escalatory way that compounds judgement errors, especially in highly cohesive 

groups (Jones & Roelofsma, 2000).  A risk factor for perceptual error is cognitive load.  

Cognitive load refers to the amount of information that working memory can process at one time 

with high cognitive load, making the use of heuristics more likely (Sweller, 2011).   

Impacts of Perceptions in the Workplace 

Perceptual errors in the workplace can be costly to the individual and the organization.  

Impact on Individuals 

Perceptual errors can lead to individuals being the targets of bias.  Implicit biases (often 

called “unconscious”) can be a type of logical fallacy when they are based on pre-existing 

beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions about individuals and groups that people (bias holders) apply 

to pre-judge others (bias targets) in the absence of direct personal experience or individual 
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information about the targets (e.g., using stereotypes).  Understood in this way, social biases like 

stereotypes can compromise mental accuracy, lead to erroneous decisions, and inadvertently 

enable and reinforce prejudice and discrimination, especially when people rely on biases as 

habitual mental shortcuts to assess individuals, groups, and social situations, regardless of 

whether they are consciously aware of doing so (e.g., Devine, 2015).  Individuals who perceive 

that they are the targets of bias within their organizations are more likely to be disengaged at 

work, withhold ideas and creative solutions, and are significantly more likely to leave their 

employer (Turnbull, 2019; Chamorro-Premuzic, 2017; Perez, 2019; Pugh, 2022).  Unaddressed, 

the impact of unconscious bias can lead to disengagement and burnout (Shore et al., 2011).   

Organizational Impacts 

Perceptual errors can impact the organization by impacting mentoring, evaluation and 

promotions, and policy implementation and enforcement, which have profound costs for the 

DoD.  For example, unconscious biases may impact whom we mentor and the mentoring 

relationship (Hinton et. al, 2020).  Leaders’ biases can lead to inaccurate interpretation of 

performance and appraisals of behaviors and result in discriminatory workplace behavior 

(Ziegert & Hanges, 2005), which impairs equitable selection, merit-based promotion, and 

judicial punishment.  When people in positions of power and authority rely on biased decision 

making, it can have far-reaching consequences, from discriminatory hiring practices to poorer 

healthcare treatment and prejudice in the legal system (Agrawal, 2020).  

Prevention and Mitigation 

Research suggests that automatic stereotypes and prejudice are controllable, and the 

perceiver’s goals and intentions can matter quite a bit (Blair, 2002).  Activating people’s 

motivation to be moral can reduce their unconscious biases (Van Nunspeet et al., 2015).  
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Training should aim to increase trainee commitment to conscious objectivity, such as by 

establishing the incompatibility of prejudice and discrimination with military values and by 

introducing bias-mitigation strategies as skills to increase personal performance.  Across 

branches, the incompatibility of service values with prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory 

practices as they relate to error in perception and bias has been emphasized: 

Army (USA).  The Army focuses on the ideology that “training should center on 

building trust, developing leaders who value differences, treating diverse individuals equitably, 

helping Soldiers and Civilians understand their potential biases, and creating shared 

understanding through open, two-way communication” (U.S. Army, 2020, p.12). 

Air Force (USAF).  The Air Force notes that individuals should be able to recognize and 

work through their own biases (The Inspector General Department of the Air Force, 2020, p. 

106). 

Navy (USN).  The Navy created a task force in order to combat bias, which focused on 

enhanced understanding of bias as a big picture outcome (U.S. Navy, n.d.; U.S. Navy, 2020). 

Marine Corps (USMC).  The Marine Corps holds the belief that people do not 

“automatically set aside prejudices, bias, and perceptions upon joining our ranks;” instead, 

individuals “must be pro-active; [they] must establish a command climate that allows every 

Marine to reach his or her potential without regard to race, color, religion, sex, age, sexual 

orientation, or national origin” (U.S. Marine Corps, n.d., p. 4). 

Coast Guard (USCG).  The Coast Guard aims for the work environment to be free from 

discrimination and harassment of any kind (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2020). An 

initial step toward mitigating any bias is to become aware of and knowledgeable about biases.  

Thus, military personnel need education on the origin, existence, persistence, and negative 
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effects of such biases (Burgess et al., 2007; Devine, 2015).  This includes an exploration of one’s 

biases as well as psychoeducational materials on the science of bias and related cognitive 

processes.  More specifically, Patricia Devine and colleagues have developed a program for 

“breaking the prejudice habit,” which aligns well with conscious objectivity training.  Part of the 

model includes education and awareness components wherein participants learn what biases are 

(including specifically unconscious bias), how such biases are measured, and some of the 

detrimental consequences of unconscious biases for marginalized persons (Devine et al., 2012; 

Forscher et al., 2019). 

General Differences in the Workplace 

Individuals bring many different identities to the workplace.  Identity can be understood 

through intersectionality.  “The term intersectionality references the critical insight that race, 

class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age act not as unitary, mutually exclusive 

entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena that in turn shape complex social 

inequalities” (Hill Collins, 2015, p. 2).  Intersectionality means that individuals experience 

multiple identities as simultaneously interacting together (Gopaldas, 2013).  People also 

experience others as the sum total of all their identities and not just as one or the other.  Some 

salient aspects of identity that constitute general differences in the workplace are race, gender, 

generational gaps, and religion.  Cross-cultural competence is an essential aspect of diversity and 

inclusion work (Kaufmann et al., 2014).  

Race 

Despite the racial diversity of the Military and the Nation, interracial interactions remain 

fraught with difficulties.  Interracial interactions are often besieged by stress and anxiety 

(Trawalter et al., 2009) and by divergent goals and assumptions (Bergsieker, et al., 2010), which 
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can result in individuals feeling drained cognitively and emotionally (Richeson & Shelton, 

2007).  Research shows that different people may experience the same situation with a different 

set of emotions and perceptions of the interaction (e.g., Shelton et al., 2005a; Shelton et al., 

2005b).  For instance, interracial interactions may cause White folks to be concerned about 

appearing prejudiced, while racial minorities in that same interaction may fear or anticipate 

experiencing prejudice or confirming stereotypes (Richeson & Shelton, 2007).  Many White 

individuals seek to be liked during interracial interactions, whereas African-American 

individuals seek to be respected and deemed competent (Bergsieker et al., 2010).  The fact both 

members of the conversation have different goals and outcomes can lead to symptoms such as 

being less attentive, having less ability to process information, and having a less positive attitude 

or engagement in the conversation (Shelton et al., 2005a; Shelton et al., 2005b; Trawalter & 

Richeson, 2006).  Such anxiety-ridden interactions may also lead to responses that are 

counterproductive, including freezing up, avoiding conversation, and overcompensating 

(Trawalter et al., 2009).  Thus, it is no surprise that sometimes individuals are more comfortable 

talking about certain subjects in a homogenous setting.  However, this can result in certain topics 

not being addressed equally in all circles, which is natural given that people within a group often 

have similar experiences, different than those of other groups.  For example, a recent study 

showed that a homogenous group of individuals identifying as Black talked about police 

brutality at a higher rate (80%) than a homogenous group of White individuals (55%) (Eveland 

& Appiah, 2021).   

These types of studies are important to note because it means that different topics may 

come up depending on the individuals present at any given point.  This means that lack of 

diversity will result in lack of perspective, because topics that may be common in other in-groups 
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are not likely to come to the front, which can have an impact in group tasks involving problem 

solving, strategizing, and more.  Indeed, there is an argument to be made that it is appropriate to 

give people both homogenous and diverse spaces in which to interact, because the types of 

conversations that emerge will look different (Harrison & Williams-Cumberbatch, 2022), and 

thus, conversations between people who have differences in ideology or beliefs should be 

encouraged, while providing safe spaces in which to develop ideas and thoughts with less risk of 

judgement.  The idea of employee resource groups or affinity groups is to provide a 

homogeneous space for employees to have real conversations (promoting uniqueness and 

belonging) while typically requiring such groups to share suggestions and ideas with the rest of 

the organization as well as other groups.   

Gender 

There are many cultural and societal factors that play a role in how men and women are 

perceived.  Because of those factors, some differences in outcomes between them exist, 

including communication styles.  Historically, leadership has been held by men, and as a result is 

often associated with so-called “male” characteristics, though recent studies show little 

differences in actual behaviors by gender (Ladegaard, 2011; Sdeeq et al., 2021).  A recent study 

showed that men and women in the 21st century tend to communicate using a style that is 

“facilitative, indirect, collaborative, person- and process-oriented” (Ladegaard, 2011, p. 16).  The 

difference, however, is how men and women are perceived; men in the study had no issues 

leading meetings or spaces, whereas the women were sometimes challenged in their abilities to 

do so (Ladegaard, 2011).  

Given the challenges that women face in the private sector, such challenges may be 

exacerbated in the hyper-masculine environment of the Armed Forces.  Women still face 
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difficulties in integration into the military forces, with many experiencing harassment, assault, 

and exclusion during their time in the service (Hajjar, 2010).  Examples of ways to address 

inequality include having conversations with military personnel in more private, but still 

professional, capacities, in addition to mandatory trainings or educational seminars (Hajjar 

2010).  Concerns of harassment and assault must be taken seriously, and trainings should work to 

help members recognize the power of women as leaders and the fact that there is really not much 

difference in leadership style between men and women.  In addition, leaders can support women 

by encouraging other leaders and subordinates to normalize and participate in the use of policies 

and benefits such as paternity leave regardless of gender, across units, to help reduce the stigma 

associated with this type of family accommodation, as well as others that tend to impact women 

more broadly. 

Age/Generational Gaps 

Currently, there are at least four generations in the workplace: Traditionalists (1909-

1945), Boomers (1946-1964), Generation X (1965-1978), and Millennials (1979-2000) (Bennett 

et al., 2021).  Additionally, Generation Z (2000-2012) is beginning to enter the workforce 

(Mahmoud et al., 2021), giving the possibility of up to five generations in the workforce 

simultaneously.  Generational differences result from the differences in the world during the time 

of growth and development and impact attitudes and characteristics of people within that time 

period (Mahmoud et al., 2021).  

However, communication across generations does not have to be complicated.  A study 

comparing Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials found that the three generations “largely 

share similar patterns of regular use of business communication media” (Woodward & 

Vongswasdi, 2017, p. 372).  Further, face-to-face communication when possible is preferred by 
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all generations (Woodward & Vongswasdi, 2017).  In fact, the biggest factor to keep in mind, 

especially when it comes to Millennials and Gen Z, is to “create an inclusive and understanding 

multigenerational working environment” (Mahmoud et al., 2021, p. 205), which can be achieved 

through many of the best practices in inclusive leadership. 

Faith/Spirituality/Religion 

Faith and spirituality are equally important aspects of diversity that impact the lives of 

individuals.  A recent study explored the differences in perception between spirituality and 

religion in the global population and found that participants perceived spirituality to be “a core 

part of themselves” and religion to be “a framework for spirituality” (Gall et al., 2011).  Religion 

is not necessary for spirituality but can facilitate spiritual practices (Gall et al., 2011); religion 

tends to focus on specific behaviors and tenets connected to a formal institution, like a church, 

whereas spirituality does not (Héliot et al., 2020).  There is some connection between 

religious/spirituality identity and generations, with older generations reporting more formal 

religious activity than Millennials (McMurray & Simmers, 2020).  Religious, spiritual, or faith-

based identities can be difficult to see from the outside, but they are an aspect of identity that is 

generally considered important to the individual (Héliot et al., 2020).  Indeed, there is some 

evidence to show that people seek out workplaces that align with their values or faith (Park & 

Martinez, 2022). 

Millennials generally find religious displays, such as prayer and religious paintings, in the 

workplace to make the workplace less attractive and welcoming (Beane et al., 2017).  However, 

there were exceptions for displays that related to the employer’s personal experience, such as 

photos of baptisms or diplomas from religious institutions (Beane et al., 2017).  Trainings on 

spiritual diversity should be considered, as they can give people a chance to understand others 
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better and express their own identities (Loo, 2017; McMurray & Simmers, 2020).  Similar to 

other identities, giving members space to feel accepted and acknowledged can lead to more 

positive feelings about the workplace (Park & Martinez, 2022).  Employee resource groups can 

be utilized for faith-based communities to increase feelings of inclusion as well (Terry, 2021). 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 

Sexual minority is an umbrella term that includes individuals who identify as gay, 

lesbian, or bisexual.  A gender minority is someone whose gender identity is different from their 

sex assigned at birth.  LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, and 

related identities) is a term often used to describe both sexual and gender minorities.  Sexual 

orientation and gender identity (SOGI) is an umbrella term used by the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission (EEOC).  Although gender identity is distinct from sexual orientation, 

people who are transgender often have been grouped with people who are lesbian, gay or 

bisexual members of SOGI groups.  Importantly, gender-related terminology is in a fluid state, 

sometimes changing rapidly.  It is important to be responsive to changing gender-related 

terminology to properly recognize and respect individuals.  The table below encompasses 

gender-related terminology that is up-to-date at the time of this writing.    

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Terms 
Term Definition Examples 
Sex 
 

Binary biological status assigned at 
birth 
 

male, female 
 

Gender 
 

Social, cultural, psychological, and 
behavioral attributes typically 
associated with sex. 
 

masculine, feminine 
 

Gender 
Identity 
 

Internal sense of being male, 
female, somewhere in between, or 
not part of any gender category. 
 

boy, girl, man, woman, transgender 
man, transgender woman, agender, 
genderqueer, gender nonbinary, gender 
nonconforming 
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Cisgender 
 

A person whose gender identity 
matches the sex they were assigned 
at birth. 
 

cisgender man, cisgender woman 

Transgender 
 

A person whose assigned sex at 
birth incorrectly or incompletely 
describes their gender identity 
 

transgender man, transgender woman, 
genderqueer, gender nonbinary, 
agender 
 

Sexual 
Orientation 
 

The gender to whom one is 
attracted 
 

heterosexual/straight, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, queer, pansexual 
 

Asexual 
 

A person who does not experience 
sexual attraction 
 

ace 
 

Sexism 
 

A system of oppression that 
includes interpersonal, institutional, 
and cultural discrimination against 
women 
 

 

Anti-trans 
prejudice 
 

Prejudice against people who are 
transgender 
 

cisgenderism, transphobia 
 

Heterosexism 
 

Ideological system that prescribes a 
norm of heterosexuality and denies, 
denigrates, and stigmatizes sexual 
minority groups 
 

homophobia, sexual prejudice 
 

SOGI 
 

Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity (Umbrella term used by the 
EEOC) 

 

Definitions from APA (2015); Herek (2007), Bosson et al. (2021), and EEOC.gov 

Population information about the LGBT community is typically made available as an 

aggregate of all its components; that is, numbers include all those who report identifying as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender.  In the case of the U.S. Department of Defense, the 

numbers are divided into sexuality (LGB) and gender identity (T).  In the U.S., a recent poll 

shows that 7.1% of the U.S. population identifies as LGBT (Jones, 2022).  According to the 2018 

DoD Health Related Behaviors Survey (HRBS), 6.3% of active Service members identify as 

lesbian, gay, or bisexual (Meadows, et al., 2018).  More women (17.6%) than men (4.1%) in 
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active service identify as LGB (Meadows et al., 2018).  The Department of Defense estimates 

that there are 8,980 transgender Service members, of which the majority are transgender women 

who joined as men (Office of People Analytics, 2017).  This estimate represents 0.7% of all 

active-duty service troops. 

Results from the 2021 Workplace and Gender Relations of Active-Duty Members (WGR) 

indicate that Service members identifying as LGBT were more likely than members who do not 

identify as LGBT to report sexual assault, harassment, and discrimination (Breslin et al., 2022).  

Rates of unwanted sexual contact for LGB Service members (8.5%) and gender minorities 

(6.3%) were higher than for their non-LGB (1.7%) and cisgender (2.1%) counterparts (Breslin et 

al., 2022).  Sexual harassment was reported by 31.3% of members identifying as LGB and 26.7% 

gender minorities.  Harassment for Service members not identifying as LGB was 8.0% (Breslin 

et al., 2022).  Gender discrimination rates were also higher for members identifying as LGB 

(11.7% vs. 3.0%) or a gender minority (9.9% vs. 3.7%) (Breslin et al., 2022).  Results from the 

2018 WGR are consistent with these findings, with LGBT Service members at a higher risk for 

sexual assault and harassment (Breslin, 2019). 

Further, SOGI populations are at an increased risk for a variety of mental and physical 

health issues.  In a review of 30 studies examining the physical health of Service members and 

veterans, Mark et al. (2019) concluded that LGBT members experienced worse outcomes on a 

variety of measures including hypertension, obesity, and levels of smoking.  Results from the 

most recent Health Related Behaviors Survey (HRBS) reveal that LGB Service members are 

significantly more likely to report feelings of psychological distress (30.5% compared to 15.5% 

for non-LGB Service members), more symptoms of PTSD, and increased likelihood of 

experiencing suicidal thoughts (Meadows et al., 2018).  A systematic review by O’Leary and 
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Marcelli (2022) reported significantly worse mental health outcomes among transgender veterans 

and higher rates of suicide for both transgender veterans and active-duty Service members.  

Several researchers have suggested that the differences in health outcomes may be related 

to an increase in stressors and stigma experienced by LGBT Service members (e.g., Holloway et 

al., 2021; Oblea & Siaki, 2022).  The role of stigma and stressors in the mental health of LGB 

individuals is central to the minority stress theory presented by Meyer (2003); indeed, studies 

document increased exposure to distal stressors (e.g., stigmatizing external events and 

conditions) in both civilian (e.g., Huebner et al., 2004) and military SOGI populations (e.g., 

Burks, 2011; Schuyler et al., 2020).  Moody et al. (2020) found that stressors associated with 

sexual-orientation-based discrimination in LGB military Service members was associated with 

poorer mental health and a greater risk of alcohol abuse.   

Service members who identify as LGBT report feeling less support compared to members 

who do not identify as LGBT (Carey et al., 2022).  LGBT Service members are more likely than 

non-LGBT members to separate from service for unplanned administrative reasons and are less 

likely to continue their military career after completing their service (Carey et al., 2022; 

McNamara et al., 2021). 

Mentorship 

Definitions 

Mentorship can be defined by Army Regulation 600-100 as “the voluntary developmental 

relationship that exists between a person of greater experience and a person of lesser experience 

that is characterized by mutual trust and respect” (Department of the Army, 2017).  Across 

service branches, mentorship has been a focal point with the overarching goal of fostering the 

unique talents of each Service member in a way that promotes the development of a diverse 
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Force across all levels of leadership.  On June 25, 2021, President Biden signed Executive Order 

(EO) 14035, Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility in the Federal Workforce, which 

mandates the identification of ways to expand mentorship and leadership as it relates to diversity, 

equity, inclusion, and accessibility in the Federal workforce.  This section provides a brief 

overview of each service branches’ stance on mentorship.  Mentorship can involve a “voluntary 

and developmental relationship that exists between a person with greater experience and a person 

with less experience, characterized by mutual trust and respect” (Department of the Army, 2017).  

It can also serve as a way to identify talent and coach mentees into the leaders of the future, 

especially in situations where the mentee does not see themselves represented in leadership. 

Army (USA).  The Army endorses the ideology that “training should center on building 

trust, developing leaders who value differences, treating diverse individuals equitably, helping 

Soldiers and civilians understand their potential biases, and creating shared understanding 

through open, two-way communication” (U.S. Army, 2020, p. 12).  The Army provides an 

inclusive leader development program that “ensures all Soldiers and civilians trust their leaders 

and have the access and opportunities to fulfill their professional aspirations and defined ideals 

of success” (United States Army, 2020, p. 5).  The Army emphasizes that all leaders are 

responsible for developing and facilitating junior development through counseling, coaching, and 

mentoring (Department of the Army, 2017).  The Army selects individuals based upon their 

documented talents and potential (Department of the Army, 2017).  

Air Force (USAF).  Among the Air Force’s core principles of mission command are 

team building through mutual trust and the creation of a shared understanding of the operational 

environment (U.S. Air Force, 2021).  A diversity-supportive climate of inclusion supports team 

building through trust and enhances mutual understanding.  The Air Force notes that individuals 
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should be “able to recognize and work through their own biases” (The Inspector General 

Department of the Air Force, 2020, p. 106).  The Air Force wants “inclusive leaders [to] build 

Air Force organizations, which are more capable of incorporating different ways of thinking and 

performing, integrating functional cultures, and combining work methodologies for more 

innovative, effective results” (U.S. Department of the Air Force, 2019, p. 21).  Moreover, 

inclusive Air Force leaders can “function more effectively in cross-cultural settings to produce 

better operational outcomes” (U.S. Department of the Air Force, 2019, p. 21). 

 The Air Force Mentoring Program highlights that “mentoring is an essential ingredient 

in developing well-rounded, professional, and competent future leaders.  The overall goal of 

mentoring is to help airmen (civilian, enlisted, and officer) maximize their full potential” (U.S. 

Department of the Air Force, 2019, p. 3).  Additionally, AFI 1-2 notes that mentoring is an 

inherent responsibility of leadership (Department of the Air Force, 2014).  The Air Force’s 

Enlisted Force Development Action Plan 2022-2023 focuses on modernizing talent management 

systems to include feedback methods that center around coaching, mentoring, and developing 

airmen from the beginning of their careers (U.S. Air Force, 2022).  For example, leaders are to 

understand the programs and policies that support their organizations’ personnel in addition to 

improving the work environment to aid in the growth of airmen (U.S. Department of the Air 

Force, 2019). 

Navy (USN).  The Navy “values diversity, equality, and inclusivity – striving to build a 

community of Service members who accurately reflect the rich makeup of [the United States]” 

(Department of the Navy, n.d.).  The Navy offers training and education that focuses on 

objective skills and performance across all levels, from entry level to executive levels (United 

States Navy, n.d.).  The Navy believes that inclusive leadership is the secret weapon of the 
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Navy’s best leaders (My Navy HR, 2019).  The Navy recognizes that mentoring can be both 

formal or informal and that anyone can serve informally as a mentor in their command or 

community (e.g., MyNavy HR, n.d.a).  Moreover, the Navy views mentoring as most effective 

when there is a voluntary relationship between a sailor and an experienced superior.  The Navy 

talent management system focuses on “increased confidence and transparency in the talent 

management process” (U.S. Navy, n.d., p. 23).  For example, the Navy has implemented 

objective-based performance evaluations as a means to eliminate bias and reduce subjectivity 

(U.S. Navy, n.d.).  

The Navy also emphasizes coaching as a leadership development skill consisting of 

active listening, empathy, and asking powerful questions.  Coaching facilitates open, honest, and 

respectful communication among all levels of the organizational hierarchy.  Coaching hereby 

provides bi-directional feedback and collaborative communication in order to foster individual 

growth and performance, ultimately enhancing warfighting capability and Navy lethality.  In 

contrast to mentoring, which centers around a senior subject matter expert guiding a less 

experienced sailor, coaching is a joint learning approach geared at developing self-awareness 

with the strategic goal of attracting and retaining the best talent across the Navy through a culture 

of feedback (U.S. Navy, n.d.). 

Marine Corps (USMC).  The Marine Corps holds the belief that “an individual does not 

automatically set aside prejudices, bias, and perceptions upon joining our ranks.  In order to 

address such bias [they] must be pro-active; [they] must establish a command climate that allows 

every marine to reach his or her potential without regard to race, color, religion, sex, age, sexual 

orientation, or national origin” (U.S. Marine Corps, n.d., p. 4).  The talent management system of 

the Marine Corps focuses on creating an equal opportunity for success and talent (Department of 
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the Navy, 2021).  Moreover, the talent management system requires leadership to build inclusive 

teams (Department of the Navy, 2021).  The Marine Corps requires all marines to be mentored 

by a senior marine in their chain of command.  

 In order to be an effective mentor, NAVMC Directive 1500.58 notes that there must be a 

course of action for developing a mentor partnership, and evaluations must be made on the 

effectiveness of said mentorship (Department of the Navy, 2013).  Marine Corps commanders 

have the ability to: 

Highlight and prioritize the specific professional and educational backgrounds they seek 

in their key leaders, detail billet descriptions and expectations, and articulate their 

command philosophies, family readiness priorities, and other information that might be 

useful to potential applicants, facilitating a much better match between Marine and 

commander.  (Department of the Navy, 2021, p. 10) 

 Marine Corps Order 1500.61, Marine Leader Development, stresses coaching as an 

ongoing process of observation and encouragement that aims to enhance a marine’s personal and 

professional growth via informal feedback.  Coaching is viewed as a leadership skill that both 

encourages and demands output in order to draw greater performance from individuals and 

teams, thereby exceeding what they thought they were capable of (MyNavy, n.d.b). 

Space Force (USSF).  The U.S. Space Force was founded on December 20, 2019 and is 

actively developing its doctrine and policies.  Nevertheless, the Space Force has committed to 

focus its recruitment efforts on those groups who have historically not been inclined to join the 

Service (Maucione, 2021).  According to the Space Capstone Publication, Spacepower (SCP), it 

falls on leaders to establish the purpose and identity of the U.S. Space Force by instilling a 

unique vision, ethos, and values; leaders must balance mission execution and warfighter 
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readiness which requires leaders to be “intimately familiar with the strengths, weaknesses, and 

organizational climate of the forces under their care” (Maucione, 2021, p. 55).  SCP further 

emphasizes that leadership is instrumental in influencing organizational culture, while adding 

that a stable culture can only flourish once the Space Force’s organizational purpose and identify 

are fully understood and accepted (U.S. Space Force, 2020). 

Coast Guard (USCG).  The Coast Guard provides a Leadership Inclusion and Diversity 

Advisory Council (LIDAC), which promotes key ambassadors in the achievement towards 

inclusivity, as described below: 

The LIDACs are responsible for assisting their command cadre in cultivating a culture of 

inclusion by monitoring the command climate and promoting leadership development 

and diversity initiatives that create and help sustain an environment of equal opportunity 

for all members and a workplace free of discrimination.  (U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security, 2020, pp. 3-4) 

The Coast Guard provides professional and mentorship support through the use of 

mentoring programs (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2020).  Through mentorship, 

Coast Guard members can have successful long-term relationships that promote employee 

development (U.S. Coast Guard, n.d.).  In fact, the Coast Guard finds mentorship to be one of the 

28 leadership competencies.  The Coast Guard’s talent management system aims to “increase 

member opportunity while also improving recruitment and retention of those members with vital 

experience needed for mission success” (U.S. Coast Guard, 2022, p. 21). 

Considerations 

There are many different ways that mentorship can take place, and a one-size-fits-all 

mentality for mentoring is unlikely to be successful (Gleiman & Gleiman, 2020).  Successful 
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mentorship should take into account the individual background, identities, and preferences of 

both the mentor and mentee (Cho, 2013; Hinck, 2022; House et al., 2018).  The social identities 

of both the mentor and the mentee should be vital components to consider for successful 

mentoring matches (Cho, 2013).  There is evidence from West Point Academy to show that 

when female cadets are paired with female mentors, they are more likely to state that they want 

to follow the same career path as the mentor (Kofoed & McGovney, 2019).  The same finding is 

true for Black cadets paired with Black mentors (Kofoed & McGovney, 2019).  These findings 

do not necessarily mean that mentorships should be based solely on social identity, but rather 

that such pairings can and do have an impact on the mentee that should not be taken lightly. 

The attitude of the mentor can greatly shape the experience of the mentee; for instance, 

when instructors in the U.S. Air Force brought hostile sexist attitudes to the training space, 

trainees reported ineffective mentoring, maltreatment, and possible detriments to psychological 

health (Barron & Ogle, 2014).  A recent study of an Air Force coaching program found that “the 

key to the coaching experience for all instructors was building a relationship with students with 

trust, authenticity, and active listening” (Hinck, 2022, p. 27).  Both mentors and mentees need to 

be prepared to go out of their comfort zone and have an open mind (Cho, 2013; Johnson & 

Andersen, 2015).  Successful mentor relationships include mentors imparting wisdom, offering 

support during adversity, and opening or introducing new career opportunities (Johnson & 

Anderson, 2015). 

When a mentorship or coaching program is done well, participants express positive 

outcomes; for example, 80% of Air Force members who participated in a coaching program 

identified it as a great learning experience (Hinck, 2022).  In a study on mentoring in the U.S. 

Navy, the majority of participants indicated “Agreeing” or “Strongly Agreeing” that their mentor 
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helped them in the following ways: advocated on their behalf, helped them develop military 

skills, enhanced military career development, offered acceptance, support and encouragement, 

and increased self-esteem (Johnson & Andersen, 2015).  Individuals who had mentors also 

indicated retention in the Service as an important outcome from the mentoring program (Johnson 

& Anderson, 2015).   

Further, a study of officers in the Army found that “serving under a high-performing 

mentor significantly increases the likelihood that a junior officer protege will be promoted early 

to the rank of major” (Lyle & Smith, 2014, p. 250); in that study, a commander was considered 

high-performing if they were promoted early to the rank of major.  Importantly, however, a 

second study in the U.S. Army found that female mentees experienced mentoring differently 

than male mentees: for women, advice and support was for survival in the Army, whereas for 

men, it was about career advancement (Portillo et al., 2022).  Although both sets of groups 

benefitted from the mentor relationship, the fundamental difference in experience should be 

taken into account when considering diversity and inclusion goals.   

Talent Management 

Definitions 

Talent management is the deliberate process to manage the career lifecycle by: 

• building the capability to achieve the mission and organizational goals with the right 

talent, in the right place, and at the right time; 

• closing talent gaps through a systematic process that integrates each element of the career 

lifecycle; 
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• assessing executives’ 18 DoD core leadership competencies (derived from the five U.S. 

Office of Personnel Management Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) and one DoD 

ECQ; Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service, n.d.) 

Talent Management focuses on efforts to “deliberately track and develop high potential diverse 

talent” as well as remove “barriers to overcome to retain talent and initiatives to promote 

engagement” (U.S. Navy, n.d., p. 76).  Senior leaders need to understand how to recruit and 

retain members within their units, as “teams with diverse perspectives and modes of thinking 

solve problems faster and more creatively” (Department of the Navy, 2021, p. 5).  A strong talent 

management orientation can “strengthen a workforce that is adaptable, resilient, and Always 

Ready” (United States Coast Guard, 2022, p. 20).  Each service branch has published their own 

interpretation of talent management.  These varying interpretations are important. 

Army (USA).  The Army selects individuals based upon their documented talents and 

potential (Department of the Army, 2017).  Moreover, individuals can continue to develop and 

achieve professional certification through the Army’s career management, training programs, 

and talent management initiatives (Department of the Army, 2017). 

Air Force (USAF).  The Air Force initiative focuses on modernizing talent management 

systems in order to allow for greater experience (U.S. Air Force, 2022).  For example, leaders are 

to understand the programs and policies that support their organization’s personnel in addition to 

improving the work environment to aid in the growth of airmen (Department of the Air Force, 

2019). 

Navy (USN).  The Navy talent management system focuses on “increased confidence 

and transparency in the talent management process” (U.S. Navy, n.d., p. 23).  For example, the 
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Navy has implemented objective-based performance evaluation as a means to eliminate bias and 

reduce subjectivity (U.S. Navy, n.d.).  

Marine Corps (USMC).  The talent management system of the Marine Corps focuses on 

creating an equal opportunity for success and talent (Department of the Navy, 2021).  Moreover, 

the talent management system reinforces leadership to build inclusive teams (Department of the 

Navy, 2021).  

Space Force (USSF).  Although the Space Force is in its early days, it has promised to 

focus on the recruitment of individuals who are not inclined to join (Maucione, 2021). 

Coast Guard (USCG).  The Coast Guard’s talent management system aims to “increase 

member opportunity while also improving recruitment and retention of those members with vital 

experience needed for mission success” (United States Coast Guard, 2022, p. 21). 

Considerations 

 Recent publications have called into question some of the practices of the U.S. Military 

that inhibit talent management (Duffy, 2018).  For instance, promotion processes can be rigid, 

both in how long it takes to promote and fulfill the requirements towards promotions; forced 

geographic moves are tough on individuals and families; and physical requirements are enforced 

for positions that do not need them for work performance (such as cyber security) (Duffy, 2018).  

One commander suggested the following considerations for change in the U.S. Military: 

Allow strong performers to stay in their positions without forcing them to promote; 

expand opportunities to stay in a geographic area; allow flexibility to leave the 

organization to pursue novel opportunities, and come back in at the same rank; remove 

restrictions on service for the physically disabled.  (Duffy, 2018, p. 23) 
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There has already been some movement within the Army to provide greater transparency about 

job opportunities and placements for soldiers (Whitfield & Crozier, 2022). 

One long-held belief in the Military is that a good leader can work with anyone, and 

therefore leaders are often unable to have any say in who reports to them (Shivashankar, 2018).  

There may be merit in reconsidering that policy for certain positions and allowing operational 

leaders to have a voice in selecting personnel (Shivashankar, 2018).  This change would allow 

leaders to gain skills in hiring and decision making (Shivashankar, 2018).  However, such 

changes should be carefully debated and implemented, due to concerns of hiring bias based on 

gender, race, or other social identities (Moore, Livingston, & Susskind, 2022; Nandigama et al., 

2021; Parasurama, 2022).  Consideration should also be given to the compensation system at 

large; one set of authors suggests re-evaluating the total benefits (including non-cash benefits) 

and promotion tables, as well as the needs of those serving in order to complete with talent in the 

private sector (Wallace et al., 2015). 

Other considerations for talent management include ensuring that leadership develops 

strong relationships with those under their command and communicates with each individual 

member about their talents and how they can best be utilized (Eger, 2018).  Further, individuals 

need to have the right experience for a particular position before being asked to carry out the 

associated tasks (Piggee, 2018).  In order to gain the necessary skills, mentorship will help 

soldiers develop strong values that will give them the integrity needed to lead teams (Piggee, 

2018).  One very specific policy related to talent management is that of the U.S. Marine Corps’ 

Body Composition and Military Appearance Program (BCMAP) standards (Gaudry Hanie et al., 

2022).  A recent study by the RAND Corporation found that the BCMAP standards were not 

designed for the diversity of the current USMC (particularly for people of color and women) and 
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are leading to unhealthy eating habits and behaviors, including disordered eating (Gaudry Hanie 

et al., 2022).  Such a practice has a strong possibility of impacting talent management because of 

retention concerns (Gaudry Hanie et al., 2022). 

Inclusive Leadership 

Definition 

A framework that can inform leadership accountability as it relates to D&I is inclusive 

leadership.  Inclusive leadership means fully adopting the lens and practice of inclusion 

(Ferdman & Deane, 2014) in a manner that transforms mindsets, behaviors, and collective 

practices to fully benefit from our many differences (Ferdman et al., 2020).  In the human 

resource literature, the term inclusive leadership is defined by Shore et al. (2011) as “the degree 

to which an employee perceives that he or she is an esteemed member of the work group through 

experiencing treatment that satisfies his or her needs for belongingness and uniqueness” (p.  

1265).  

Inclusive military leadership develops and implements a strategic accountability 

framework that is based on the needs of the DoD (DoD, n.d.).  Senior leaders who embody 

inclusive leadership can identify the needed conditions for systemic change, along with 

associated challenges and opportunities, and put those changes into practice.  Inclusive 

leadership transcends cultural competence and management of diversity.  Senior leaders are to 

create and foster conditions that make everyone feel psychologically safe, fairly treated, and 

appreciated so each unique team member can be and do their best (Ferdman et al., 2020).  

Inclusive leadership in a diverse work environment is associated with a variety of 

positive outcomes such as empowerment (Hollander, 2009), psychologically safe work 

environments (Edmondson, 1999), and improved learning and performance (Hirak et al., 2012).  
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Catalyst’s (2022) report on inclusive leadership across 352 large corporations in the United 

States found that, while inclusive experiences are beneficial for both employees and employers, 

fewer than half of employees reported experiences of inclusion.  Among those who had positive 

experiences of inclusion at work, 52% attributed these experiences to their managers’ inclusive 

leadership behavior.  Leaders have the opportunity to provide inclusion experiences by engaging 

in inclusive leadership behavior.  

 Traditional leadership approaches often reinforce systemic, institutionalized beliefs that 

can be a barrier to truly inclusive environments.  When working toward creating accountability 

around inclusion and diversity efforts, the associated accountability frameworks must be 

inclusive in nature and remain responsive to the needs of all stakeholders in the organization.  

Accountability systems should aim at creating a climate of psychological safety and trust that 

fosters a sense of diversity across the organization (Corley, 2020).  

Key Features of Inclusive Leadership  

Person et al. (2015) define inclusion as having the following eight dimensions: purpose, 

trust, appreciation of individual attributes, sense of belonging, access to opportunity, equitable 

reward and recognition, cultural competence, and respect.  Inclusive leadership addresses these 

dimensions as follows: 

• Inclusive leadership is relationship-based with the leaders focusing on meeting the needs 

of employees and being available to employees (Hollander, 2009). 

• Inclusive leaders are open, available, and accessible in their interactions with followers 

(Carmeli et al., 2010).  

• Inclusive leadership promotes experiences of inclusion (Nishii & Leroy, 2022). 
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• Inclusive leadership ensures individuals can bring their full self to work and feel like they 

belong and are valued for their contributions (Ferdman, 2014). 

Inclusive Leadership Behaviors 

Ferdman (2020, pp. 19-20) recommends the following leadership behaviors while 

emphasizing that the overarching goals of inclusive leadership are to foster fairness and equity 

across multiple identities: 

1. Hold yourself and others accountable for creating an inclusive culture. 

2. Invite engagement and dialogue. 

3. Model bringing one’s whole self to work and give permission for and encouragement 

to others to do so. 

4. Foster transparent decision making. 

5. Understand and engage with resistance. 

6. Understand and talk about how inclusion connects to the mission and vision. 

Inclusive Leadership in the Military 

Although each branch of service has their own definition of leadership, which involves 

influencing others to accomplish a mission (Malik, 2016), in order to be considered effective, 

individuals must be able to adapt their leadership style to meet mission, personnel, and 

environmental demands.  Inclusion in military leadership might include such things as being 

sensitive to U.S. citizenship status, finding blind spots, listening and engaging in dialogue, 

building the team, encouraging team collaboration, and providing recognition to team members 

when deserved (Gosby Smith, 2020).  Inclusive leadership also involves a cross-cultural 

component, especially in missions overseas (Hajjar, 2010; Masakowski, 2017).  Cross-cultural 

competency as a component of inclusive leadership is required for an effective military force to 
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1) ensure a cohesive force made up of diverse individuals from the United States and 2) develop 

military plans with an understanding of other cultures (Hajjar, 2010).  Several branches provided 

additional insights on their commitment to inclusive leadership and are discussed in the below 

paragraph. 

The United States Army (2020) states that commanders and leaders should be “inclusive 

in their decisions, actions, and missions which enable access, opportunity, and choice for the 

total force” (p. 4).  Additionally, the Army (2020) provides a Leadership Development Program 

to cultivate trust in leadership, as well as professional development opportunities.  The United 

States Air Force (2019) discusses inclusive leaders as those who incorporate “different ways of 

thinking and performing…combining work methodologies for more innovative, effective results” 

(p. 21).  The Navy proclaims that “inclusive leadership is the secret weapon of the Navy’s best 

leaders” (MyNavy HR, 2019).  Finally, the Coast Guard’s Leadership Inclusion and Diversity 

Council plays a role in creating a positive work environment through initiatives to ensure 

inclusion, anti-discrimination, and harassment (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2020). 

Impacts of Inclusive Leadership on DEI 

 Strong leaders with inclusive practices are paramount to the success of an organization.  

In order for employees to feel included, they need a supervisor who dedicates time and resources 

to cultivating a strong, positive relationship with them (Brimhall et al., 2017) and an organization 

that is sensitive to the needs of its employees (Jin et al., 2017).  When employees do feel 

included, their job satisfaction rises, which in turn lowers their desire to leave the organization 

(Brimhall et al., 2014; Liggans et al., 2019; Chung et al., 2021).  One model suggests that a focus 

on inclusive leadership can lower the risk of sexual harassment (Perry et al., 2021).  When 

leaders practice uniqueness and belonging, it increases perceptions of work group performance, 
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especially among minorities (Jin et al., 2017).  Further, such practices support employees in 

feeling that employment decisions and assessments are fair processes because they believe in the 

good intentions of the leadership (Hoang et al., 2022).  An inclusive climate can also lead to an 

increase in innovative practices and job satisfaction (Brimhall, 2019).   

A ripple effect in leadership practices has been documented, where inclusive leaders 

encourage those under them to be inclusive in their practices as well (Rice & Young, 2021).  

Middle managers tend to follow the lead of those in upper-management, so if upper-management 

demonstrates inclusive leadership, those under will do so as well, and “they [will] work to make 

other organizational members feel valued and welcome” (Rice & Young, 2021, p. 11).  The 

opposite is also true: “if managers engage in abusive management, supervisors are less likely to 

lead inclusively” (Rice & Young, 2021, p. 11).  Unsurprisingly, “supervisory display of hostility 

toward subordinates is likely to be experienced as an unwelcoming and marginalizing 

experience” (Rice et al., 2020, p. 610).   

Failure to incorporate inclusive practices can lead to negative outcomes, such as 

discrimination and unhappy employees.  Discrimination in the workplace is associated with poor 

outcomes: “results show that perceived racial discrimination at work is negatively related to job 

attitudes, physical health, psychological health…and diversity climate” (Triana et al., 2015, p. 

502).  If leaders of organizations do not fully buy into inclusion and inclusive leadership 

practices, it can lead to leaders seeming ingenuine and alienating employees (Buengeler et al., 

2018).  Ineffective leadership may also result in employees of color being asked to shoulder the 

burden of educating others in the workplace about their own oppression (McShannon, 2021).  

Failures to build and actively promote a culture of inclusion may also result in feelings of 

rejection and ostracism, which in turn lowers workforce self-esteem, sense of belonging, positive 
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affect, and even their health via stress (e.g., Williams, 2007).  When leaders do not choose to 

practice inclusive leadership, the climate of inclusion takes a hit. 

Conclusions 

The topics covered in this brief are only a small sample of subjects that may be of further 

interest to senior leaders within the United States Military.  Topics such as these can be 

introduced to provide a starting point for discussion and change management.  The climate 

related to diversity and inclusion is constantly shifting and evolving, requiring leadership to stay 

informed about current trends.  Knowledge of current trends and the ability for senior leaders to 

be proactive will allow for a bright outlook for Service members now and in the future. 
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