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DIVERSITY & INCLUSION

Diversity, equity and
inclusion leaders will
help us return to work

BY DEANNA SINGH, for BizTimes

WHEN THE COVID-19 social distancing policies
lift, businesses will face a new challenge. They
will have to figure out how to bring their teams
back into a "new normal.”

Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) prac-
titioners will be an incredible asset in building
that path forward.

Why? Because for years, they have fostered
the skills around connectivity, empathy and
adaptability that will be fundamental for any
organization hoping to make it through this
transition.

Through the pandemic, people have shared
a moment that creates some commonality.
However, this crisis has also accentuated many
differences. During these weeks, some peaple
have lived in complete isolation, while others
hawve had to care for family mermbers or home-
schooled children. To move forward, we must
acknowledge these differences because these
diverse experiences will color how individuals
think their organizations should mowve forward.

After such isolated and different experienc-
es, a reunited team must share the realities of
their situations without alienating each other.
Groups must acknowledge the various ways
people experienced this historical moment and
find common ground for the future. In other
words, we need conversations that will spur
growth, the kinds of discussions DEI leaders are
uniquely positioned to facilitate. Experts in fa-
cilitating challenging and productive dialogue
and autherities in how to celebrate differences
while appreciating commonality, they know
how to create the environments and devel-
op the exchanges that will help organizations
thrive after these profound changes.

For teams to return to their offices, institu-
tions must also rebuild trust. During this time,
people have learned to be suspicious and fill
their days with questions. Who knows what?
Who has what? What is the truth? This pro-
longed state of misgiving will stay with employ-
ees lang after they return to their jobs. What-
ever confusion they have will be exacerbated
by the fact that many feel the institutions they
relied upon let them down, in many cases, es-
pecially their jobs. How will people whao were
furloughed or labeled “non-essential” feel about
returning to work? How will they redefine pro-
fessional conventions like shaking hands, shar-
ing elevators or calling meetings?
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People will have differing levels of concern
and comfort, and successful organizational
cultures must renegotiate these practices with
unprecedented empathy levels. DEI leaders
are experts in this area, helping to create the
compassion required to develop the bedrock
of trust that institutions must rebuild. Help-
ing teams step back and lock at the pandemic
through different lenses, DEI leaders will help
people feel heard, understood, and appreciated.
Because they have always worked to give un-
derprivileged people a voice, they will be spe-
cially equipped to build consensus among those
whao've gone through this crisis.

Every company has already had to change
the way they dobusiness. In the coming months,
there will be questions about which changes we
pull forward and which we leave by the way-
side. Will the future require companies to have
more flexible working hours? Will we have to
rethink telecommuting? People who are care-
givers have requested more flexible scheduling,
and now that we are all forced to work beyond a
9-to-5, they might want this change to continue.
Ower the past few weeks, business leaders have
had to consider creative alternatives. How they
handle these new options moving forward will
be essential to whether employees feel loyal to
their employers.

DEI experts can make sure that organiza-
tions answer these difficult questions in ways
that meet the best interests of multiple stake-
holders. As new provisions appear, these spe-
cialists will be the ones who build structures
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that foster equity, accessibility and fairness.
They can help organizations forecast how new
policies can benefit most people. As groups
make these operational decisions, we have the
oppertunity to adopt fresh and more inclusive
approaches.

When it is tirne to get back to business, the
companies that have invested in DEI leaders
will be glad they did. Because DEI leaders have
always specialized in celebrating differences
while finding common ground. Our DEI leaders
are the ones we need to chart the new course. B

Deanna Singh is the chief change agent and
founder of Flying Elephant, an umbrella organiza-
tion for multiple social enterprises that seek to shift
power to marginalized communities. She does
coaching and consulting work in diversity, equity,
and inclusion, leadership and entrepreneurship.
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