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Diversity should be 
thought of as more 
than hiring for race  
and gender, but 
instead as a strategic 
initiative to build 
a more agile and 
profitable organization.

Why Closing the Gender Talent Gap  
Makes Sense for Business
Talent has long been a critical differentiator for organizations, fueling a race for the best and 
brightest individuals that has been raging for nearly half a century. Even today, with high  
levels of global unemployment, competition among employers to attract skilled workers has 
never been more fierce. A combination of factors, including aging populations, disengaged 
youth and challenges with ethnic and gender gaps is resulting in the demand for talent 
outstripping supply.i  

Several seismic shifts in demographics are contributing to the growing talent mismatch.  
These shifts are a part of what we call the “Human Age,” a time where talent has become the 
new capital for organizations. By 2018, nearly 24 percent of the total U.S. workforce will be 
age 55 or older.ii For many organizations, tapping into the technical expertise of this generation 
will be of the utmost importance to ensure business continuity and the transfer of knowledge 
to the next generation of workers.

Shifting ethnic populations are also creating complexity for organizations looking to build and 
grow their talent pools. The 2010 U.S. Census study cited a Hispanic population of 50.5 million 
people, or 16.3 percent of the total population, accounting for the largest percentage of the 
nation’s growth (56 percent) from 2000 to 2010.iii Asian populations also continue to grow at  
a rapid pace in the U.S., expanding 43 percent during this ten-year period, accounting for 
nearly five percent of the population in 2010. 

Yet, one area many organizations often overlook, and one that has been proven to truly drive 
economic impact to the bottom line, is gender equality. Women make up just over 40 percent 
of the global workforce. Research has shown that more gender equality in the workforce 
makes good business sense. 

A study published in the April 2009 issue of the American Sociological Review found that a 
workforce comprised of employees of both genders and varying racial backgrounds produced 
positive business outcomes. According to the study, which analyzed data from the National 
Organizations Survey (NOS), reviewing a subset of 506 U.S.-based for-profit businesses that 
provided information about workforce diversity, sales revenue, customer numbers, market 
share and profitability between 1996 and 1997, gender diversity accounted for a difference of 
$599.1 million in average sales revenue. Organizations with the lowest rates of gender diversity 
had average sales revenues of $45.2 million, compared with averages of $644.3 million for 
businesses with the most gender diversity. For every percentage increase in the rate of gender 
diversity up to the rate represented in the relevant population, there was an increase in sales 
revenues of approximately three percent.

Companies with a more diverse workforce overall consistently reported larger customer bases 
than those organizations with less diversity among staff. The difference is even larger when 
considering gender diversity rates specifically. Here, companies with the highest levels of 
gender diversity reported an average of 15,000 more customers than organizations with the 
lowest levels of gender diversity. 

An additional report by Goldman Sachs Global Economics Paperiv indicates that closing the 
gender gap would boost the gross domestic product by as much as nine percent in the U.S.,  
13 percent in the Eurozone, and 16 percent in Japan.
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Diversity should be thought of as more than hiring for race and gender, but instead as a strategic 
initiative to build a more agile and profitable organization. One solution for addressing the broader 
diversity challenges facing organizations is to start with gender and expand the traditional 
definition of what’s included in gender diversity. This paper will provide insights and strategies 
organizations should consider in closing the gender gap to support overall workforce diversity.

Broadening the Concept of Diversity  
to Focus on Gender Gaps 
Why start with gender when trying to tackle the larger diversity challenge? Every diversity element 
includes gender (i.e. male and female African Americans, Hispanics, Baby Boomers, Millennials, 
etc.). Also, gender is the only diversity element that does not disappear with equality (e.g. only 
women can give birth). So by getting gender diversity “right,” you pave the way for getting all of 
diversity “right.” Diversity is not a problem that needs to be solved. Rather, it’s a reality that needs 
to be managed so other problems are not created in its wake. Diversity management is not about 
reaching a specific quota of males or females; nor is it about assimilating certain groups of people 
to satisfy a number requirement. Instead, it’s about bringing out the best in everyone, which 
means tapping into the male and female aspects and characteristics already embedded  
in people’s backgrounds, experiences, ideas, ethnicities, etc.

The Soluna Institute, an organization focused on linking employer return on investment (ROI)  
to diversity, was established to help organizations better engineer their diversity strategies to 
better reflect their workforce needs and capabilities. Founder Pamela Teagarden, whose mission 
at Soluna is to take diversity to the next level of sophistication, works with organizations around 
the globe to broaden their focus and to view diversity as an organizational “must have” strategy 
versus a “nice to have” initiative. 

Teagarden notes that a paradox exists in the current world of work: Despite high levels of 
unemployment, the paradigm of workforce power, which at one time sat with the employer, 
is now shifting to the individual employee. We’ve entered an era of individual choice, where 
workers want (and can command) more control over where they work and how much they work. 
Technology enables the rapid and unfiltered exchange of ideas and innovation, giving a voice to 
millions and providing a new level of flexibility. This new flexibility is one major factor that helps 
level the playing field at work, allowing many diverse populations to work interdependently.

Gender Diversity - A Critical Part of  
the Talent Management Strategy
Today more than ever, it’s critical for organizations to shift from a “one-size-fits-all” to a  
“one-size-fits-one” approach to their talent management strategies. Employers must not only 
tap into diversified talent pools, but must also rethink the needs of its entire workforce. Effective 
diversity management can be a competitive advantage where individuals are able to initiate 
behaviors to foster diversity, every day, and are supported and rewarded by the organization 
through its systems and processes. 

Organizations that ensure alignment between diversity-focused recruitment, selection, retention 
and rewards will create the conditions for ongoing innovation, and thus, win the war for talent.  
An enlightening example of the value that gender diversity can bring to organizations can be 
found in France, where Francoise Gri, president of ManpowerGroup™ France, was named one  
of the most powerful women in the world of business by Fortune magazine for seven consecutive 
years. Gri is a champion for encouraging her employees throughout France to embrace  
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workforce diversity. Through her leadership and vision, Manpowergroup France continues  
to be a leader in workforce diversity throughout Europe.

Each organization is unique, yet there are some universal best practices that will help any 
organization create, implement and sustain an effective diversity strategy linked to its talent 
management strategy.   

1. Define Diversity for Your Organization

Because diversity can mean different things in different cultural settings, the first step is to 
define what diversity means to your organization. Look deliberately at the diversity of the 
current landscape to identify gaps. It could mean a wider mix of demographics, ethnicities, 
gender, ways of thinking, innovation, risk-taking, etc.  

Leaders should consider what may be missing by not applying the diversity lens to hiring, 
developing and retaining talent. Challenge the current way of thinking and decide what is 
appropriate and sustainable for your organization. Also, determine a realistic time frame for 
developing, implementing and monitoring your strategy.

2. Ensure Alignment

The next step to linking diversity to the people side of business strategy is to ensure alignment 
between the business requirements and talent needs. Questions you should be asking include:

 • Do you have the time and ability to develop the skills required, or do you need to hire new 
talent? If you hire new talent, are you hiring “for” your culture or “to” your culture?

 • Are you building a culture and a corporate strategy that build on the strengths of people,  
rather than bringing in people to align with business processes?

 • Are you able and prepared to manage the constructive conflict that is a natural by-product  
of any effective diversity strategy?

These questions apply not only for gender diversity but for all areas of fostering  
a diverse workforce.

3. Move from Strategy to Action

Another critical step for sustaining an effective diversity strategy is to ensure that the strategy  
is translated into specific actions and behaviors throughout the organization. For example, 
hiring managers should be trained with a diversity-focused mindset – from their general 
awareness of the value of diversity, to their responsibility in hiring and developing a diverse 
workforce. To do this, training programs should go beyond simply negating stereotypes, and 
instead, help managers identify individuals who can bring or who can develop the practical 
skills needed to meet the business needs. Also, consider using unique assessment tools that 
go beyond personality and skills to also measure the authenticity of your people.  

4. Create an Authentic Culture of Diversity

A holistic approach to diversity management requires an understanding of the  
organization’s culture and what can be done to ensure that a diversity strategy is sustainable. 
This assessment requires a conversation not just about the organization’s current culture  
(the culture you have), but also what you envision the future of your organization to look like 
(the culture you want). 



6  The People Side of Strategy

For diversity to be part of your talent management strategy, it must be embedded and  
supported throughout your entire organization. Consider the following tips for building  
an inclusive, authentic culture:  

 • Build on individual strengths. Rather than pulling people in to align with business 
processes, look at the landscape of diversity in your organization to understand how you 
can tap into an individual’s talents to drive innovation. After all, the whole point of building 
a diverse workforce is to be able to leverage it. Consider what people can do and create 
opportunities for them to thrive.  

 • Hire a variety of perspectives. Recruiting only candidates with Ivy League MBAs  
may result in a highly educated employee base, but it may prove to be a competitive 
disadvantage. Successful organizations need diverse perspectives, backgrounds,  
skills and life experiences to ensure they are in touch with the communities in which  
they operate and to encourage new ways of thinking. Championing diversity – whether  
it’s communication styles, ethnicity or education – can increase productivity and return  
on investment by fostering a culture where employees can be productive, successful  
and valued for their contributions.

 • Manage constructive conflict. One of the challenges of building a diverse workforce is 
managing the conflict that naturally arises when you put groups of people with different 
perspectives together. An organization with no conflict may indicate a lack of innovation 
and risk-taking. Unresolved or mismanaged conflict may indicate an inability to guide 
constructive conflict towards results. Managing constructive conflict requires working 
towards mutual understanding (not necessarily mutual agreement) and for a diverse 
culture to thrive, organizations must have a healthy dose of commitment and patience. 

 • Reward diversity. Focus on recognizing and rewarding people for fostering a culture of 
diversity – such things as mentoring others, inviting dissenting opinions, taking calculated 
risks, creating ways for people to collaborate, learning from mistakes, etc. Put personal 
strengths into business language to help employees understand the value of diversity and 
how it impacts bottom line business results.

Achieving your Diversity Needs
For some organizations, increasing the focus on diversity at a company-wide level can be 
a daunting task to manage internally. It’s often difficult for an organization to hold a mirror 
up to itself to see the gaps and blind spots that may be getting in the way of realizing the 
full potential of a diverse workforce. Many turn to a trusted advisor like a talent recruitment 
partner to provide the focus and structure needed to bring an organization’s diversity goals 
to fruition. Having an outside perspective can often provide the momentum and experience 
needed to build a diverse workforce, while satisfying multiple organizational objectives, 
such as hiring the best talent while reducing costs, meeting business fluctuations and even 
gaining access to expertise when filling hard-to-fill positions. It’s critical to select a partner 
who understands diversity as a way of organizational life – not just a program – and has 
experience in bringing together diverse cultures, talents and experiences.

The right outside partner can offer flexible, scalable solutions that meet your 
hiring needs, while having the network and overall understanding 
of what’s happening in the global 

Effective diversity 
management is  
not an initiative that 
has a beginning  
and end. It’s an 
ongoing cultural 
shift that requires 
dedication and a 
commitment to 
nurturing over time.



marketplace. A partner with multi-industry experiences can bring additional perspectives  
on best practices and industry-specific knowledge on how a focus on diversity has helped 
other companies win in the changing world of work.

Effective diversity management is not an initiative that has a beginning and end. It’s an 
ongoing cultural shift that requires dedication and a commitment to nurturing over time. 
Organizations that understand the value of a well-rounded and diverse workforce will 
succeed in closing the talent gap and will ultimately generate better business results. Also, 
showing that you value diversity is a distinct competitive advantage that extends outside 
the corporate walls and can increase both customer and employee loyalty. A diversity 
mindset influences how organizations think and act to ensure they stay in touch with the 
current and future needs of their buying audience.
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