Creating Effective DEI Committees

The purpose of this guide is to offer suggestions on essential steps needed to have an effective DEI Committee.  

What DEI Committees Are – And Are Not

A successful DEI committee is an internal body, (often using external help) composed of carefully chosen members who represent a cross-section of the organization.  The committee supports, and in some cases, drives the organization’s DEI efforts based on a clear charter and operating with the full support of the senior leadership.

	A diversity committee is
	A diversity committee is not

	· A special, ongoing committee
· An advisory body
· Eyes and ears of the organization
· Empowered to recommend changes
· Representative of employees and issues
· A group committed to integrating DEI into the organization
	· A short-term, quick-fix task force
· A policy making body
· A band of spies for management
· A “tool” of management
· PC police 
· A substitute for HR
· A powerless, feel-good committee



Do You Need External Support?

While it’s important that a DEI committee is driven internally, sometimes guiding the organization through a major change can’t be accomplished solely from the inside and it’s best that you bring in external help.  External help can bring the knowledge of promising practices from the field to your specific situation and eliminate the time of your internal people reinventing the wheel.

Outside consultants are effective in the early stages of shaping diversity committees because they bring:

· An objective perspective
· Training experience
· Knowledge of promising practices
· A commitment to confidentiality

If you decide to enlist the help of an external consultant, look for a consultant who:

· Demonstrates a proven success record working with DEI committees.
· Has dealt with a wide range of organizations in terms of DEI initiatives.
· Is committed to helping the client (internal members) develop their own skills, lessening their dependence on the consultant.  
· Acknowledge and use the internal expertise of the committee members.  



Be wary of consultants who:

· Offer solutions before developing an intimate understanding and knowledge of your organization.
· Disregard confidentiality agreements.
· Divulge sensitive information about other clients.
· Define diversity too narrowly.

Selection of Committee Members

Selection of members of the committee should be based on a wide view of diversity.  The committee should be as diverse as possible, taking into consideration an expanded view of diversity that encompasses age, race, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, geographic location, job classification, etc. 

When selecting members for the committee, credibility is the characteristic most needed.  Look for persons who are highly regarded by their peers.  These people do not have their own agendas for joining the committee, e.g., they aren’t using the committee as a stepping stone for a promotion.  Neither are they are using the committee to push their personal agenda.  

Stay away from idealogues and people who may be extremely articulate but won’t listen to the opinions of others.  

Look for diversity in personality style. Try to get a mix of leadership and temperament styles.  Make sure to avoid those employees who have an axe to grind or a personal vendetta against someone or some group of people. 

Include persons that are parts of groups/communities that have been historically excluded and marginalized in the workplace.  Make an effort to have employees of color and employees that identify as members of the LGBTQ+ community. However, be careful not to assume that persons who are a part of marginalized group will want to serve on the committee. 

Successful DEI Committees have members who:

· Are known and respected members of the organization.
· Serve as formal and informal opinion leaders within the organization.
· Understand that diversity includes a wide net that includes, race, gender, age, disability, gender identity, sexual orientation, etc.
· Communicate well with other committee members.
· Have a strong commitment to the organization.
· Grasps the demands and time requirements of committee membership.
· Commit to confidentiality when appropriate.
· Understands that they are all at different places on their DEI journeys.
· Are capable of both self-assertion and compromise.



Structure of the Committee

When the culture of the organization and the culture of the committee are in alignment you will improve the chances of the committee actually getting work done.  For example, if the organization is a top-down culture in which tasks are assigned from a traditional hierarchy, the diversity committee should also be a top-down model.  Meaning there will be a Chair, President, or Lead for the committee and other offices as needed. Regardless of the structure it is essential to have a designated person to maintain minutes/notes from each meeting.  

Size of the Committee

Many organizations struggle with determining how many members should be on the committee.  There isn’t a magic number.  There are advantages and disadvantages to both large and small committees.  Let’s review those and then you decide which will work best for your organization. 

Large Committee

Potential Problems

· Greater likelihood of breaking down into smaller groups; diverting overall power of the committee.
· Lessened sense of belonging and responsibility of members.  The “someone else will do it” syndrome.
· More difficulty maintaining sense of team among large numbers. 
· Rehashing agenda items already dealt with because of more absences; and difficulty bringing new members up to speed.

Potential Advantages

· Increased possibilities for strong leader(s) to emerge.
· More diversity represented.
· Increased representation across different sections of an organization. 
· More DEI champions to get the word out.

Small Committee

Potential Disadvantages

· Limited perspectives.
· Larger share of the workload which could lead to burnout.
· Reduced representation.  Not all groups are represented limiting perspective.
· Critical decisions can be dominated by a few people. 
· Not enough capacity to cover all the necessary work of DEI.



Potential Advantages

· Discussions can be more focused and efficient without being sidetracked by too many differing opinions.
· The ability to make decisions and implement changes more quickly due to fewer bureaucratic hurdles.  
· Ability to foster stronger bonds, leading to better teamwork.
· Fewer schedules to coordinate for meetings.
· Easier to assign specific roles and responsibilities, making accountability more straight-forward.

The Charter of the Committee

The committee charter gives the committee a common understanding of the purpose, goals, boundaries, methods, and other considerations under which the committee will operate.  Sometimes the charter is written by the executive sponsor of the committee, and sometimes the original members of the committee help write the charter.  Either way, it’s critical that a charter is written in the beginning. 

Sample Charter:

The DEI committee of (Organization Name) will advise management on diversity issues within the organization.  Membership will be drawn from all levels of positions throughout the organization.  Members will be selected by department heads and will serve staggered two-year terms. Those members who do not meet the standards of the committee’s standards will be asked to step down and make room for other employees.

The committee will address: Recruitment and retention of a diverse workforce, best practices within similar organizations and staff morale.

A charter empowers the DEI committee to work toward achieving strategic objectives within the organization.  Be aware that DEI committees can get involved in many tasks that lead them to feel busy, but if they are not clear about their mission, their effort may amount to little actual progress.  

The committee’s formal authority is granted by the charter, but it’s informal authority, which grows from its track record of accomplishments and its credibility, can have even more weight within the organization. 

DEI Assessment

Once a DEI committee is formed and given a clear charter, successful committees undertake a variety of tasks.  One of the most important tasks that should be taken on first is an assessment of the organization’s current status in terms of diversity and inclusion.  Knowing this information is critical to forming a direction and a set of goals for the DEI initiative.  Making decisions without assessment information deprives the committee of an accurate sense of purpose and can lead to difficulties determining progress.  Without data, organizations can’t tell where they are going, nor how much progress they’ve made.



Assessment can take many forms, including surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews.  It’s important to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.  DEI assessment tools such as Spectra Diversity can help accomplish this.  Spectra is the only assessment on the market that can assess the organization and the individual.  

When assessing the organization it addresses:

· Management: How management sees itself and how management is seen by employees in terms of diversity and inclusion.
· Culture: The organizational norms and beliefs.
· Policies, Practices, and Procedures (3Ps): How diversity and inclusion efforts are put into practice on an organizational level.  

When assessing the individual it addresses: 

· Beliefs: Self-awareness and personal beliefs related to diversity and inclusion.
· Interpersonal Skills: Putting inclusion into action.

With the data an assessment tool provides, the DEI committee will have real data that can inform how to proceed in its DEI initiative. 

Tasks For a DEI Committee 

1. Reviewing Policies and Procedures: The Committee reviews policies, procedures, and informal practices within all aspects of the organization to ensure that the principles of DEI are followed.  The committee recommends changes, additions, or deletions to the committee executive sponsor.

2. Creating DEI Policies: The committee works in association with key stakeholders to develop policies and practices that promote diversity, equity, and inclusion within the organization. This can include anti-discrimination policies, guidelines for inclusive language, and frameworks for equitable hiring and promotion practices.

3. Provide Education: The committee can help in developing training goals and activities for all levels of the organization; choosing the trainer (internal and/or external) and promoting the training.  The committee can also assist in evaluating the short and long term effects of the training.  

4. Recruiting a Diverse Staff: The committee can serve as an advocate for recruiting a diverse workforce.  The committee needs to ensure that all elements of diversity are understood and practiced in the recruitment and hiring practice.  Committees could also assist in identifying culturally specific organizations that should be drawn into the effort of hiring a diverse workforce. 

5. Communication: Maintain open lines of communication with employees about DEI efforts and progress. Use newsletters, town halls, and intranet updates.

6. Reporting: Report on progress to all stakeholders, including employees, management, and possibly external audiences, to maintain transparency and accountability.
7. Strengthening or Developing Retention Programs: Ensure that the needs and concerns of all employees, especially underrepresented groups, are addressed to help retain them.  This often requires mentoring programs, policy reviews for employees with diverse religious, physical, psychological, and social needs. The committee should ensure that retention data of diverse groups is maintained by HR. 

8. Continuous Improvement: Commit to continuous improvement by staying informed of best practices in DEI and being open to new ideas and strategies.

9. Conduct Orientations:  Assist HR in making sure that new employees are made aware of diversity issues and concerns through orientation programs. Orientations should respond to specific needs of underrepresented groups.

10. Sponsoring Special Events: Sponsor a variety of special events that show recognition and appreciation of the history of diverse groups.  

11. Modeling: Committee members are expected to model the principles of DEI in their own lives in terms of how they behave, whom they associate with, and what they value. Committee members are the organization’s diversity champions. 

12. Networking with Affinity Groups: Sometimes, the DEI committee is made up of representatives from the different affinity groups and employee resource groups. If these groups do not exist in your organization the committee could be the catalyst to get them started.

13. Develop Relationships with Women and Minority Suppliers: Supporting women and minority owned businesses is a way for organizations to demonstrate their commitment to DEI.  The committee can assist the organization in building relationship with those businesses. 

14.  Advising Corporate Donations: DEI committees often guide senior management or corporate foundations on how to use corporate charity to reinforce the principles of DEI. 

15. Assisting in Crisis Intervention: Even the best of originations that value DEI will have a DEI “crisis” that can threaten the reputation of the organization.  The DEI committee can work with HR and Public Relations to work out a crisis intervention plan. 

The DEI Committee’s Relationship to Management

Senior Management Support

A critical question for many organizations is to whom should the DEI committee report? The nature of a DEI committee as an advisory, rather than a managerial group, sets it apart from the traditional management structure in the organization. An added benefit is that the advisory status de-politicizes the group and makes it less threatening to management.  



Suggestions for Emphasizing the Role of Senior Management:

· Make an effort to invite senior leadership to dialogue with the committee at regular meetings.
· Interview a senior leader on their views of DEI for the organization’s newsletter. 

Support from the top is vital to all efforts of a DEI initiative, not only the committee. When senior leaders personally charge the committee to be the champions of DEI within the organization, committee members will be energized to spread the DEI message. In addition, other members of the organization will pay more attention to the DEI’s activities and initiatives because it has been supported by the top.  

The Importance of Middle Management 

Don’t forget the role of middle management in supporting the DEI committee.  Even though the top management has voiced clear support for diversity, an effective DEI committee cannot neglect the middle managers. 

Inadequate support by this mid-level can be a substantial barrier to diversity efforts.  The middle managers are the ones who must be convinced of the benefits that come from DEI. The committee can help mid-management grasp the connection between valuing DEI and bottom-line issues by developing a sound business case. If DEI is incorporated as a measurable business objective, managers will be more willing to make it a clear priority.  

Getting Off to a Great Start

Since DEI is a topic that can generate passion, it is extremely important to form a cohesive unit among the committee members.  Without a sense of team, the committee can very easily become an arena for infighting and for acting out personal and hidden agendas.

To foster cohesiveness, pay close attention to the forming stage. In this stage, it might be beneficial to enlist the help of a facilitator who understands team development.  Members need to know each other and have guided discussions about their expectations for being on the team as well as about the commitment they will bring to the work before them.

This kind of discussion and interaction allows the members to feel connected to each other and the work they will be doing.  It also helps promote ownership of the committee’s work.  It’s an investment in time that will pay dividends in the long run.

Members of the committee should also discuss their journey in the realm of DEI and why this work is important to them.  



Checklist: The committee should also discuss:

· When meetings will be held.
· Punctuality – Can the group agree that all meetings will start on time?
· The importance of listening to others and respecting different perspectives.
· Community agreements – Guidelines and norms that outline how the committee members will interact with each other to create a safe, respectful, and inclusive environment. 
· How conflict will be handled. 

Discuss Leadership: How the group will be led is an important discussion

· Will there be one designated leader? If yes, how are they selected.
· Who will do what?
· What roles are important to fill?
· Is there an external consultant or facilitator and will that person assume any role?

How to Run a Meeting

DEI Committee meetings should include:

· Community Agreements.
· Information about upcoming business diversity-related events, training dates, and committee reports within the organization.
· Review of past efforts – follow-up from previous discussions, the status of on-going training, etc.
· Team building activities to continuously nourish the relationship among the members.
· Continuous Awareness efforts.  The committee members should continue to develop their awareness and knowledge of DEI issues.
· Reminders of how the work of the committee aligns with the mission of the organization. 

Help Your Organization Support the DEI Committee 

Committee members need to keep communicating the value of DEI for the organization. As new senior leaders come onboard, they must be given a “brush-up” on the importance of what the committee is doing, as well as where it has been, and where it’s headed. 

Regularly send high level meeting summaries to senior management. Make sure the summaries are short and brief.  Ask senior managers to share these summaries with their direct reports.

Finally, don’t forget to ask the organization for emotional support.  Financial support can be limited, but let the organization know how much the committee is counting on its help by publishing the committee’s newsletters, provide space for meetings, or giving employees paid time from their regular work routine to attend committee meetings.  

Setting up an effective DEI committee involves careful planning, clear communication, and ongoing commitment. By following these steps, your organization can create a more inclusive and equitable workplace that benefits all employees.

[image: ]info@cascadeemployers.com
image1.png
% Cascade Employers Association




