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Abstract
The research question guiding this work was how Manning Elliott LLP, Chartered Professional
Accountants (ME) might engage the nature of language and our definitions and values associated
with certain words to build capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the
workplace. The methodologic approach informing this research is participatory action research
(PAR) with an appreciative inquiry perspective. The contributions of participants from across
ME’s four geographic locations and throughout all levels of the organization offer insight on the
need to gain greater clarity and engagement on the meaning of diversity and inclusion and the
common vision of success that ME wishes to achieve through increasing the capacity for
dialogue in this area. Though the nature of recommendations may be paradoxical in this work,
this report outlines tangible actions that are offered as a guide for ME to engage the nature of
language to build capacity for dialogue as related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace,
intentionally building a culture of courage, learning, and adaptability as ME continues to move
from a diverse workplace to an inclusive one that is responsive to all stakeholders.
Keywords: diversity, inclusion, language, bias
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Preface
My initial foray into the work of diversity and inclusion was born of curiosity, and it is
with humility and honour that I seek to continue this path. My educational and early professional
background was grounded in traditional westernized systemic structures supported by the narrow
lens of my privilege. I lacked even the most basic capacity to see the multifaceted challenges of
diversity and inclusion, even those of gender, that existed all around me.
My education and work experience with the Chartered Professional Accountants (CPA)
has been foundational to the lens I hold and remain at the core of my passion for this work.
CPABC is the training, governing, and regulatory body for over 37,000 CPAs located throughout
BC (CPABC, n.d.). During the 2015 merger of the three major Canadian accounting bodies into
CPA, four hours of ethics training were added as part of the mandatory three-year, 75-hour
professional development requirement for all CPAs. The response from membership was very
negative, which sparked my curiosity. I wondered if perhaps the values and definitions of ethics,
training, and their mandatory nature were driving resistance to a topic foundational to all CPAs’
education and professional values of enforcing the highest levels of professional and ethical
standards (CPABC, n.d.). The very nature of making the training mandatory may have triggered
psychological reactance, where individuals react to a sense that there is a threat to or elimination
of a specific behavioural freedom (Brehm, 1989). By making ethics training mandatory, CPA
took away a perceptive right for each individual CPA to choose what professional development
was relevant to them.
In 2017, I authored a four-hour course focused on ethical decision making in the
workplace designed to explore the resistance of the CPA member to mandatory training as it
related to ethics. Over the past four years, I have delivered this course 42 times to more than
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1,500 CPAs. The course has proven to be successful, receiving very positive feedback. As the
course evolved and my passion for the topic has grown, my desire to expand my work through a
community-based action research initiative drove my decision to undertake the Master of
Leadership program through Royal Roads University.
The need and potential for change are both daunting and overwhelming. I do not claim to
have any answers or a clearly defined path to combat the systemic reinforcement of privilege and
oppression built over 100s of years. Though the concept of race first appeared in the English
language in the 17th century and began to infiltrate scientific studies in the 19th century, it is the
21st century that is seeing a reckoning on the topic of racial justice and the importance of
diversity and inclusion (Frideres, 2006; Morgan, 2020). I am inspired to use my voice to expand
a dialogue around privilege, power, and influence to facilitate and support diversity and inclusion
in the workplace. Change can begin with a single conversation, and trust is earned in the small
moments, not the grand gestures (B. Brown, 2018; Stavros et al., 2018). Through this work, I
hope to explore how we might engage language to build capacity for dialogue around diversity
and inclusion in the workplace.
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Executive Summary
Language can be very powerful. Understanding the emotion and values associated with
certain words may allow us to build capacity to engage in dialogue that leads to embracing
diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The research question guiding this work was how
Manning Elliott, LLP, Chartered Professional Accountants (ME) might engage the nature of
language and our definitions and values associated with certain words to build capacity for
dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Through the work of many
scholars, explored thoroughly in chapter two, I have defined diversity in a workplace context as a
workforce that, at all levels, is representative of the voices and lived experiences of the clients
you serve, the community in which you reside, and the community you wish to engage in the
future. Diversity by itself does not necessarily lead to more positive outcomes in the workplace
(Cook & Glass, 2011; Ferdman, 2013). If diversity could be pictured as a large room filled with a
broad spectrum of diverse individuals, then inclusivity could perhaps be pictured as these
individuals sitting around tables expressing themselves passionately and feeling as though they
have been heard (Lukensmeyer et al., 2013).
The methodologic approach informing this research is participatory action research
(PAR), which embraces democracy, challenges inequality, and espouses emersion in the
phenomenon of interest (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013). The power of PAR is that it “allows the
people involved to work collaboratively to address an issue not currently performed
satisfactorily; this facilitates co-creation and ownership of the solution vs buy-in to a delegated
goal” (K. Mbolekwa, personal communications, July 11, 2021). This approach is combined with
an appreciative inquiry perspective that speaks to the human desire to feel valued and is a
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collaborative and highly participative approach that results in optimal performance in human,
economic, and organizational terms (Stavros et al., 2018; Watkins et al., 2011).
The contributions of participants from across ME’s four geographic locations and
throughout all levels of the organization offer insight on the need to gain greater clarity and
engagement on the meaning of diversity and inclusion and the common vision of success that
ME wishes to achieve through increasing the capacity for dialogue in this area. These
contributions came through individual and group sessions, which included three segments: (a)
association of meaning to words, (b) stories and interpretations, and (c) participants’ experiences.
In addition to the data gathered in the session, all participants were provided a link to an aftersession survey.
A recommendation is defined as “advice telling someone what the best thing to do is”
(Cambridge, n.d.-b, para. B2), which may represent a paradox. Bias cannot be simply outlawed,
and a command-and-control approach to diversity focused on the dos and don’ts will not only
not address diversity and inclusion, but also may increase feelings of guilt and shame, resulting
in defensiveness and resistance to change (DiAngelo, 2018; Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Ross, 2020).
The recommendations in this work do not dictate a course of action, but offer an opportunity for ME
to embracing facilitative leadership, a common vision for success, an ongoing dialogue around
unconscious bias, and a commitment to ongoing dialogue with all stakeholders. The findings offer
a pathway for ME to continue this journey as they seek to find the best path for their stakeholders
to engage the nature of language to build capacity for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion
in the workplace. Thus, this will allow ME to build a culture of courage, learning, and
adaptability as ME continues the journey from a diverse workplace to an inclusive one that is
responsive to all stakeholders, internal and external.
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing
Words such as privilege, race, diversity, and inclusion are common words in the English
language. Yet, it seems as though is only recently we are forced to contend with the fact that
there is a world of experience, knowledge, bias, and ignorance wrapped up in our individual
understandings of what these words mean. Through formal and informal media channels, the
evidence of systemic reinforcement of privilege and oppression continues to be present through
the shared stories of people throughout the world. “2020 brought on a reckoning in the United
States and around the globe on the topic of racial justice and the importance of diversity and
inclusion to advancing social progress” (Morgan, 2020, para. 2). In the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, fear and misinformation about the virus has resulted in visible minorities perceiving
more frequent race-based harassment or attacks (Statistics Canada, 2020). Despite the increase in
awareness and concerted efforts towards conscious conversation regarding equality, equity, and
racial tolerance, the impacts of inequality, inequity, and race can be felt throughout many
organizations (Doty, 2021; Ross, 2020; Safir, 2016; Sullivan, 2021; Wong, 2021). The use of
more socially acceptable terms such as diversity and inclusion versus privilege and oppression
speaks to the power of language and our ability to create a dialogue to drive long-term change.
DiAngelo (2018) offered that this use of racially coded language helps create an illusion of
comfort for those unable or unwilling to see themselves as supporters or perpetrators of privilege
resulting from race.
Organizations with gender and ethnic diversity are more competitive and profitable (Hunt
et al., 2018; Sherman Garr et al., 2014; D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996). So why has conversation
and awareness not been more effective as a driver to change the systemic proliferation of
privilege and oppression? It may be that our definitions and values associated with certain words
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used to engage in dialogue may be harming the conversations that we are trying to encourage.
King (2015) posited that addressing serious topics of race or bias through use of language such
as “bad” or “wrong” or “this is what you did” serves only to shut down people’s listening. A
broader exploration of language and the meaning and values associated with various words may
better allow organizations to build the capacity to hold the dialogue needed to fully embrace
diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The words we choose to articulate our ideas are a
choice, and those words may either limit or enhance our ability to embrace and leverage diversity
and inclusion in the workplace. The focus of this engaged research project was on diversity and
inclusion in the workplace.
Through an exploration of language and unconscious bias as related to diversity and
inclusion, I explored how Manning Elliott LLP, Chartered Professional Accountants (ME) could
build the capacity for dialogue that moves beyond “antiquated metaphors and transform the ways
we think about and engage with each other” (Tyner, 2019, para. 4). Senge (2006) identified
dialogue as the ability to suspend assumption and embrace a genuine thinking together. Patterns,
habits, and ingrained values can be well entrenched, and the process of building capacity around
dialogue is a central theme throughout my thesis.
The goal of this thesis was to build capacity for dialogue in relation to diversity and
inclusion in the workplace through an exploration of language and unconscious bias. We must
commit to the process of truly understanding where we are and engage in a process to define not
only where we are, but also where we want to be and how best that can be achieved for all
stakeholders in the process.
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Inquiry Question and Sub-Questions
How might ME engage the nature of language and the definitions and values associated
with certain words to build capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the
workplace?
Future State
How might ME engage stakeholders at all levels of the organization to build capacity for
dialogue in the areas of diversity and inclusion in the workplace?
Present State
What measurable impacts can be seen regarding the nature of language used by ME
related to building capacity for diversity and inclusion? What can be learned from current
experiences and dialogues to better support ME’s desire to build capacity for dialogue in the
areas of diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Transition State
What opportunities might exist to identify and mitigate risks to fully embrace building
the capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion, and how might ME embrace these
opportunities to engage stakeholders at all levels of the organization.
As I consider the significance of this inquiry, I explored Reason and Marshall’s (1987, as
cited in Coghlan, 2019) three audiences. “For me, for us and for them” (pp. 112–113).
“For me” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 7), I see the need to incorporate my views, passions, and
interpretations of the change that is desired. I am a cisgender female who stands in a position of
privilege as a Westernized, White Settler. I am a mother of two daughters and hold a position of
power and influence across my professional communities. Understanding how using my voice in
these positions of privilege, power, and influence can facilitate and support change was a
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foundational driver for my decision to take on this work. Allyship requires taking action to
support an underrepresented group of which we are not apart (Catlin, 2019). We cannot appoint
ourselves an ally, but we can seek to gain knowledge and understanding in hopes of being
deemed worthy of such a title. Jill Geisler (2019), from Freedom Forum Institute Fellow on
Women’s Leadership, noted that “you can’t anoint yourself as an ally. Others make that
determination about you, one individual at a time” (para. 6). In the powerful words of Syrus
Marcus Ware (2017), “And so, I desire. I desire a future that is not like the present and has
learned from the past” (1:57).
This work speaks to my core values of integrity, loyalty, and legacy. I embody integrity
as demonstrated through a conviction that only by asking for what I need can I bring my full self
to those around me. I express loyalty through my unwavering belief that those impacted by me
are worth the journey to embodied leadership through vulnerability, courage, and continuous
internal growth. Finally, I aspire to embrace a legacy where, in every manner possible, I bring a
generosity of spirit to every relationship I touch.
“For us” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 7), I see the importance of addressing a problem relevant not
only to me, but also to the Chartered Professional Accountant (CPA) community in which I wish
to engage and impact. ME is a long-standing, respected firm within the CPA community and the
general British Columbia (BC) business community. As a CPA, I have played an active role with
CPA and its legacy communities for more than 20 years. Throughout this project, ME has
expressed their commitment to diversity and inclusion. This project offers insights to support ME
as it champions knowledge, development, policy, and training that informs opportunities to fully
leverage diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Potential benefits to ME include:
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•

Insight into how to employ language to more effectively leverage existing initiatives
that have achieved measurable impacts on practices related to diversity and inclusion.

•

Identify areas where ME may wish to develop future initiatives to build capacity for
dialogue around diversity and inclusion.

•

Possible opportunities to embrace language to identify potential barriers to fully
embrace diversity and inclusion in the workplace.

Finally, “for them” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 7) reinforces the need to create new ideas and
outcomes to drive change. Wilson (2008) argued that research is not “worthy or ethical if it does
not help to improve the reality of the research participants” (p. 6). The nature and depth of the
systemic racism that has resulted in centuries of privilege and oppression continues to come
under more intense scrutiny. It is incumbent upon us all to step forward and play a role in
creating lasting, meaningful change.
Organizational Context and Systems Analysis
The nature of any engaged leadership project is complex, an interwoven tapestry of many
elements. Westley et al. (2015) contended that:
Complex systems are not subject to the laws of cause and effect so that sometimes a large
effort will produce little or no result. Sometimes, however, a small effort at the right time
(e.g., a critical threshold) will create a ripple effect and a cascade of changes that produce
a large result. (p. 7)
There is no one easy fix that can be assigned as a fix for the challenge of building capacity for
dialogue around diversity and inclusion. Through consideration of Senge’s (2006) strategic
architecture, this thesis looked to engage guiding ideas, innovations in infrastructure, and theory
tools and methods to build and sustain a healthy learning culture through an exploration of
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“beliefs and assumptions, networks of relationships, and awareness and sensibilities” (p. 579).
The nature of any engaged leadership project is a complex and interwoven tapestry of many
elements. A visual representation of the project map for my thesis is outlined in Figure 1.
Figure 1
Project Map

Thesis Overview
Chapter one offers insight to the context for my thesis and a brief introduction to my
partner organization. It details the significance of the inquiry and provides an overview of the
primary research question and sub-questions. Chapter one concludes with a pictorial reference of
the Organizational Context and Systems Analysis.
Chapter two explores the current academic literature that emerged from my thesis’s
exploration of diversity, inclusion, language, and unconscious bias. Building capacity for
dialogue and changing mental models in relation to diversity and inclusion are interwoven
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throughout each of these topics. Chapter two offers the foundational literature that frames the
remaining chapters of this thesis.
Chapter three outlines the methodology, methods, and study conduct for this thesis.
Chapter three considers the data analysis and ethical implications of the project. The chapter
concludes with an exploration of the proposed output and intended contributions.
Chapter four explores the key themes as they related to my inquiry question and subquestions. Findings integrated the insights from the participant data and examined the scholarly
and professional discourse across all chapters. The chapter closes with a consideration of the
scope and limitations of the inquiry.
Chapter five identifies recommendations for consideration by ME. These
recommendations are grounded in participant insights as well as relevant literature. The chapter
offers insight on the next steps for ME and implications for future initiatives.
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Chapter Two: Relevant Literature
The concepts discussed in my literature review emerged from my thesis’s focus on
diversity, inclusion, language, and unconscious bias. Throughout each of the topics presented in
this chapter, I highlight building capacity for dialogue and changing mental models in relation to
diversity and inclusion.
Diversity
Over the past two decades, there has been an increased focus in mainstream media
regarding the concept of diversity, translating into a broader discussion within North American
workplaces (Ferdman, 2013). Diversity can lead to positive performance outcomes by bringing
together the brightest minds, possessed of different types of knowledge, expertise, ability, or
skills, to create solutions to business, economic, and social challenges of the 21st century and
beyond (Nakui et al., 2011; Tyner, 2019).
There are many variations on a definition of diversity. Common thoughts include the
representation of multiple identity groups, cultures, and personal characteristics such as race,
disability, gender, religion and belief, sexual orientation, and age (Bubshait, 2011; Ferdman,
2013). In a workplace context, diversity can also be seen to include factors such as background,
personality, and work style (Bubshait, 2011). Beyond superficial demographic facts and labels,
diversity is about identities, cultures, and the various ways individuals approach situations
(Ferdman, 2013; D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996).
In considering the definition of diversity, it is essential to consider the inherent risks
associated with the desire for a shared definition. Any definition of diversity is subjective, as it is
driven by the social identity of the individual defining it and how that individual has categorized
themselves and others based on their social identity, which gives the term significance to the user
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(Bubshait, 2011; J. M. Thomas, 2020). Wood (2003) further argued that efforts to define
diversity lead to a propensity to divide individuals into separate groups based on characteristics
such as race, ethnicity, or sex. Without proper guidance and context, a definition can result in
misinterpretations and doubtful directions about those individuals classified by similar
characteristics. Adults can rapidly make judgements and categorize people according to
ethnicity, unconsciously holding more negative attitudes or feelings about members of a
racial/ethnic outgroup as compared with members of an ingroup (Daumeyer et al., 2019; Kelly et
al., 2005). The risk of stereotypes was highlighted by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s (2009) The
Danger of a Single Story and the power of not simply telling a single story, but making it the
definitive story. Though there may be some truth in one’s singular experiences, these single
stories do not represent the fullness of any individual, potentially leaving one’s understanding of
them incomplete. Chloé Valdary (2021) further expanded upon the idea of stereotyping by
challenging the idea of racial essentialism, which results in assumptions about the lived
experience of others based upon the colour of their skin. If, as Clawson and Trice (2000) argued,
there is a tendency to view ethnic/racial minority workers as less intelligent and less capable than
white workers; then the very nature of defining these groups may enhance the ingrained bias
against them.
Society’s desire to define diversity as an end goal may be creating rigidly defined
categories that result in diminished inclusion. This will be explored further in the review of
inclusivity later in this chapter. A definition, however, has the potential to provide clarity and
potential directions from which to build a dialogue (Dean et al., 2016). Whereas one universal
definition of diversity may not be possible, I would contend there is value to establishing a clear
and understood definition within an organizational setting, seeking to begin to frame the starting
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point for dialogue and enabling ME to “broach issues from a lens of shared goals, shared
knowledge and mutual respect” (K. Mbolekwa, personal communications, July 11, 2021).
Throughout this segment, I have explored the various definitions shared by several
authors. Some of these definitions offered perspectives about diversity being based on
demographics such as race, disability, gender, religion and belief, sexual orientation, and age
(Bubshait, 2011; Ferdman, 2013), while others considered workstyle and approaches (Bubshait,
2011; Ferdman, 2013; D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996). Though each of these authors offered
compelling definitions, I felt no one definition pulled together all the aspects relevant for a client
service-focused organization such as ME. Therefore, for this work, I will define diversity in a
workplace context as a workforce that, at all levels, is representative of the voices and lived
experiences of the clients you serve, the community in which you reside, and the community you
wish to engage in the future.
The representation of multiple identity groups in an organization alone may not be
sufficient without embracing the tenant of inclusion to ensure the positive impacts of diversity
are felt throughout the organization (Ferdman, 2013). Diversity by itself does not necessarily
lead to more positive outcomes in the workplace (Cook & Glass, 2011; Ferdman, 2013). If
diversity asks how many different voices there are, then inclusion would ask whether all those
voices have been heard in a manner that allows each person to feel valued and supported to do
their best work (Bubshait, 2011; Burg, 2018; O’Boyle, 2020).
Inclusion
The terms diversity and inclusion are often used together and in many ways are treated as
two sides of the same coin, with the distinctions between them not always sufficiently articulated
(Ferdman, 2013). As part of the data gathering process for this thesis, participants were asked to
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share words or characteristics that came to mind in relation to stated words. In response to the
word diversity, the most common response (29%) was inclusion, and conversely, the most
common response (26%) for inclusion was diversity (Segment 1).
Recruitment initiatives targeted at attracting diverse applicants may result in increasing
diversity in an organization. However, without fully engaging with and utilizing people across all
characteristics of diversity, organizations set them up to fail, regardless of their talent (Brief &
Bradley, 2008; Ferdman, 2013; Miller & Katz, 2002). While diversity in the workplace focuses
on demographics such as gender, race/ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, and such it does not
equate to inclusion. In the context of the workplace, inclusion requires going beyond the
identification of what makes us diverse to embrace the differences between individuals to ensure
that each of these varying attributes and characteristics are valued and individuals have the
opportunity to do their best work (Bubshait, 2011; Burg, 2018).
The core of inclusion is founded in the psychological experience of inclusion at an
individual or collective level (Ferdman, 2013). Stereotypes can play a powerful role in terms of
inclusion, as they impact not only our first impressions of others, but also guide expectations for
all future engagement with an individual (Fiske & Lee, 2008). If stereotypes are a categorical
association based on traits, behaviours, and roles that result in the formation of interorganizational groupings, then the nature of descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes may help
shed light on the impact of inclusivity (Fiske & Lee, 2008). Description stereotyping highlights
specific characteristics that are used to define certain groups and can form the accepted
foundation for our assessment of individuals within those groups (Fiske & Lee, 2008; LópezSáez & Lisbona, 2009; Nadler & Voyles, 2020). If characteristics such as introversion or
preference for independent work are associated with a specific race, then those of that race may
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not be included or sought out for activities or positions deemed to desire high levels of
extroversion or group engagement, whereas prescriptive stereotyping goes further by creating an
expectation of the way people should be and behave and potentially creates an environment for
punishment if they behave or be in a contrary manner (Fiske & Lee, 2008; López-Sáez &
Lisbona, 2009). An individual who is not deemed to meet the competencies of a position may not
only be overlooked for an invitation to apply, but may also meet with criticism for taking the
initiative to apply. The prescriptive aspects of stereotyping assign to each individual their role,
punishing those who do not fulfill it, thus contributing to maintaining the status quo and power
relations (Fiske & Lee, 2008; Jost & Kay, 2005). Stereotypes can play a positive role in society
by allowing quick decisions that aide in explaining and understanding of shared beliefs, but the
risk comes from their use to justify inequality and potentially discrimination against certain
groups through the formation of in-groups, those like us, and out-groups, those we see as
different than us (Fiske & Lee, 2008; Nadler & Voyles, 2020). For example, a uniform can be
helpful to quickly assess who can provide assistance in a hospital, but a traditional business suit
might not be a fair assessment of an individual’s professionalism. Even positive stereotypes,
such as viewing women as helpful, kind, gentle, warm, and empathic, may also negatively
impact perceptions of their competence (Jost & Kay, 2005). To create a workplace environment
that creates an experience of inclusivity for all employees, the organization and all its members
will have to seek new ways to engage that overcome the ingrained stereotypes present in the
organization that have led to existing in- and out-group formations.
If diversity could be pictured as a large room filled with a broad spectrum of diverse
individuals, then inclusivity could be pictured as these individuals sitting around tables
expressing themselves passionately and feeling as though they have been heard (Lukensmeyer et
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al., 2013). Addressing complex problems that have an impact on a large number of people
requires that all voices are heard and the needs and desires of all are made known (Lukensmeyer
et al., 2013). Simply bringing together a diverse grouping representative of your community does
not guarantee inclusion without an intentional effort to ensure all individuals feel empowered
and safe to participate fully (Fine, 2018; Lukensmeyer et al., 2013).
The goal of this engaged action research project is to build capacity for dialogue in
relation to diversity and inclusion in the workplace through an exploration of language and
unconscious bias. Having and understanding the nature of dialogue is essential to inclusion and a
fundamental principle of successful engagement (Lukensmeyer et al., 2013; D. A. Thomas &
Ely, 1996). Engaging diverse groups in dialogue can offer different, important, and competitively
relevant knowledge and perspectives about how to design processes, reach goals, frame tasks,
create effective teams, communicate ideas, and lead (D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996). Effective and
impactful dialogue requires individuals to “speak and listen with mutual authenticity and
openness, seeking to understand and learn from each other’s experience and perspective without
refuting the legitimacy of divergent views” (Abdel-Monem et al., 2010, p.749).
Beyond adding diversity to an existing process, the opportunity exists to engage all
members of the organization to build a new narrative, creating the foundation for all members of
the organization to feel engaged, valued, and ultimately included as their true selves (Fine, 2018;
Nadler & Voyles, 2020; D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996). The link between dialogue and language
will be further explored later in this chapter.
Language
Language can be very powerful. The definitions and values associated with certain
words, if grounded in unconscious bias and cognitive dissonance, can result in either enhancing
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or eroding dialogue as related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Discussions around
diversity and inclusion are easier and perhaps more palatable versus privilege and oppression. In
a 2020 Ipsos survey, nearly 60% of Canadian’s agreed racism is a serious problem in Canada and
that the issue of racism is systemic in Canada (Bricker, 2020). Yet DiAngelo (2011, 2018) noted
that white people displayed behaviours such as anger, defensiveness, silence, and withdrawal
when confronted with topics of race and privilege as possible drivers of oppression. DiAngelo
(2018) offered that after the violence of the civil rights movement, there was a belief that racism
could only be perpetrated by a bad person; good, nice, well-intended people could not be racist.
Though the intention of this work is to build capacity for dialogue as related to diversity and
inclusion in the workplace, the underlying thread of privilege and oppression are embedded
throughout. Words like race, bias, and privilege can trigger defense responses such as anger,
fear, guilt, and withdrawal, thus negatively impacting dialogue (DiAngelo, 2018; King, 2015).
Understanding the emotion and values associated with certain words may allow people to build
capacity for those with privilege to engage in dialogue that leads to embracing diversity and
inclusion in the workplace.
Zlatev and Blomberg (2015) explored the nature of language and its influence on thought.
There are numerous challenges to this concept, and it was argued that it is impossible to
disentangle language from thought or culture. Perhaps this entanglement speaks to the nature of
language that is formed based on our social constructs. One of the challenges to our
understanding of the narrowness of our world view is that we may not fully be aware of it
(Taylor, 2013). We may not be aware of our worldview because we are completely immersed in
it. This lack of awareness and knowledge may indicate an underlying issue of ignorance versus a
conscious desire to reinforce privilege at the expense of diversity and inclusion. Building
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capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace may start with an
understanding that our very language is rooted in the system in which we are immersed. EddoLodge (2017) further suggested that white people’s lack of understanding around the social
constructs that lead to advantages based on race is a core issue, as they are taught to believe
everyone is equal, despite societal evidence to the contrary. Most research on language and its
link to underlying behaviors that impede diversity and inclusion focus on white people (A. C.
Brown, 2021; DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Gilio-Whitaker, 2018). However, in their exploration of
Settler fragility, Gilio-Whitaker (2018) argued that the nature of fragility, responses to reinstate
white equilibrium and maintain the racial hierarchy, simultaneously implicate and are beyond
racism, suggesting that non-Native people of colour can experience privilege and fragility. To
look at characteristics such as race, class, and gender as “separate spheres is to ignore the ways
these social categories intersect and complicate our relationship to power in society” (Osman,
2018, p. 13). As such, it is important to consider factors beyond race, such as culture, age,
gender, or sexual orientation, as we explore how best to engage language to build capacity for
dialogue as related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Further exploration of thought and language can be seen in Senge’s (2006) work on
mental models. Though Senge focused more on the nature of how deeply ingrained assumptions,
generalizations, or images relate to actions, he offered insight into how words and expressions
are also intricately linked to our actions. If the preconceived ideas of a person’s socioeconomic
status are influenced by how they dress, it is reasonable to suggest that those perceptions could
impact the nature of how we speak with, to, or about them. Senge did not fully support this idea
that mental models can influence language, as he argued that language shapes perception and not
the other way around. However, if Zlatev and Blomberg’s (2015) contention that it is impossible

32
to disentangle language from thought is considered, then any relationship between language and
perception may not be linear.
An interesting example is the word ignorance, defined as a “lack of knowledge,
understanding, or information about something” (Cambridge, n.d.-a, para. 1) Since no one can
know everything, ultimately, we are all ignorant in some regard, and yet few would be eager
to embrace that label (Nichols, 2013). In an interview with Peter Mansbridge (2016), Cindy
Blackstock argued that caring Canadians may not be racists by nature, but are normalized to it
as a result of having been born into racism as a matter of governance. This was further
supported by DiAngelo’s (2011, 2018) contention that even a minimum amount of racial stress
may be intolerable, triggering a range of defensive responses. I would argue that in Western
society’s desire to fight intolerance, we may have expanded our scope too broad, creating an
environment of fear and disdain for ignorance. The unintended consequence is that ignorance is
allowed to prevail in dark corners versus seeking to dissipate in the light of dialogue and
education.
Bias is another term, similar to ignorance, that can provoke an inherent resistance
within Western society (DiAngelo, 2018). DiAngelo (2011) argued that white fragility, a
powerful means of white racial control and the protection of white advantage, results in racial
intolerance, which drives defensiveness and a desire to return to racial equilibrium. This suggests
a level of conscious understanding and intent towards being biased. However, if, as Gopaldas
(2013) contended, our views of privilege and or oppression stem from our race, class, and
gender, as they define our lived experiences, then some of the issues may lie with the
unconscious bias that stems from ignorance. The destigmatization of words such as ignorance
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and bias may be a crucial first step in building the capacity to engage in dialogue on diversity
and inclusion.
The definitions and values associated with certain words, grounded in unconscious bias
and cognitive dissonance, can play a significant role in the expansion or the erosion of dialogue
related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. As Addis et al.(2020) stated,
No matter how enlightened or progressive we consider ourselves, everyone carries a
certain degree of unconscious bias…that refers to the set of attitudes or beliefs that
subconsciously influence the way we interpret, understand, and interact with the world
around us…and are activated every time our brains attempt to assess a new person or
situation. (para. 10)
Language can also be a powerful trigger for cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance occurs
when there is a disparity or conflict between an individual’s beliefs and actions that leads to
feelings of unease (Aronson, 1969; Aronson & Festinger, 1997; Bobo, 1997). Words or phrases
that may be interpreted as a criticism of our actions or values can serve to trigger our cognitive
dissonance, and the result creates feelings of stress and anxiety (Aronson & Festinger, 1997;
Tavris & Aronson, 2007). Our subconscious mind will work efficiently, and usually very
effectively, to return to a state of consonance: that balance where we see our actions and values
aligned (Aronson & Festinger, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). Perhaps this realignment will be
achieved by changing a conflicting action, but perhaps more likely, rationalization and generous
interpretation of the situation will allow us to address our cognitive dissonance without actually
addressing the action that caused it (Festinger & Aronson, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007).
When conversations are founded in telling people why their beliefs are incorrect or their
behaviour is inappropriate, this serves only to shut people down and inhibit dialogue.
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DiAngelo (2011, 2018) noted white people displayed behaviours such anger,
defensiveness, silence, and withdrawal when confronted with topics of race and privilege. If we
consider this in relation to cognitive dissonance, and our values are such that we believe we are
unbiased, fair individuals who support diversity and inclusion, their reaction to being told
otherwise may be strong denial (Aronson & Festinger, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). If we
also consider confirmation bias, that is the tendency to search for evidence that confirms our
belief (Jones & Sugden, 2001), we are unlikely to create open dialogue by telling people they are
biased supporters of systemic structures that inhibit diversity and inclusion. We cannot change
that which we do not or are unable to see, as we do not know what we do not know, and we may
not even be aware that we do not even know that we do not know (Short, 1998). This chapter
will further explore the nature of unconscious bias and its potential impact on language as
related to the capacity to build dialogue around diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Unconscious Bias
By the nature of our humanity, we are biased (Ross, 2020). Bias is a mental inclination or
disposition in a certain direction (Van Woensel, 2020). Discussions around bias can result in
feelings of shame and guilt that trigger a defensiveness that reduces the ability to engage in
dialogue about bias in the workplace (Ross, 2020). Dialogue around bias is critical to address
diversity and inclusion in the workplace, as our biases impact many aspects of organizational
decision making, including how we interview, who we hire, who we promote, and the nature of
who and how we engage with our colleagues (Ross, 2020).
Bias may be explicit, also known as conscious bias or implicit, also known as
unconscious bias. Biases can be positive, as they enable us to make efficient judgements and
decisions with minimal cognitive effort (Benson, 2016; Hertel, 2019). However, they can also
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blind a person to new information or inhibit someone from considering valuable options when
making decisions (Hertel, 2019). Although intentional and unintentional harms may have equally
harmful results, individuals tend to view intended harms as worse, potentially to the neglect of
equally damaging unintentional harms (Daumeyer et al., 2019; Ross, 2020). The focus of this
thesis was on unconscious basis. It is important to note that this is not in any way a suggestion
that conscious racism does not exist, and no degree of tolerance nor delay in response should
ever be allowed when confronting it.
Unconscious biases are attitudes or stereotypes about certain groups of people that we
form outside our conscious awareness and may not necessarily align with our own declared
beliefs (Fiske & Lee, 2008; Jackson, 2018; Martinelli, 2017; Staats et al., 2017). Each of us
maintains unconscious beliefs about various social and identity groups, and these biases affect
our understanding, actions, and decisions and can drive one’s tendency to organize a social world
by categorizing or stereotyping (Hertel, 2019; Martinelli, 2017). These unconscious biases are
formed through a lifetime of direct and indirect messages about groups of people based on
characteristics like race, ethnicity, and gender (Jackson, 2018; Staats et al., 2017). Babies show
no preference for race, but by the age of three months, they have developed a preference for
faces that represent the race of which they are primarily exposed to, suggesting our biases are
learned, and the learning process starts at a very young age (Kelly et al., 2005; Sangrigoli & de
Schonen, 2004). Whether we realize it or not, these associations, positive or negative, can
influence our behaviour, decisions, and how we perceive and interact with others (Daumeyer et
al., 2019; Nichols, 2013).
Our biases and the associations we have formed are malleable and may, over time, be
unlearned and replaced with new mental associations (Blair, 2002; Rudman et al., 2001). A
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better understanding of the risks associated with unconscious bias is critical as we look to build
capacity for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace (Cuellar, 2017;
DiAngelo, 2018; Nichols, 2013; Tyner, 2019).
Chapter Summary
The collective voices of various scholars offered insights into the opportunities and
challenges associated with engaging language to build capacity for dialogue around diversity and
inclusion in the workplace. Language is foundational to how we communicate. The definitions
and values associated with certain words will necessitate an open exploration with the gift of
many diverse lenses to understand the impact of our biases and potential triggers associated with
cognitive dissonance. To fully reap the positive impacts on performance outcomes from a diverse
workforce, organizations need to embrace the complex relationship between diversity and
inclusion. The opportunities lie in engaging with and utilizing people across all characteristics of
diversity to create an environment of positive performance where all are emboldened to share
their talents. These collective voices will frame the data gathered from my participants to form
the findings and recommendations from this work. Chapter three will explore the methodology
and methods used to collect and analyze the participant data for this thesis.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
Chapter offered insight into the context for my thesis, and chapter outlined the current
academic literature that emerged from an exploration of diversity, inclusion, language, and
unconscious bias. The theoretical framing of the methodological approach used, the specific
methods undertaken, and an overview of the data collected are described in this chapter.
Methodology
The goal of this engaged action research project was to build capacity for dialogue in
relation to diversity and inclusion in the workplace through an exploration of language and
unconscious bias. The methodologic approach informing my thesis was participatory action
research (PAR) with an appreciative inquiry perspective.
Engagement and trust are critical to a successful engaged leadership project, and PAR has
a known capacity to build levels of trust and engagement (Elliott, 2013). “Change begins with a
single conversation” (Stavros et al., 2018, para. 6) and requires working in partnership to
“provide a means of sharing responsibility in solving critical social problems in local contexts”
(Pasque et al., 2016, p. 4). Engaging stakeholders is critical to building a foundation for change
(Stroh, 2015). “Partnerships are created, logically, through the interactions of individuals and
groups as they seek reciprocal and mutually beneficial ends” (Pasque et al., 2016, p. 38).
PAR embraces democracy, challenges inequality, and espouses immersion in the
phenomenon of interest (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013), which aligns well with a thesis focused on
building the capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion. PAR highlights the importance
of dialogue and the commitment to the voices of those impacted as a driver of change, which
aligns well with the tenants of appreciative inquiry. As a catalyst for engagement and motivation,
appreciative inquiry speaks to the human desire to feel valued and is a collaborative and highly
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participative approach that results in optimal performance in human, economic, and
organizational terms (Stavros et al., 2018; Watkins et al., 2011). As a methodology, the core
principles of PAR with an appreciative inquiry perspective offered clarity to this thesis.
Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) argued that gaining clarity is the art and practice of asking
questions designed to heighten an organization’s positive potential, thus necessitating an open
curiosity by leaders seeking to employ this methodology as a driver of transformational change.
Bishop (2017) offered that “being action-oriented is about taking some type of action to
affect some type of positive change in the world” (4:22). The concept of positive is subjective
and may vary even within a relatively homogenous community. If we consider Elliott’s (2013)
contention that action-oriented research calls on the researcher to re-engage in the world as social
beings to address inequality and oppression, it further highlights the researcher’s responsibility to
define what would denote positive change. As this thesis was based on a partnership with a
single organization, the impact of a homogenous community will be further discussed in chapter
four.
Torbert and Taylor (2008) referred to developmental action inquiry is a process for
searching, and I see that the journey of engaged inquiry through continuous and reflective
learning is fundamental to action research. The outcome of an action-oriented research project is
critical, but the greatest opportunity for learning and positive change may come from embracing
the journey.
Data Collection Methods
Within the context of a PAR methodology with an appreciative inquiry perspective, the
methods used included storytelling and Lipmanowicz and McCandless’s (2014) liberating
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structures applied in small-group or individual interviews based on participant preference, as all
methods were employed in a virtual environment.
Storytelling
Telling stories is a powerful means to influence, teach, and inspire because “stories
convey the culture, history, and values that unite people” (Boris, 2017, para. 1). Storytelling is
crucial to the cultural and political resurgence of Indigenous Nations and the ongoing
commitment to decolonization (Corntassel et al., 2009). It is with respect and humility that I
apply storytelling to a Westernized business context. “Storytelling can be a personal inheritance,
a lifelong and life sustaining habit of mind, as well as an organizational inheritance, a
management tool that helps businesses develop and even thrive” (Forman, 2013, p. 1).
This thesis explored how unconscious bias, understanding the ingrained value assigned to
certain words, and the overall belief that we are, for the most, part good people who may be
creating a systemic structure of privilege and oppression that impedes organizations from fully
embracing the value of diversity and inclusion. The nature of bias and dissonance and the
experience of diversity and inclusion are uniquely personal and allows for a broad range of
perspectives. Storytelling is a powerful method to explore language and engage participants.
Stories are a universal language that permeates the fabric of human nature (Rooney et al., 2016),
yet there is tremendous opportunity for interpretation, as stories can be heard and interpreted in
many different ways depending on the worldview and ontological orientation of the listener (R.
Nelems, personal communication, August 11, 2020). This opportunity for broad interpretation
can be both a strength and a weakness of this method. There is tremendous inclusivity, in that
each of us has our own story to tell, as all of us can participate in a storytelling process. There is
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also tremendous risk, in that clarity of analysis may be difficult as viewed through various lenses
of the researcher.
Stories can be incredibly influential, even those, or perhaps especially those, that we
make up. Though we cannot know what goes on inside other people’s heads, just as they cannot
for us, they and we often assume we do know. We witness someone consistently late for work,
and we might tell ourselves they are disorganized and lack dedication to their job or perhaps that
they lack respect for the company or their fellow workers. Our belief in this story impacts how
we communicate with this individual. How might our language change if we told ourselves that
they clearly must be under tremendous stress or had a sick child? I explored Short’s (1998) fourstep process to:
Explore the power of stories to break down assumptions and facilitate mutual inquiry for
both sides to learn what is ‘true’. 1) Acknowledge that what is in your head is a story
made up; 2) Share it; 3) Inquire about the other person’s actual story; 4) Revise your
story based on what you learned. (p. 68)
This was applied through interviews or small group sessions using anonymized scenarios. These
scenarios were shared with participants in either the small group or individual interview, and
participants were asked to respond to from their specific lens.
Liberating Structures
Lipmanowicz and McCandless (2014) offered 33 liberating structures to replace or
complement conventional practices. Lipmanowicz and McCandless’s structures of Heard, Seen,
Respected focused on fostering empathy to engage others’ experiences. Waddell (2016, as cited
in Fazey et al., 2018) argued that to drive positive change within the community, the researcher
must first find ways to create the necessary shifts in the systems, structures, assumptions, and
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community viewpoints. Short’s (1998) contention that we do not know what we do not know
poses a unique challenge. Most people would stand firm in their belief that they are not biased,
racist, or supportive of systems that reinforce privilege and oppression. However, to varying
degrees, we all are. Challenging people’s values would serve only to trigger their cognitive
dissonance. When our actions are out of line with our values, this can create feelings of stress
and anxiety (Festinger & Aronson, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). Our subconscious mind will
work efficiently, and usually very effectively, to return to a state of consonance: that balance
where we see our actions and values aligned (Festinger & Aronson, 1997; Tavris & Aronson,
2007). This realignment may be achieved by changing a conflicting action, but perhaps more
likely, rationalization and generous interpretation of the situation will allow us to address our
cognitive dissonance without actually addressing the action that caused it (Festinger & Aronson,
1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). With a focus on fostering empathy, compassion, and
engagement, Lipmanowicz and McCandless’s Heard, Seen, Respected structure can build trust
and connection that can open broader dialogue required for change.
Lipmanowicz and McCandless’s (2014) Heard, Seen, Respected inquiry approach was
embedded in both the small group session and individual interviews by focusing on the positive
opportunities for the future and fostering empathy to engage others’ experiences. Short’s (1998)
four-step process to “explore the power of stories to break down assumptions and facilitate
mutual inquiry for both sides to learn what is ‘true’” (p. 68) was built into both the small group
session and individual interviews. The small group session and individual interviews allowed
participants to tell their stories related to diversity and inclusion. To ensure time limitations with
small group sessions did not restructure participants from fully telling their story as they would
like, participants received a link to a two-question survey at the end of each small group session.
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The first question allowed the participant to add any additional information they would like to
share. The second question enabled the participant to request a follow-up interview. No
participants requested follow-up interviews, and the three participants shared additional
information included in this work.
Project Participants
ME, founded in 1952, is a CPA firm of more that 200+ CPAs and business advisors with
offices located in Vancouver, Burnaby, Surrey, and Abbotsford, BC, and provides personalized
accounting and business advisory services in Tax, Private Company, Public Company, NPOs,
Business Advisory, Valuations and Specialty (Manning Elliott, n.d.). ME is proud of its
commitment to a dynamic and diverse work culture (para. 4). This project could offer insights
that would support ME to champion knowledge, development, policy, and training that informs
opportunities to fully leverage diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Unconscious bias is not only a topic explored as part of the research, but also a risk
inherent in the process. As action research is primarily qualitative, the findings are subject to
reader bias (Costello, 2003). It was important to seek broad input to identify possible areas of
potential bias. Taylor (2013) asserted that one of the challenges to our understanding of the
narrowness of our world view is that we may not fully be aware of it, so the broader the diversity
of voice within the project, the better able the researcher is able to engage different perspectives.
There is also the risk of embedded bias if an organization is unbalanced in terms of gender, race,
age, socio-economic status, and so forth. Ensuring the broadest base possible would help
diminish demographic bias. The volunteers were solicited from all levels of the organization and
across all four geographical locations. The goal was to attract 30–50 volunteers, and ultimately,
34 participated in the study. To ensure the greatest diversity of voice from within the
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organization, the participants were selected on a first-come, first-serve basis, within the
categories listed in Table 1.
Table 1
Number and Percentage of Participants in Each Staff Category

Total
Staff

% of Total
(N = 237)

Target #
for Study

Actual # of
Participants

% of Total
Participants
(N = 34)

Technicians

8

3%

2

1

3%

Partners

30

13%

6

8

24%

Administrative

39

17%

8

3

9%

Managers & Principals

46

19%

10

8

24%

Senior Accountants

52

22%

11

8

24%

CPA Students

62

26%

13

7

21%

237

100%

50

34

100%

Participant Category

Though participation was broadly encouraged across all categories, it should be noted
that ME partners represented 24% of the actual participants in the study, despite representing
13% of the total staff complement and. Administration represented 9% of participants in the
study, despite accounting for 17% of the total staff. Multiple calls were sent by the ME to engage
participants across all categories. This may suggest that the nature of communications within ME
may have resonated differently with different segments of the organization. The lack of informal
inter-office dialogue as a result of remotely working due to Covid-19 may have also impacted
engagement across different categories. This may be an area for ME to explore further.
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Study Conduct
Upon successful completion of the ethics review, I worked with an advisory team from
ME and my inquiry team to build the plan for implantation of this action research initiative. The
ME advisory team included the Human Resource Manager and one of the partners. In addition to
this advisory team, I sought to build an inquiry team founded in a diversity of voice to help
ensure the exploration of language I undertook did not serve to cause greater harm beneath the
veil of positive intent. “Leading change requires the courage to go to the edge and leap into the
unknown. Courage resides in the trust that we are not alone” (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013, p. 172).
My inquiry team was comprised of three people. Two members of the MAL 19-3 cohort, who
brought unique views and perspectives to the project, and a third member from CPABC, who is
actively engaged in the diversity and inclusivity training for the CPABC membership. Inquiry
team member roles and timeframes are outlined in Appendix A.
Communication was coordinated by the ME advisory group through internal emails and
scheduled meetings. An information letter outlining the project’s purpose, and the nature of the
data to be collected was sent to all ME employees (Appendix B). The outline clarified the desire
for 30–50 volunteers for this project and the time commitment of 90 minutes. A formal invitation
was emailed to ME employees (Appendix C) with the process for how to volunteer clearly
outlined. The initial email and two follow-up reminders resulted in the 34 participants as outlined
earlier in this chapter.
Participants were given the option to participate in a small group discussion (Appendix
D) or an individual interview (Appendix E) if they preferred a more confidential setting. Though
the individual interviews were not expected to take the full 90 minutes, both small group and

45
individual interviews were listed with that length of time to avoid people selecting interviews for
no other reason than a desire for a shorter session.
A pilot session was run with nine individuals made up of inquiry group members and
general professionals not associated with ME. The pilot group provided valuable feedback, such
as a need to articulate the context in the introduction more clearly to ensure participants
understood why I felt this project was important. The feedback resulted in my offering greater
clarity on the nature of the time and pacing assigned to each question before formally engaging
ME staff.
The data-gathering sessions with ME participants occurred over a three-week period. All
participants were required to complete a consent form (Appendix F) prior to their session. In
addition to the data gathered in the session, all participants were provided a link to an aftersession survey (Appendix G) if they wished to provide additional information after their session
was complete. The final format for the individual and group sessions included three segments:
(a) association of meaning to words, (b) stories and interpretations, and (c) participants’
experiences. In addition to the data gathered in the sessions, all participants were provided a link
to an after-session survey. This survey was left open throughout the entire process to allow
participants to add additional feedback as desired. As data and results were shared with ME, this
link remained open for comments or feedback. Any comments shared through this survey were
coded as Segment 4 (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Description of the Methods Used for the Four Segments of Data Gathering
Code

Description of Method

Segment 1

Association of Meaning to Words. Exploration of language through word
association

Segment 2

Stories and Interpretations. Interviews or small group sessions to exploration of
Short’s (1998) four-step process to “explore the power of stories to break down
assumptions and facilitate mutual inquiry for both sides to learn what is ‘true’.

Segment 3

Participants’ Experiences. Interviews or small group sessions using Lipmanowicz
and McCandless’s (2014) Heard, Seen, Respected inquiry as an exploration of
individual participant stories.

Segment 4

After session survey link to allow for comments throughout the thesis process.

Exploration of the Data
Though participants were solicited from all levels of the organization and across all four
geographical locations, responses were not coded to position, location, or specific participant
demographic criteria. There were 34 participants from 237 employees, and with only 14% of the
organization participating, it was felt this level of coding would risk the commitment to
anonymization of the participants’ identity. The goal was to attract 50 participants, and it was
expected that we would have a greater number of participants then the targeted 50. Why
participation numbers may have been lower than expected is explored in chapter four.
Segment 1: Association of Meaning to Words
Participants were provided with 20 words (i.e., bias) and asked to provide the first three
words that came to mind. Data were captured in individual GoogleDoc sheets, so participants
were not influenced by the responses of others. This segment of the data gathering process was
to determine if there were common meanings associated with each word. A detailed summary of
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results is outlined in Appendix H. My initial response to the data was disappointment, as there
seemed to be very limited overlap in descriptive words. However, upon further reflection, this
lack of common definition spoke to the challenge of language. How can we be sure we all
understand the same messages if the words used mean different things to different people? Quick
responses suggested all participants were aware of the words shared, but that lack of consistent
descriptions suggested these words held different meaning among the participants. These varied
definitions will be explored further in chapter four.
Segment 2: Stories and Interpretations
Participants were told a series of stories or scenarios. Based on each, the participants
were asked to share their understanding about the key players’ motivations from the story. A
summary of results is outlined in Appendix I. The scenarios were designed to explore the nature
of unconscious bias and our ability to create assumptions as key elements of stories that can
create our own individual versions of truth (Benson, 2016). As I reflect on the data-gathering
process, I can see now that a more structured approach to questions such as offering set options
versus fully open ended might have better helped narrow and refine the data. Though gender
normative names were selected, not having used names might have better reflected the
unconscious assignment of gender, as the names may have influenced a sense of gender.
However, the data did show a natural desire to assume gender, characteristics, and motivation.
The nature of these assumptions and their impacts on the recommendations will be explored
further in chapter four.
Segment 3: Participants’ Experiences
Participants were given the opportunity to share a story that relates to an experience of
language that impacted their views of diversity and or inclusion. This was voluntary, and
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participants had the opportunity to choose not to share in this segment. All notes were recorded
and documented; however, due to the comment to anonymize all participant data, these notes are
not included in this paper. Participants shared powerful, personal, and individual stories. Though
the nature of these stories does not lend to traditional statistical analysis and may not offer
verifiable trends across the organization, their messages were no less powerful. The shared
stories are threads woven through the findings outlined in chapter four and the recommendations
outlined in chapter five.
Segment 4: Post Session Survey Link
In addition to the data gathered in the session, participants were provided a link to an
after-session survey (Appendix G) if they wished to provide additional information after their
session was complete. The linked remain open throughout the process to ensure a confidential
forum for additional stories, comments, or feedback. Five participants offered additional
comments through this forum. Comments received through this method are coded as Segment 4.
Data Validity
Traditional quantitative research emphasizes objectivity, measurement, reliability, and
validity, with the systematic testing of explicit hypotheses (Lee, 1992). Qualitative research
allows for a more subjective exploration of the language and an interpretation of the data
gathered. Little Bear (n.d.) offered that through dialogue, we share our experiences and embrace
the experiences of others to allow for an expansion of our perspective outside our existing
structures. This relates directly to action-oriented research, as Lee (1992) contended that to truly
understand human behaviour, a researcher may need to see and experienced it firsthand.
Storytelling was central to the data-gathering process, and though it is a profound and
impactful way to share experiences, it is not without its challenges as a research method. Without
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the emphasis on objectivity, measurement, reliability, and validity, the researcher must find new
and different ways to achieve credibility. If traditional Western research demands evidence of
truth, then establishing the validity of storytelling is at a disadvantage. In a more Westernized
business environment, this speaks to credibility and trust more so than truth. Politics is a
powerful example of this. George W. Bush told a powerful and compelling story about Iraq that
launched a war. Even when the truth proved the story false, much of the general public was so
galvanized by the story that not even factual evidence could dissuade many from their belief in
the original story.
Ethical Implications
Ethics is core to academic research, and projects must seek to mitigate any potential
ethical risks. The project should offer transparency for the nature of the data gathered and the
intended outcome. All information collected should be from a position of curiosity without
judgement, so there is no possibility or perception that information provided could be used in a
punitive manner. Ensuring all data gathered are unattributed can further mitigate risks of data
being used in a punitive manner. In their Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans, the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and
Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
(Tri-Council; 2018) highlights the need for respect for human dignity, which is expressed
through three core principles: “Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare, and Justice” (p. 6).
This thesis was governed by the ethical guidelines of Royal Roads University.
Respect for Persons
Participants must not only understand the study: the purpose, the role of the participant,
and the intended use of the information; they must willingly consent to participate (Saldana &
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Omasta, 2018). All ME staff were invited to participate and informed that they could opt out
before or during the sessions. However, any information shared in a group format prior to their
opting out could not be retracted, as the information would have already been shared. All data
collected were confidential (small group) and where appropriate anonymous (GoogleDocs). All
data were anonymized before being shared in any format. Format, questions, and outcomes were
developed in consultation with ME. The platform used was Zoom.
Concern for Welfare
Though the topic of diversity and inclusion can sometimes trigger conflicting emotions,
the research was focused on appreciative inquiry and opportunities. The risks of this project to
participants were minimal, and the steps listed in this section were taken to mitigate risk.
•

Participation was fully voluntary, and participants could remove themselves from the
study at any point.

•

Data collected were confidential and anonymized.

•

ME was engaged in all questions, formats, and processes during the study.

•

Volunteers responded to me directly and no listing of participants was shared.

Though the possibility of participants being psychologically triggered was low, ME provided
information for professional support to participants who wished additional support due to some
aspect of their participation in the study. At the end of each session, an ME human resource
contact was provided with an invitation that any participant should reach out to the ME contact if
they wished to have further support.

51
Justice
“Justice refers to the obligation to treat people fairly and equitably” (Tri-Council, 2018,
p. 8). As highlighted under concern for welfare, the research focused on appreciative inquiry and
opportunities. There were no discernable negative justice impacts from this project.
Proposed Outputs
The formal outcome of this project is a thesis meeting all requirements for publication
through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and Archives Canada, ProQuest/UMI, and the RRU
D-Space. Results were presented in verbal and written form to ME and made available to all
participants in the project. As a consultant who delivers multiple courses each year in ethics and
unconscious bias, this work will be foundational to the development of new courses and the
refinement of existing courses, which will assist organizations in building capacity for dialogue
related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Contribution and Application
The past decade has seen increased media coverage of the Me-Too movement1, the
ongoing fight for gender equality, a stronger spotlight on Indigenous rights, and systemic racial
intolerance (Morgan, 2020). Visible minorities, which represent approximately 22% of the
Canadian population, generally report feeling less safe than the rest of the population, which can
result in poorer physical or mental health and well-being (Jenson, 2019; Liu, 2021; Statistics
Canada, 2020). The impact of Covid-19 saw incidents of harassment or attacks based on race,
ethnicity, or skin colour triple (Statistics Canada, 2020). Despite the increase in awareness and

1

https://metoomvmt.org/ - a commitment to the interruption of sexual violence and other systemic issues
disproportionately impacting marginalized people—particularly Black women and girls.
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concerted efforts to bring these topics into conscious conversation, general inequality, racial
intolerance, and systemic reinforcement of privilege and oppression continue to be a challenge in
2020 (Morgan, 2020). The nature of the very use of the language we choose to engage in
dialogue may be harming the conversations we are trying to encourage.
The need and potential for change are both daunting and overwhelming. Torbert and
Taylor (2008) referred to the developmental action inquiry within research as a process for
searching. Within my sphere of influence, I am impassioned to work with ME to explore the
power of language to search for opportunities to build the capacity for dialogue around diversity
and inclusion.
Chapter Summary
Through the application of PAR with an appreciative inquiry perspective, this chapter
identified the application of storytelling and the liberating structure Heard, Seen, and Respected
through group and individual interviews to gather the data that will serve as the foundation for
this thesis. Chapter four will consider key themes related to my findings, offer insights from the
participant data, and examine the scholarly and professional discourse across all chapters.
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions
The key themes as they related to my inquiry question and sub-questions are explored in
this chapter. Findings integrated the insights from the participant data and examined the
scholarly and professional discourse across all chapters. As outlined in chapter three, data
gathered from the individual and group sessions included three segments: (a) association of
meaning to words, (b) stories and interpretations, and (c) participants’ experiences. Additional
comments gathered from the post-session survey link are coded as Segment 4. The gifts of
stories, insights, and observations shared by the participants will be interwoven throughout this
chapter and identified by italic script cited from the segment in which the data were gathered.
Study Findings
As part of my discussion regarding methodology in chapter three, I referenced Torbert
and Taylor’s (2008) work on developmental action inquiry as a process for searching. Though
the outcome of an action-oriented research project is critical, the greatest opportunity for learning
and positive change may come from embracing the journey. In this chapter, I will take you on
the journey of my project and the key findings as they relate to my inquiry question. This journey
centred around three key themes: (a) defining and distinguishing diversity and inclusion, (b) the
opportunity and danger of lived experience, and (c) dialogue and the structure of dialogue.
Finding 1: Defining and Distinguishing Diversity and Inclusion
As identified in chapter two, the terms diversity and inclusion are often used together and
in many ways are treated as two sides of the same coin, with the distinctions between them not
always sufficiently articulated (Ferdman, 2013). As one participant offered, “When I think about
diversity, and inclusion, the first thing that comes to mind are buzzwords. It sounds like
corporate speak” (Segment 3). This thought was expanded on by another participant that offered,
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When diversity and inclusion words came up separately in the exercise in part one, I
could come up with different words and images, but as soon as you put the two words
together, diversity and inclusion, it sounds like corporate speak. (Segment 3)
After analysis of the participants’ word associations, this lack of clear distinction was evident.
When asked to provide three words that best defined for them the meaning of given words, 29%
of participants selected inclusion as one of the three words that defined diversity, while 24% of
participants selected diversity as one of the three words that defined inclusion (Segment 1). A
detailed account of all words and associated responses can be found in Appendix H.
As outlined in chapter two, participant responses support the position that there is no one
clear definition of diversity or inclusion amongst employees. This may be in part because ME’s
corporate values denote diversity based on varied personal and professional backgrounds with a
focus on communication through multiple languages and are more externally focused on the
impact of diversity for their clients (Manning Elliott, n.d.). ME highlights an environment that is
supportive and respectful as part of their core values, which could be considered tenets of
inclusivity, and the importance of diversity was a powerful thread throughout the participant
responses: “The more diverse we become, either in a workplace or as a country or wherever you
are—it breeds strength” (Segment 3). However, a clear definition and commitment to inclusion
were not articulated. This may suggest an opportunity for ME to clearly define what diversity
and inclusion mean for them as an organization and further distinguish between the words and
how the intent behind these words is embraced within the organization.
While diversity in the workplace focuses on gender, race/ethnicity, age, sexual
orientation, or as highlighted in ME’s corporate values, the languages spoken, it does not equate
to inclusion: “Diversity is being invited to the party, and inclusion is being asked to
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dance” (Segment 3). It should be noted that this quote is originally attributed to diversity
advocate Vernā Myers (Sherbin & Rashid, 2017). As outlined in chapter two, in the context of
the workplace, inclusion requires going beyond the identification of what makes us diverse, to
embrace the differences between individuals, to ensure that each of these varying attributes and
characteristics is valued and individuals have the opportunity to do their best work (Bubshait,
2011; Burg, 2018). The idea of acceptance resonated with participants as a foundational element
of inclusion: “Hopefully with inclusion, there would be acceptance in a workplace - being picked
for the team” (Segment 3). Twelve percent of participants identified acceptance as a descriptor of
inclusion (Segment 1); however, a further review showed that 15 unique words associated with
acceptance also came up as part of the association with inclusion. These included ideas around
fairness, teamwork, welcoming, belonging, effort, empathy, equality, openness, respect, and
opportunity. As it relates to inclusion, acceptance serves to “acknowledge and value individual
differences and encourage people to express their unique views” (Young, 2019, para. 3).
There are tangible benefits to gender and ethnic/cultural diversity: “I am always amazed
where different ideas or opinions come from when you have a bigger pool of information and
people contributing” (Segment 3). Companies in the top quartile for gender diversity on their
executive teams were 21% more likely to have above-average profitability than companies in the
fourth quartile, and for ethnic/cultural diversity, top-quartile companies were 33% more likely to
outperform on profitability (Hunt et al., 2018). Beyond profitability, diversity and inclusion are
foundational to recruitment, with 67% of job seekers saying that a diverse workforce is an
important factor when evaluating companies and job offers, and 83% of millennials are more
engaged when they think their company fosters an inclusive culture (Glassdoor, 2014; Smith &
Turner, 2015). In 2014, Deloitte researched 1,200 Canadian companies and found that the most
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diverse organizations enjoyed a number of advantages over their competitors, including revenue
and hiring growth, increased likelihood of competing in national or international markets, higher
value associate with entrepreneurialism, and overall more likely to feel as though they were able
to deal with adversity in the business climate (Sherman Garr et al., 2014). However, these
benefits may not be achieved without a focus on inclusion. Organizations that cannot build an
inclusive environment may be unable to retain a diverse workforce or maximize their
contributions (Young, 2019).
However, the range of diversity that makes these benefits possible also can result in the
challenge of a common path to inclusion. The same event seen through different lenses could
create multiple realities; thus, what might be deemed inclusive for some may not for others
(Bolman & Deal, 2017). While all participants spoke in some manner about the importance of
diversity, several expressed conflict, including comments such as: “Not wanting to be different,
to highlight any differences about me,” and “Constantly trying to get people to stop looking at
me as … a woman … a different ethnic background, etc.” (Segment 3).
The challenge becomes how can ME define and embrace diversity and inclusion for all
employees within the organization. ME embodies a fairly traditional hierarchical structure. In
North America, the hierarchical structure is both durable and far reaching, as it is embraced as a
beacon of strength that outlines a clear leadership structure to secure firms in the face of threats
and to unify them against the competition (Leavitt, 2003; Walsh, 2017). This traditional
approach to leadership may not best serve ME as it seeks to build capacity for dialogue related to
diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The nature of authoritarianism associated with
hierarchies can create challenges in multilevel organizations, as messages can get distorted as they
travel up and down the ladder of command through the noise, random error, or even at times, self-
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interest and self-protection (Leavitt, 2003). If, as Ferdman (2013) argued, the core of inclusion is
founded in the psychological experience of inclusion at an individual or collective level, dialogue
must occur at both individual and collective levels. Even in a relatively homogeneous environment
such as a single organization like ME, the same event seen through different lenses could create
various realities across employees (Bolman & Deal, 2017). Like a fish that does not know water,
we cannot fully understand the narrowness of our worldview because we are not aware of it; we
do not know what we do not know (Short, 1998; Taylor, 2013).
Through the lens of clashing Aboriginal and Eurocentric worldviews, Little Bear (n.d.)
applied the idea of education with his assertion that a starting point for understanding comes
from learning the philosophies, values, and customs of world views other than our own. Since all
we can really “know” is what we experience, see, and feel, it is only through conversation that
we can share our experiences and help others to understand what we are perceiving (Little Bear,
n.d.).
Knowing and accepting that there are certain things and ideas that I will not be able to
fully understand in the same context such as, like, trying to understand racism, compared
to someone who has grown up in the states and is African American. (Segment 3)
Empathy, compassion, and understanding through dialogue outside existing structures may best
support ME as they seek to clearly define what diversity and inclusion mean for them as an
organization and further explore how they are embraced within the organization.
Finding 2: The Opportunity and Danger of Lived Experience
As individuals reflected on their lives and careers, their stories embodied the perceptions
and interpretations of memories, some clear and others faded from time. The concept of
subjective lived experience and its relation to objective sense-making through, and in the service
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of, subjectivity (Coleman, 2015) was present in the interview segment of the data gathering. The
concept of knowledge is foundational to all research. Coleman (2015) identified four aspects of
knowing relevant to the action researcher: (a) subjective lived experience, (b) practical knowing,
(c) shared and embodied knowing, and (d) presentational and artful forms of knowing: “From a
phenomenological perspective, there certainly is a ‘real’ world of things, events, and experiences
to be encountered by the inquiring human, but that world is only accessible through subjective
experience” (p. 396).
Participant stories across eight of the nine sessions included feelings of being
disadvantaged because of race, gender, being identified as an immigrant or a mother, and not
speaking at the same level as other native speakers (Segment 3): “People know that they should
not be biased towards people that cannot speak and write at the same level as other native
speakers, but it’s just there” (Segment 3). Permeating through this idea of being disadvantaged
resonated a sense of acceptance that it is not right, but rather that it is simply the way it is
everywhere: “I cannot really blame other people being biased towards other race because it
comes based on your experience, right? And it’s just hard to avoid” (Segment 3). A powerful
statement that spoke this was the comment that: “Disadvantage exists because we are all human
beings, and nobody can be fair. Because nothing is fair” (Segment 3).
Participants offered a sense of optimism that things are improving. This included a
recognition that even though at the time you do not really notice or think about discriminatory
behaviour, but in hindsight, there is recognition that this would never happen now.
You’re just kind of caught in what’s going on around you…. I just wouldn’t have thought
to question it or make a big deal about it…. I think back to it now, it’s like, oh, my God,
this would never happen. Nobody would let this happen now. No, no. (Segment 3)
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Though I wonder, if we can see now what we could not see ten years ago, what will we see 10
years from now that we cannot see today?
A powerful discussion was held among participants that centred on whether expectations
of the past should drive expectations of the present. There was a sense of: We persevered, so
should the next generation not be expected to do the same?
The younger people want everything now…. They want to have their kids, they want to
have their job, they want to have their free time, they want to be able to do whatever they
want to do—and they’re not wanting to make the sacrifices…. But then I step back and
go, “Is there is anything wrong with them wanting that?” Maybe they are smarter than
us. (Segment 3)
These discussions led me to consider the following analogy. As I considered the typical
Westernized view of success, I visualized a ladder leading upwards within a narrow cylindrical
tube. If you are the “right” size and fitness level with no visible baggage, it may be relatively
straightforward to climb the ladder with ease and speed. However, as we add challenges along
the way, the climb becomes harder. In this proverbial ladder, these challenges might be
represented by English as a second language, a need to balance work with family, racial
stereotypes, impacts to physical or mental health, and more. It is not that it is impossible to
ascend the ladder with these challenges; it is just so much more difficult with many bumps and
bruises along the way, which for some may make the journey too much to carry on.
In 2020, of the Fortune 500 business CEOs, 7.4% were women, 0.6% were women of
colour (Hinchliffe, 2020), and 1% were black (Wahba, 2020). As I considered the concept of the
ladder within the cylindrical tube while emersed in the stories gifted to me by the ME
participants and exploring many articles on gender and racial equality, I began to see a pattern of
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pride in the obstacles we overcome. The bruises and bumps became badges of honour. I
prevailed, I succeeded, I overcame, so should not those that follow me do the same? “Younger
people want everything now” (Segment 3), but what if we let go of these challenges as badges of
honour and see them as war wounds from which others might be saved? This would not negate
the pride that is felt in overcoming obstacles, but rather potentially lead to the letting go of the
pride resulting in the reinforcement of obstacles for those seeking to follow in our footsteps.
How might this new story impact our workplace and those seeking to build their careers as they
ascend the ladder today?
Zoe Cullen of Harvard and Ricardo Perez-Truglia of the University of California Los
Angeles identified the term schmoozing effect as part of their large-scale study of a commercial
bank in Asia (Nazareth, 2020). They concluded that men’s career trajectories improved
significantly when they switched from a female to male supervisor, translating to a 13% increase
in pay when observed 10 quarters after the transition. However, changing bosses to either a man
or a woman did not translate into higher pay for women. The main difference they noted was not
that getting a new male boss made the men work more hours or produce more as measured by
revenue, but rather that when men switched to a new boss, they increased the number of breaks
they took with their managers—hence the schmoozing effect, as the increase in socialization
between men correlated into an increase in pay (Nazareth, 2020). The challenge with this effect
for many is the very nature of schmoozing suggests a common ground on which to base
conversations. This may not readily be available to all individuals with varied cultural
backgrounds and a range of social comfort for casual conversations. Stories shared in Segment 3
addressed challenges of being noticed for the quality of work when gender, race, or English as a
second language was seen a barrier to being seen by leadership:
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It’s so hard to be noticed. Harder to earn a reputation. Harder to earn things here. Even
though you work hard, it’s not a promotion, it’s not guaranteed, because you also need to
work for relationships with other people, and deal with politics and other stuff. (Segment
3)
As stated earlier, women switching bosses to either a man or a woman did not translate
into higher pay (Nazareth, 2020), but there may be additional reasons for women to fear the idea
of schmoozing. Early in my career, I was taken aside and told that I needed to be less friendly
with the senior partner, who was male. This individual and I both played the same competitive
sport and had a similar sense of humour. It was suggested my behaviour was viewed as flirting,
and it was in my best interest to change my behaviour, or people would assume my recent
promotion was based on an intimate relationship with the boss. Even though we were both
married, there were no comments made to him about how he communicated with me. My lived
experience as a woman in business has helped frame the lens by which I view the world. For
each of us, our lived experiences define who we are and how we see the world around us.
The opportunity lies for each of us to use our knowledge and experience to lessen the
challenges of the climb up the ladder by letting go of our badges of honour and clear the way to
allow others to avoid the wounds of war: “If these younger people that want all these things can
make it work, and we can help to make it work without it impacting what we expect of them.
Then I think yes, we should do that” (Segment 3). For ME, this may offer new lenses from which
to explore the nature of mentorship, such that the culture of language and discourse may offer
more user-friendly ladders that are universally designed for all stakeholders.
Finding 3: Dialogue and the Structure of Dialogue
Albert Einstein (as cited in Ross, 2020) reportedly once said,
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If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life depended on it, I would spend the first 55
minutes determining the proper question to ask, for once I knew the proper question, I
could solve the problem in less than five minutes. (p. 24)
I do not suggest the solutions around fully engaging diversity and inclusion in the workplace are
simple; however, this quote does resonate, as it highlights the challenge of understanding what
question we are trying to answer. Lindsey Schneider (as cited in Dodge, 2020), assistant
professor of ethnic studies at Colorado State University, offered,
Too often diversity issues are seen in a quantitative way, like we just need to add more
people of color, and that will solve the problem. That might be part of the solution,
but it’s also about addressing the systems and structures that created the problem in the
first place. (para. 10)
As identified at the start of this chapter, my mental models (Senge, 2006) associated with
success and solutions were evident in my sub-question: What measurable impacts can be seen
regarding the nature of the language used by ME related to building capacity for diversity and
inclusion? I can now see that my ingrained assumptions about success resulted in a belief that to
be better, we simply need to determine where we are and where we want to be. “Diversity may
be measured by consider the optics of tangible body counts but inclusion is the intangible felt
sense of belonging that is not less important and requires deep structural work” (S. Leonard,
personal communication, June 13, 2021). We must commit to the process of truly understanding
where we are and engage in a process to define not only where we want to be, but also how that
can best be achieved for all stakeholders in the process.
The focus and presence of policy and learning development continue to be a powerful
tool for organizations seeking change. In 2019, US companies spent $83 billion on employee
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training, a 58% increase from a decade ago (Marchal, n.d.). Organizations have long relied on
diversity training (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016), “yet laboratory studies show that this kind of forcefeeding can activate bias rather than stamp it out” (para. 3). “One of the factors that empowers
individuals is the ability to exert a degree of control over their environment.”(Drea, 2021, para. 10).
Building an environment of encouragement and voluntary participation may best serve ME to engage
stakeholders versus mandatory or directed training. Though policy can offer clarification on direction
and control for an organization, “a policy is only effective if employees understand the policy and
know how to use it. Otherwise, the policy is just words on a page (or screen)” (Cotugno, 2019,
para. 2). The risks and opportunities associated with policy development will be further explored in
chapter five. Within the framework of dialogue and the structure of dialogue, four sub-themes
emerged that will be further explored: (a) the power of language, (b) acknowledging fear, (c) the
risk of challenging beliefs, and (d) changing the story we tell ourselves.
The Power of Language. In our desire to fight intolerance, I contend we may have
expanded our scope too broad, creating an environment of fear and disdain for ignorance.
Ignorance is defined as a “lack of knowledge, education, or awareness” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.,
para. 1). This idea of ignorance being tied to education was supported by the ME data, with 21%
of participants equating ignorance with being uneducated (Segment 1). Other responses
maintained a strongly negative context with words such as rude, bias, closed minded,
judgmental, and lazy. As mentioned earlier, since no one can know everything, ultimately, this
would suggest that we are all ignorant in some regard. Yet many of the words provided by
participants suggest ignorance is a strongly negative characteristic (Appendix H), and as outlined
in chapter two, few would be eager to embrace those types of negative labels (Nichols, 2013).
Destigmatizing ignorance to create a culture of courage to embrace dialogue and seek new lenses
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through education creates a unique opportunity for ME to build capacity for dialogue around
diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Through consideration of the data gathered and the relevant literature, certain words
offered an example of language that can potentially inhibit dialogue. This included bias,
professional, introversion versus extroversion, equity, and the word what.
Bias. When asked what words they would associate with the term “bias,” 21% of
participants stated judgement or judgmental. Other responses included gender, unconscious,
negative, unfair, and discrimination. Forty-four percent of all words shared held a negative
connotation, such as unfair or discrimination, and 12% used the word negative. Of all words
participants associated with bias none held a clearly positive frame. However, 15% of
participants did identify the word unconscious in relation to bias. Unconscious bias was
discussed at length in chapter two. As Ross (2020) identified, by the nature of our humanity,
we are biased, and dialogue around bias is critical to address diversity and inclusion in the
workplace. As one participant noted, “We all have innate biases” (Segment 1). Bias is not
inherently negative. Biases can be positive, as they enable us to make efficient judgements and
decisions with minimal cognitive effort, allowing us to manage information overload, be content
with lack of meaning, and determine when to act fast or even what information should be
remembered (Benson, 2016; Hertel, 2019). We cannot access our unconscious biases through
introspection, as they operate at the subconscious level, and they may run contrary to our
conscious beliefs (Hockett, 2017). Exploring bias through broad dialogue across the
organization could allow for ME to see and hear multiple realities created by the same event as
seen through different lenses (Bolman & Deal, 2017). An opportunity exists for ME to reframe
the dialogue in regard to bias to better understand the humanity and positivity that can be
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associated with bias and the risks it creates as a foundation to identify how our biases, positive or
negative, can influence our behaviour, decisions, and how we perceive and interact with others
(Nichols, 2013)—what is funny or inconsequential, to some, might be hurtful or suppressive to
others.
Professional. Professional was a word and concept explored in both Segments 1 and 2 of
the data gathering. When asked what words they would associate with the term professional,
21% of participants stated work, while 15% offered CPA, and 12% offered career. As the word
professional is embedded into the firm’s name and the designation for Chartered Professional
Accountants, it may not be a surprise that the word professional is so strongly tied to the idea of
work or career. Though participants shared 70 unique responses across the 102 words, strong
themes persisted around personal characteristics associated with this word. Examples included
educated, knowledgeable, dignified, honest, committed, reliable, well mannered, and well
dressed. This word was further evident in Segment 2 of the data gathering, where participants
were asked to associate words and or characteristics with a photo. They were then asked to offer
examples of the type of work the individuals seen in the photo might be expected to undertake
(Figure 2).
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Figure 2
Photos used in Segment 2 of the data gathering.

For Photo B, 85% of participants selected professional as one of the words that best
characterized the individual in the photo, while 68% selected accountant as the most probable
career associated with this photo. In the 120 unique responses for Photo A, neither of the
words professional or accountant was mentioned. For Photo A, 41% offered artistic as the
main characteristic for this photo, with 44% offering tattoo artist or tattoo parlour being the
most likely occupation. Fundamental to inclusion is the ability for all employees to feel
engaged, valued, and ultimately included as their true selves (Fine, 2018; Nadler & Voyles,
2020; D. A. Thomas & Ely, 1996). An opportunity exists for ME to define what professional
means in the organization’s context and reframe the discussion to build a more inclusive image
of what being a professional could entail.
Introvert versus Extrovert. The data-gathering process explored the words introvert and
extrovert in Segment 1 of the data gathering. Although ~68% of ME employees identified as
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primarily introverted, the words associated with introverts leaned less positive than those
associated with an extrovert. An overview of some of these words is outlined in Table 3.
Table 3
Words Associated with Introvert and Extrovert
Introvert

Extrovert

•

Quiet

•

Loud

•

Shy

•

Social

•

Thinking

•

Fun

•

Accountants

•

Friendly

•

Analyzing

•

Open

•

Assured

•

Popular

•

Calm

•

Centre of Attention

•

Conscientious

•

Easier to get promoted

•

Keeps to oneself

•

Lots of friends

•

Focused

•

Energy

•

Not social

•

Happy

•

Overlooked

•

Verbal

•

Passive

•

Impulsive

Our bias regarding introversion and extroversion is internalized from a very young age,
and individuals maybe embracing self-negating choices to mask their introversion, so
reflectively, they may not even be aware they are doing so (Cain, 2012). Cain (2012) further
asserted that introverts tend to be more routinely passed over for leadership positions, as many
aspects of our workplaces are designed mostly for extroverts and their need for stimulation. This
can be seen through a focus on group work, open-plan offices, and free-for-all brainstorming
sessions designed to engage extroverts more effectively (Cain, 2012; Dembling, 2012). As ME
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seeks to engage all employees in dialogue, consideration will have to be given to structures and
resources that support both introverts and extroverts across the organization.
Equity. Thirty-two percent of participants associated equity with equal or equality, while
29% associated it with the word fair. Distinguishing between equity and equality can be
confusing, but while equality means all receive the same resources, equity recognizes that each
person has a different circumstance and allocates the exact resources and opportunities to reach
an equal outcome (Dressel, 2014; Milken Institute School of Public Health, 2020). “The route to
achieving equity will not be accomplished through treating everyone equally. It will be achieved
by treating everyone justly according to their circumstances” (Dressel, 2014, para. 2). “People
do not start at the same point in life, and a lot of that is related to culture and inclusion”
(Segment 3). One participant noted a link between inclusivity and equity by offering that there is
an opportunity “to protect people that have all kinds of different situations in their life to kind of
be on a level playing field, or to have the opportunity to be on the level playing field” (Segment
3). “The opportunity lies to go beyond the equality of giving everyone else access to embracing
equity allowing each individual to access to the recourse need for them to thrive” (K. Mbolekwa,
personal communications, July 11, 2021). This may suggest an opportunity to explore the idea of
equity versus equality as it relates to diversity and inclusion.
What. Though I recall very clearly my mother reminding me as a child to say “pardon
me” when requesting someone repeat themselves, I am certain I have responded with “what”
many times without the knowledge of the impact I may have been having on the other person.
The word what was not used as part of the data-gathering process in Segment 1; however, it is a
word highlighted in Segment 3 for its ability to be potentially dismissive when used in
conversation with a person for whom English is a second language. Use of the word what when
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seeking clarity versus “pardon me or could you please repeat, may cause an English as a second
language speaker to lose confidence or be hesitant to repeat themselves” (Segment 3).
Though not related to specific words, humour and North American-specific content
were brought forth as examples of: “Unconscious exclusion … when you think of humor, when
you think of childhood references, you don’t have the same references as your colleagues or as
your peers. Sometimes it’s hard to understand the jokes” (Segment 3). There is an opportunity
for open dialogue where all ME employees can share the possible impact of examples, stories,
and references used within the workplace. Better understanding the impact of these examples,
stories, and references will assist ME as they seek to build capacity for dialogue around diversity
and inclusion in the workplace.
Acknowledging Fear. Courage is contagious (B. Brown, 2018), and so are fear and
mistrust (Short, 1998). DiAngelo (2018) argued that challenges to our racial worldviews are a
challenge to our identities as good and moral people. K. Mbolekwa stated,
Everyone wants to see themselves as good and moral but good and moral people can do
bad things. The key is to accept that these bad things do not define us as we can be good
and moral and make a mistake. (personal communications, November 26, 2020)
During the Segment 3 phase a participant stated,
I have worked hard, I earned my position, I am not a bad person AND I have privilege, I
received benefits that others may not have based on my privilege and through my
participation and advancement in a system I have condoned the oppression of others—
that last one will be a big one. (Segment 3)
Though these are inspired words, they do not negate the ingrained fear that many
individuals have about making a mistake or openly acknowledging privilege. High stakes or
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unfamiliar situations such as discussions around diversity and inclusion can leave people feeling
fearful of missteps, of looking or saying something wrong, and ultimately fearful of speaking up
(Boyes, 2020; A. C. Brown, 2021; B. Brown, 2018). A. C. Brown (2020) argued that the fear of
speaking up is based on the knowledge there will be repercussions for doing so:
How do you know this? Because you have been watching it happen. You are not afraid of
a ghost in the closet or a monster under your bed. You are not a child afraid of some
intangible, imaginary outcome. You are afraid of being on the receiving end of the
oppression you have witnessed. (para. 1)
King (2015) argued that when there is a long history of injustice, at some point, payment
must be made, and someone will be inconvenienced. Acknowledgement of injustice can take on
a much larger meaning if it is intertwined with the need for payment for the sins of those who
came before. Creating a dialogue that allows for exploration of acknowledgement separate from
the fear of consequence will be challenging. I noticed an interesting phenomenon during
Segment 3 of the data gathering. As individuals would start to share concerns, they would
inevitably start to suggest solutions and then quickly dismiss the solution as too costly, thus
ending their exploration of the initial discussion. For example, when discussing inclusion, one
participant shared that they had observed that not all religious holidays were recognized in the
organization. This was rapidly followed by a recognition that maybe there are too many, maybe
it would cost too much, and the conclusion that nothing could be done. It takes courage to stand
for one’s vision (Senge, 2006). As discussed earlier in this chapter, acknowledgement of
injustice can take on a much larger meaning if it is intertwined with the need for payment. Our
fear of the solution cannot be the indelible barrier to our willingness to discuss those things that
impede our feelings of inclusion.
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The Risk of Challenging Beliefs. When conversations are based on telling people why
their beliefs are incorrect or their behaviour is inappropriate, we serve only to shut people down
and inhibit dialogue. Addressing serious topics of race or bias through use of language such as
“bad” or “wrong” or “this is what you did” serves only to shut down people’s listening (King,
2015). DiAngelo (2011) noted white people displayed behaviours such as anger, defensiveness,
silence, and withdrawal when confronted with topics of race and privilege as possible drivers of
oppression. As discussed in chapter two, a concept that I believe speaks to this is cognitive
dissonance. This theory suggests that when our actions are out of line with our values, the result
creates feelings of stress and anxiousness, and our subconscious mind will work efficiently, and
usually very effectively, to return to a state of consonance (Festinger & Aronson, 1997; Tavris &
Aronson, 2007). Perhaps this realignment will be achieved by changing a conflicting action, but
perhaps more likely, rationalization and generous interpretation of the situation will allow us to
address our cognitive dissonance without actually addressing the action that caused it (Festinger
& Aronson, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). If our values are such that we believe we are
unbiased and fair individuals who do not support oppression, our reaction to being told otherwise
will be strong denial. If we also consider confirmation bias, which is the tendency to search for
evidence that confirms our belief (Jones & Sugden, 2001), we are unlikely to create open
dialogue by telling people they are biased supporters of systemic structures that reinforce
privilege and oppression. We cannot change that which we do not or are unwilling to see.
Changing the Story we tell Ourselves. We cannot know what goes on inside another
person’s mind, just as they cannot know what goes on inside of ours. Yet, the assumption that we
do know allows us, based on unconscious triggers, to make up the story we then take to be the
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truth: “None of us can carry an organization in our mind—or a family or a community. What we
carry in our heads are images, assumptions, and stories” (Senge, 2006, p. 269).
Short (1998) offered a four-step process to encourage us to challenge the story in our
head to embrace mutual inquiry to learn what is “truth.” To start, there must be an
acknowledgement that the story in your head is made up. Segment 2 of the data offered insight
into this concept of the stories that we make up. In two of the three scenarios, brief genderneutral narratives were shared (Appendix I). Despite no gendering being explicitly stated in the
scenario, participants identified a gender 82% of the time, and male was identified 62% of the
time (Segment 2). Though this study did not delve further into what specifically might have
triggered a belief that the characters in the scenarios were male or female, that might be an area
for future work for ME.
Scenario 1 (Appendix I) identified observed behaviours of a long-term employee such as
being late for work and a disorganized workspace, and participants were asked to speak to the
motivations for such behaviours. While 32% suggested external implications such as family,
childcare, too much work, stress, or personal circumstance, 68% suggested negative internal
motivations such as laziness, lack of motivation, ineffective, or uncaring (Segment 2). Senge
(2006) identified these assumptions as mental models that influence how we understand the
world and how we act. Our reaction and support of a colleague who we believe is struggling with
a personal crisis might differ greatly from that of one we believe to be lazy and lacking in
motivation.
By sharing our stories and engaging in open curiosity about a person’s actual story, it is
possible to learn that the story may be one of illness, family tragedy, or mental health versus
laziness and lack of engagement: “Seeing through a lens of curiosity diminishes our lens of
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judgement” (K. Mbolekwa, personal communications, November 26, 2020). This mutual inquiry
allows for a new story to be told. If we are prepared to acknowledge that the story in our head is
made up, we then hold the freedom to change the story. Normally, we keep our story inside, and
when evidence suggests we are wrong, we ignore it (Short, 1998). Westley et al. (2015)
encouraged going beyond talking about the need for change and building the capacity of people
and organizations. There is an opportunity to build our cognitive ability to be in difficult
conversations so we can educate versus diminish dialogue.
Study Conclusions
Wilson (2008) argued that research is not “worthy or ethical if it does not help to improve
the reality of the research participants” (p. 6). With passion, commitment, and humble intent, I
have undertaken this thesis process with ME. If the commitment to the voice of those immersed
in and impacted by the phenomenon to be studied (Greenwood & Levin, 2007) is a key tenant of
action research, then the pathway to engaging those voices is critical. The need and potential for
change can feel both daunting and overwhelming. Casey Mecija’s (2016) powerful lyrics, “We
are so easily convinced that we’re not strong enough, this war is more than us” (2:10), speak to
the importance of remembering that we are enough, and all actions are important.
The primary purpose of this thesis was to explore how ME might engage the nature of
language and the definitions and values associated with certain words to build capacity for
dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. As part of the exploration, the
intention was to consider the four sub-questions:
1. How might ME engage stakeholders at all levels of the organization to build capacity
for dialogue in the areas of diversity and inclusion in the workplace?
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2. What measurable impacts can be seen regarding the nature of language used by ME
related to building capacity for diversity and inclusion?
3. What can be learned from current experiences and dialogues to better support ME’s
desire to build capacity for dialogue in the areas of diversity and inclusion in the
workplace.
4. What opportunities might exist to identify and mitigate risks to fully embrace
building the capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion and how might ME
embrace these opportunities to engage stakeholders at all levels of the organization.
The process of this thesis has been enlightening, and as I reflect back now, I can see the
narrowness of my lens and my well-engrained mental model (Senge, 2006) regarding
measurement documented in the nature of these sub-questions. The nature of measurement, risk,
and mitigation may speak to my colonial perspectives and will require further exploration. These
subjects will be further discussed throughout this chapter. The nature of building the capacity for
dialogue and the engagement of all stakeholders remains foundational to this project.
These findings centred around three key themes: (a) defining and distinguishing diversity
and inclusion, (b) the opportunity and danger of lived experience, and (c) dialogue and the
structure of dialogue. The gifts of stories, insights, and observations shared by the participants,
supported by academic scholarship, have framed my observation and conclusions.
Theme 1: Defining and Distinguishing Diversity and Inclusion
Fostering a genuine commitment to change requires the skills to unearth a shared picture
of success—a common vision (Senge, 2006). Though facilitated discussions, ME has the
opportunity to engage all stakeholders in the process to define a shared vision of what diversity
and equity mean and why achieving that vision matters to all. This pool of shared meaning not
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only results in better decision making, the nature of being “shared” leads individuals to more
willingly act on whatever decisions are made (Patterson et al., 2002; Senge, 2006). Though
research suggests significant financial benefits from fully embracing diversity and inclusion
(Glassdoor, 2014; Hunt et al., 2018; Smith & Turner, 2015), the traditional hierarchical structure
for decisions may not effectively serve ME in the process. Engaging stakeholders at the
individual and collective level through all levels of the organization will be essential to consider
the spectrum of lenses that exist across all stakeholders (Bolman & Deal, 2017; Ferdman, 2013).
This may require a variety of forums, including town halls, small group session, and one-on-one
discussions. Though a traditional hierarchical approach may not best serve the emergence of
dialogue, the role of leadership is critical. Leadership that is genuine, transparent, and purpose
driven will, over time, develop authenticity and trust among all stakeholders (Dugan, 2017;
Lencioni, 2005; Senge, 2006). Co-creating a shared vision around diversity and inclusion can be
a tool to build stakeholder engagement and buy-in as part of the process to continue to build the
capacity for dialogue.
Theme 2: The Opportunity and Danger of Lived Experience
Each of us holds onto the unfounded belief that we are rational, logical beings who see
the world as it really is, as we base our decision on the results of years of objective analysis
(Coleman, 2015; McRaney, 2012). The world is only accessible through our subjective
experience, and all we can really know is what we experience, see, and feel (Coleman, 2015;
Little Bear, n.d.). As our lived experiences frame the lens through which we see the world, it
offers both opportunity and risk. An exploration of unconscious bias, as it forms our
understanding of truth, may offer ME insight into how past expectations may be driving current
expectations. If the challenges and obstacles of the past are seen as badges of honour versus
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wounds of war, we may be intentionally reinforcing the barriers of the past that are limiting our
ability to allow individuals to show up and be embraced for their true selves. Exploring truth,
perspective, and understanding the past can build stakeholder engagement as part of the process
to continue building the capacity for dialogue and identify the barriers to success that may be
unintentionally reinforced in the workplace. How the development of facilitative leadership
throughout the organization may support ME in this exploration is discussed in chapter five.
Theme 3: Dialogue and the Structure of Dialogue
To build the capacity for dialogue, we must consider the structure of dialogue. Despite
significant investments of resources in diversity training, the results have not driven the desired
change and, in many cases, left organizations in a position worse than before they undertook the
training (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Marchal, n.d.). The exploration of dialogue and the structure of
dialogue led to the consideration of four sub-themes: (a) the power of language,
(b) acknowledging fear, (c) the risk of challenging beliefs, and (d) changing the story we tell
ourselves.
The Power of Language. Words have incredible power, and the same words may mean
very different things to different people. The findings, as identified in Segment 1 (Appendix H),
suggest an opportunity to further explore the meaning of words and the emotions associated with
them. Words such as bias, ignorance, and professional held strong emotional characteristics for
participants and may offer insight into barriers for diversity and inclusion in the workforce. The
opportunity exists to define and destigmatize words such as bias and ignorance, while also
exploring the nature of unconscious exclusion from words such as professional or what. The
nature of humour and its potential impact on unconscious exclusion is another area identified to
be further explored.
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Acknowledging Fear. Fear has the power to sway, distort and rupture the conventions of
the human psyche (Pelczar, 2013). Senge (2006) argued that “fear can produce extraordinary
changes in short periods, but aspiration endures as a continuing source of learning and growth”
(p. 288). Participant stories in Segment 3 suggested a range of fears, including fear of the
unknown: “Like we’re focusing on something so small, but is it small? Is it really supposed to be
big? I don’t know what the answer is” (Segment 3); fear of being too different: “For such a long
time saying, no, no, I’m the same, just continue to look at me as the same” (Segment 3) or not
different enough: “As I try to get people to stop looking at me as different, I’m making myself
vanilla” (Segment 3); fear of the solution: “How far do we take this? What if we go too far”
(Segment 3); and an overall fear of not knowing what the right thing to do is: “I don’t know what
the answer is. I guess that’s the thing. I feel challenged by it” (Segment 3). Fear and mistrust
may be contagious, but so is courage (B. Brown, 2018; Short, 1998): “Even if you don’t have like
a full in depth understanding, it’s having that empathy to understand that something is maybe
not the way that you see it” (Segment 3). The opportunity exists for ME to create a dialogue that
allows for exploration of acknowledgement separate from the fear of consequence. Our fear of
the solution cannot be the indelible barrier to our willingness to discuss those things that impede
our feelings of inclusion.
The Risk of Challenging Beliefs. Topics associated with diversity and inclusion can be
very personal and, as such, can be closely tied to our personal values and beliefs. Words or
phrases that may be interpreted as a criticism of our actions or values can create feelings of stress
and anxiety (Aronson & Festinger, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). If we cannot change that
which we are unable or unwilling to see, the opportunity exists for ME to explore the nature of
unconscious bias as it relates to the lens through which we view the world. There is an
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opportunity to create dialogue that has us consider that we are good people, and we may be
capable of the unconscious reinforcement of barriers to diversity and inclusion.
Change the Story we tell Ourselves. Our unconscious bias is fundamental to our
humanity (Benson, 2016; Hertel, 2019; Ross, 2020). These biases, developed throughout our
lifetime, feed the deeply ingrained assumptions that influence how we understand the world and
how we take action (Senge, 2006). The findings, in Segment 2 (Appendix I), demonstrated the
nature of how participants unconsciously completed stories and filled in the gaps in data with
perceived patterns in scenarios where information was limited or missing. By sharing our stories
and engaging in open curiosity about a person’s actual story, we then hold the freedom to
acknowledge that the story in our head is made up and to change the story. Stories may speak to
our beliefs and the emotions associated with those beliefs. There is an opportunity to build our
cognitive ability to infer thoughts or beliefs and our affective ability to have feelings or emotions
in difficult conversations to build versus diminish the capacity for dialogue (Healey &
Grossman, 2018). These findings have informed the recommendations outlined in chapter five.
Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry
This research project was a participatory action research study to explore how ME might
engage the nature of language and the definitions and values associated with certain words to
build capacity for dialogue as it related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The original
target participant level was 50 from the total of 237 employees. However, 34 employees
volunteered for the project. The number of volunteers was less than expected by ME; however, it
is unclear if participation rates were lower due to concerns with the project or general Zoom
fatigue and the requirement for all data gathering to be undertaken in a virtual environment. The

79
research considered feedback from a range of functional areas and positions throughout the
organization; it did not break down feedback by race or gender of participants.
Though ME is one of the top 10 accounting firms in BC (Manning Elliott, n.d.), as a
professional accounting firm, it still represents a relatively homogeneous environment. Though
the nature of the research may not be transferable to other industries, the findings may hold
relevance for other CPA firms.
The nature of qualitative research is seen to be more subjective, as it is more engaged in
understanding the experience of a phenomena. It is not always quantifiably measurable and,
therefore, open to interpretation (Lee, 1992). Though I have engaged my ME advisory team and
thesis inquiry team throughout the process and sought to weave the stories and ideas shared from
participants throughout this thesis, this research and my findings are framed by the lens through
which I engage with the world. I endeavoured to approach each aspect of this research from a
place of respect, vulnerability, and with mindful consideration of how my lived experience
implicates my objectivity.
Chapter Summary
Chapter four offered a review and discussion of the findings and conclusions born from
the four data segments gathered from the 34 participants, integrated with the collective scholarly
voices considered in chapter two. The findings were structured into three key themes: (a)
defining and distinguishing diversity and inclusion, (b) the opportunity and danger of lived
experience, and (c) dialogue and the structure of dialogue. These themes support the four
recommendations that are further articulated in chapter five.
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications
Senge (2006) defined a learning organization as one where “people continually expand
their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patters of thinking
are nurtured, where collective aspirations are set free, and where people are continually learning
how to learn together” (p. 24). Continuing to build ME as a learning organization is not an
ultimate destination, but rather a lifelong journey. Participants shared ME’s desire for change
and the curiosity about the process: “I’m just curious, is [this study] going to improve any of my
workplace?” and “Useful information will not come from yet another study; real action plans
and results are need” (Segment 3). Assistant professor of economics at Colorado State
University Guy Numa (as cited in Dodge, 2020) observed: “Even though the discussion starts, it
never leads to concrete actions. After a few weeks or months, there is rarely action to follow up
on the words” (para. 32). As noted by Martin (2021), “Resolving complex problems requires lot
of different skills, including concentration, imagination and communication” (para. 1). As such, I
offer some steps to begin the journey as ME seeks to engage the nature of language to build
capacity for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
This journey may not be easy, and it will take courage and a willingness to risk failure.
“If you choose courage, you will absolutely know failure, disappointment, setback, and even
heartbreak. That’s why we call it courage. That’s why it’s so rare” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 19). J. M.
Barrie (as cited in Maxwell, 2000) stated, “We are all failures—at least, all the best of us” (p. 1).
The framing of failure as a steppingstone to success will be important throughout this journey, as
even the most positive of people may struggle to see failure as positive (Maxwell, 2000). Though
this initial work may lay important groundwork, it is only one small step along the journey.
Diversity and inclusion are not targets to be achieved, but are continuously created through the
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ways people and the organization operates to allow people to do their best work, and
organizations can gain the full benefit of a diverse workforce (Young, 2019).
Within chapter four, four sub-themes were explored within the discussions of Finding 3
and Theme 3 of the Conclusions section: (a) the power of language, (b) acknowledging fear,
(c) the risk of challenging beliefs, and (d) changing the story we tell ourselves. These sub-themes
represented core opportunities and challenges for ME as they seek to build capacity for dialogue
around diversity and inclusion in the workplace. These sub-themes and the data shared
throughout chapter four will be foundational to the topics framed by the structure dialogue as
ME seeks to leverage their vision identified through the implementation of the recommendations
outlined in this chapter.
Study Recommendations
The nature of recommendations for this type of work may be paradoxical. A
recommendation is defined as “advice telling someone what the best thing to do is” (Cambridge,
n.d.-b, para. B2). The research identified that bias cannot be simply outlawed, and a commandand-control approach to diversity focus on the dos and don’ts will not only not address diversity
and inclusion, but may also increase feelings of guilt and shame, resulting in defensiveness and
resistance to change (DiAngelo, 2018; Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Ross, 2020). The four
recommendations presented in this report outline tangible actions that are offered as a guide for
ME to continue this journey as they seek to find the best path for their stakeholders within their
organization. Within these recommendations, ME may engage the nature of language to build
capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace, intentionally
building a culture of courage, learning, and adaptability as ME moves from a diverse workplace
to an inclusive one that is responsive to all stakeholders, internal and external.
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Recommendation 1: Facilitator Training for All Partners, Opportunity Team Members, and
Others Who May be Interested
Building the capacity for dialogue starts with building the capacity of the leadership to
facilitate dialogue: “Being a good facilitator isn’t the same as knowing how to manage people or
run a meeting. It all comes down to understanding the tools–and structure–that help people
collaborate” (Klein, 2017, para. 1).
Great leadership is not about having all the answers, but rather, it is about knowing how
to ask questions and allowing the answers from the group to guide the process of discovery to
build an environment of curiosity (Gesell, 2014; Reilly, 2017; Straus, 1990). “By demonstrating
that it is safe to not know, the leader represents a culture where asking questions is both safe and
desired” (Gesell, 2014, p. 16). “Dialogue demands we take a neutral stance if the undertaking is
to be embraced and people lean in” (K. Mbolekwa, personal communications, July 11, 2021).
Facilitative leadership may offer ME an effective approach to address challenging issues where
the way forward may yet still be unclear.
The initial goal was to attract 30–50 participants, and ME thought the likely number of
volunteers would exceed 50. Ultimately, there were 34 participants in the study. The reason for
the low turnout was not clear and may or may not relate to apathy or fear for the topic.
Participant comments such as: “Is [this study] going to improve any of my workplace?” and
“Useful information will not come from yet another study; real action plans and results are
needed” (Segment 3) may suggest apprehensive over ME’s commitment to long-term change. If
change can begin with a single conversation and engaging stakeholders is critical to building a
foundation for change (Stavros et al., 2018; Stroh, 2015), then ME will need to develop and
foster and culture of engagement. Gesell (2014) supported this concept in stating,
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Neither the most efficient process nor the clearest objectives mean very much if the group
members are not able to reach for their best while engaging in the work to be done. By
supporting everyone to do their best thinking, a facilitator enables group members to
search for inclusive solutions and build sustainable agreements. (para. 13)
A facilitator training session should be developed and delivered by an experienced
facilitator who can assist ME to develop the internal capacity to effectively lead ongoing
dialogue across the organization. The nature of a facilitator training session would be to develop
participant capacity to build trust, encourage versus direct, guard the vision of success, and give
and receive effective feedback.
Building Trust. Engaging all stakeholders in an environment of transparency and
accountability serves to bring out the best in people by allowing them to feel seen and respected
and know that their contributions will be equally clear to all (Gesell, 2014; Reilly, 2017; Senge,
2006; Straus, 1990). Team members who engage in dialogue on a regular basis develop a deep
trust and respect for each other, recognizing their strengths lay as much in their difference as in
their similarities (Senge, 2006). Trust is not earned in the grand gestures or highly visible
actions, but rather through “paying attention, listening and gestures of genuine care and
connection (B. Brown, 2018, p. 62). Building and maintaining trust may require ME leadership
to maintain consistent, visible, and transparent discussions throughout all levels of the
organization.
Encourage versus Direct. Fundamental to engagement and empowerment is an
individual’s belief in their ability to exert a degree of control over their environment (Drea,
2021). Reilly (2017) argued that leaders “no longer have the luxury of time, energy, or power to
control their people’s activities” (p. 2). Facilitative leadership skills include the ability to motivate
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people to convince versus directing people to behave as we wish (Reilly, 2017; Straus, 1990).
Bias cannot be outlawed, and mandating training associated with diversity can activate bias or
spark a backlash (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016).
Guard the Vision of Success. In this case, the vision is not that of the entire
organization, but rather of what ME would like to accomplish through building capacity for
dialogue around diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Facilitative leadership entails
embracing and clearly articulating the vision of success as the scaffolding for exploration of how
ME can cultivate shared responsibility towards achieving that vision of success (Gesell, 2014;
Straus, 1990). The opportunity and process for ME to develop a vision for success is explored in
Recommendation 2.
Giving and Receiving Effect Feedback. Robert Allen (as cited in Reilly, 2017, p. 55)
offered: “There is no failure, only feedback.” Facilitative leadership requires many challenging
skills, including “empathic listening, detailed observation, and a keen understanding of human
needs and desires” (Reilly, 2017, p. 57). Zenger and Folkman (2013) contended that “positive
feedback can motivate people to continue doing what they’re doing well, and do it with more
vigor, determination, and creativity” (para. 7). High-performing teams experience, on average
5.6 positive comments for every negative one, while low-performing teams receive 0.36 to 1
(Zenger & Folkman, 2013). Despite skill development, feedback can be challenging to give and
or receive for reasons such as courage to take on discussions outside a comfort zone, fear of
peoples’ reaction, or cultural norms around the nature and appropriateness of feedback (B.
Brown, 2018; Reilly, 2017). B. Brown (2018) asserted that courage is contagious, and I would
suggest the same is true for feedback. The willingness to be vulnerable to enable the offering of
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sincere, authentic feedback can create a cultural norm that this is not only encouraged but also
expected.
Conversations around diversity and inclusion can be difficult and, at times, potentially
triggering (Sukhera, 2020). It will be critical for ME to set its people up for courage and success
in this area by investing in the time to develop key internal human resources that have the
capacity to “leveraging the power of collective thinking” to manage crucial conversations
(Senge, 2006, p. 422). Patterson et al. (2002) defined a crucial conversation as one where the
stakes are high, opinions may vary, and where emotion may run strong. I would argue that the
potential for each of these elements runs high as ME seeks to take on dialogue around diversity
and inclusion. Engaging all partners, Opportunity Team members, and others who may be
interested will signal ME’s commitment to the process, while ensuring leadership have the skill
set to facilitate critical conversations that will engage all stakeholders.
Recommendation 2: A Common Vision for Success
Fostering a genuine commitment to change requires the skills to unearth a clear vision of
the desired future—a common vision (Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015). With the implementation of
Recommendation 1, ME will have begun to build the internal human capacity to engage
stakeholders at all levels of the organization to develop a common vision for success regarding
diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Fundamental to this engagement will be the need to
develop and articulate a common vision around what diversity and inclusion means to ME and
what, as an organization, they wish to achieve by fully embracing diversity and inclusion in the
workplace. A common vision involves a shared sense of direction and agreement (Stroh, 2015)
and allows people to “excel and learn not because they are told to, but because they want to”
(Senge, 2006, p. 29). As expressed in chapter four, the role of leadership is critical as only

86
leadership that is genuine, transparent, and purpose driven will, over time, develop authenticity
and trust among all stakeholders (Dugan, 2017; Lencioni, 2005; Senge, 2006). ME has currently
identified its internal Opportunity Committee, led by Sheryne Mecklai and Sylvia Marks, as the
leads to best move forward with the recommendations outlined in this thesis. As ME moves to
develop a common vision for success, the role of leadership will need to be examined and
champions identified throughout leadership who are tasked to ensure the journey continues.
As identified in chapters two and four, there does not appear to be a clear definition of
what diversity and inclusion means to ME. As presented in Dodge (2020), Lindsey Schneider,
Assistant Professor of Ethnic Studies, offered that:
Too often diversity issues are seen in a quantitative way, like we just need to add more
people of color, and that will solve the problem. That might be part of the solution,
but it’s also about addressing the systems and structures that created the problem in the
first place. (para. 8)
Exploring what diversity and inclusion mean to all ME employees may create the opportunity to
adjust the current values to consider elements beyond language and may offer insights to inform
hiring and advancement criteria as ME seeks to expand in the future. This may require a variety
of forums, including town halls, small group sessions and one-on-one discussions with the
support of Enterprise Discussion Management (EDM) tools, such as ThoughtExchange.
Defining a common vision for diversity and inclusion in the workplace may allow ME to
develop new policy. As Cotugno (2018) asserted, without understanding how to drive behaviour,
a policy is merely words on paper. Effective policy needs to be clear and consistent, addressing
genuine needs within the organization and formulated in ways that are easy to follow and
produce genuine results (Gartenstein, 2017). If a common vision for success offers ME clarity on
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the desired destination, effective policy may offer ME the road map to ensure all employees
understand and are inspired to follow the path towards that destination.
Recommendation 3: Starting a Dialogue around Unconscious Bias
With the development of internal human capacity to embrace facilitative leadership
through Recommendation 1 and the shared vision of success developed through
Recommendation 2, ME would be ready to delve into a dialogue around unconscious bias. We
are biased by the nature of our humanity, and the risk of leaving our unconscious bias unchecked
is that we risk these biases turning into discrimination (Martinelli, 2017; Ross, 2020).
Our biases, which are formed through a lifetime of direct and indirect messages about
groups of people, can cause us to have unconscious attitudes about people based on
characteristics like race, ethnicity, and gender (Jackson, 2018). The opportunity lies in creating a
dialogue to increases awareness of biases, identify where they create risks within the
organization as related to diversity and inclusion, and engage in the necessary discourse to find a
creative solution to mitigate these risks. Embracing both diversity and inclusion goes beyond
matching company percentages to represent the population served and seeking to tackle issues
facing marginalized identities by exploring the norms of existing conduct and considering how
these may be exclusionary (Kapuku, 2019).
Engaging all stakeholders will be critical to building a foundation for change as ME
employees work together to share the responsibility to solve critical social problems in an
organizational context (Pasque et al., 2016; Stroh, 2015); however, it will be key to do so without
making the sessions mandatory. As identified in Recommendation 1, an individual’s belief in their
ability to exert a degree of control over their environment is fundamental to engagement and
empowerment (Drea, 2021). Mandatory training may trigger psychological reactance, where
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individuals react to a sense that there is a threat to or elimination of a specific behavioural
freedom (Brehm, 1989), which can result in a defensive backlash, triggering tension, identity
compartmentalization, and negative emotions such as shame. ME leadership will need to be
visible, active participants, and multiple session may need to be held to build trust in the process.
Rules and re-education can result in feelings of guilt or shame; it is far more effective to
engage managers in solving the problem (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). As a participant noted,
It’s hard to find the right avenue to have conversations where you’re making it a
constructive kind of process. That’s where it can be difficult. You’re always learning
from each of them,… but it’s taking that leap to be proactive for something, as opposed to
being silent on it. (Segment 3)
Young (2019) offered questions as potential discussion starters for dialogue around
diversity and inclusion:
What does your direct manager say or do that makes you feel valued and respected? In
what ways does his/her behavior make you feel the opposite?
Tell me about a time when “being different” from others at work affected your
willingness to share an opinion or idea.
How does your organization foster an environment where people who come from
different backgrounds know that their ideas are valued? Where does it fall short? What
specific actions would make it better? (Hold Focus Groups section, para. 2–4)
Led by trained facilitators, as developed through Recommendation 1, ME can seek to create a
series of dialogue sessions. These sessions could begin to explore what unconscious bias means,
consider the drivers of unconscious bias, such as unconscious exclusion, and reflect on how we
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might begin to identify and mitigate the risks of unconscious bias in our workplace, with the
intent to explore the potential barriers to diversity and inclusion.
Recommendation 4: A Clear Plan for Ongoing Dialogue Leading to Action
Change can begin with a single conversation, and trust is earned in the small moments,
not the grand gestures (B. Brown, 2018; Stavros et al., 2018). As identified earlier in this chapter,
this journey may not be easy, and it will take courage to try and a willingness to risk failure:
The complaint has been that diversity and inclusion are not addressed at the top level.
Doing word association doesn’t offer any insight as to specific complaints by staff about
lack of diversity and inclusion. In my opinion, that is where any useful information will
come from. Not this vague college experiment that has probably been done hundreds of
times before with no real action plan or results. (Segment 4)
Gleeson (2017, para. 4) coined the term “change battle fatigue,” which refers to the
impact of past change initiative failures that plague the minds of employees. ME’s courage to
engage on this journey has raised expectations, and though potential for disappointment is high,
so too is the potential for impactful change that establishes ME as a leader in its field.
Bradbury (2019) offered Paolo Freire’s quote: “We can’t get there from there, we can
only get there from here” (para. 1). This work lays important groundwork and represents the
initial steps along the journey as ME embraces where they are on the journey and seeks to define
where they wish to go. The initial inquiry question looked at how ME might engage the nature of
language and the definitions and values associated with certain words to build capacity for
dialogue related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. McElroy (2015) stated, “Language
comes from our desire to move beyond our isolation and have some sort of connection with one
another. Words by themselves are lifeless, they’re inert. They’re nothing more than symbols”
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(para. 2). Diversity and inclusion are not simply tasks to be completed, but more they are ideals
and beliefs to be embraced through a powerful, rewarding, and challenging journey of
commitment and action. Though ME may be at the start of this journey, the commitment and
courage to take these initial steps may offer guidance and support for other organizations seeking
to start or continue their journey. There is no weakness in owning where we start from, only fear
of taking the next step. In the poignant works of Martin Luther King Jr. (1967), "If you can't fly,
then run. If you can't run, then walk. If you can't walk, then crawl, but all means, keep moving".
Organizations must seek to understand and declare their intent to address systemic barriers and
overcome systemic discrimination in its various forms. “Eventually, one can hope that as
organizations journey forward, they will come to the realization that achieving their diversity and
inclusion aspirations is rooted in overcoming barriers of systemic discriminations” (K.
Mbolekwa, personal communications, August 30, 2021). The work reflects ME's commitment
to continuing the journey. Chapter four identified several words that may potentially be
inhibiting ME’s capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion. This included bias,
professional, introversion versus extroversion, equity, and the word what. “Words, like
systems, processes, and practices, are inert. How those systems, processes and practices come
to life and are experienced by others depends on of the people who apply them that shapes their
experience of the organization” (K. Mbolekwa, personal communications, August 30, 2021).
Further exploration of the definitions, experiences, and values associated with these words
will be essential as ME seeks to build capacity for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion
in the workplace. Building capacity for dialogue will require ME to embrace what it has
learned to create accountability for the outcomes it wishes to achieve. Diversity and
inclusion are not targets to be achieved but are continuously created through the ways people
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and the organization operate to allow people to do their best work, and as such, organiza tions
can gain the full benefit of a diverse workforce (Young, 2019).
Transparency and accountability will be essential to this process: “When certain
comments are made, whether it is behind closed doors or in the open, they should be nipped in
the bud” (Segment 4). Ongoing stakeholder engagement necessitates a commitment to ongoing
open dialogue, including an honest exchange of ideas, issues, and resolutions of conflicts through
discussions (Arora et al., 2015). Aristotle (as cited in Goins, 2013) once said, “We are what we
repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit” (para. 1). The dialogue series identified
in Recommendation 3 is a step along the journey of continuous learning and dialogue as ME
seeks to engage the nature of language and the definitions and values associated with certain
words to build capacity for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Organizational Implications
ME was engaged and committed throughout the process of this project. The advisory
team assigned by ME leadership was actively engaged in the framing of the project, the
development of the sessions, and the formulation of the recommendations. On May 6, 2021, 189
of ME’s 237 employees were present for the review of the data gathered, and ME further
reinforced its commitment to the process. ME’s Opportunity Committee, led by Sheryne Mecklai
and Sylvia Marks, will determine how best to move forward with the recommendations. It is
expected an additional presentation will be made to all partners followed up by another full
company-wide town hall as discussions on the implementation of the recommendations become
formalized.
This research has created awareness and expectations for action across the ME
organization. Initial discussions on language, diversity, and inclusion have laid the foundation

92
for the journey that ME will need to embrace to fully build its new structures for sustained
capacity building for dialogue around diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Much of the
organizational implications for this thesis will come from the implementation of the
recommendations by ME. There is the expectation that the recommendations outlined will lead
ME to build the capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion. This capacity for dialogue
will support ME as it builds and maintains a workforce that at all levels is representative of the
voices and lived experiences of the clients they serve, the community in which they reside, and
the community they wish to engage in the future. The goal is to engage a workforce that
embraces the differences between individuals to ensure that each of these varying attributes and
characteristics are valued and individuals have the opportunity to do their best work (Ferdman,
2013).
Implications for Future Inquiry
There is a large breadth of work still to be considered regarding how ME engages the
nature of language and the definitions and values associated with certain words to build capacity
for dialogue related to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Within the framework of
dialogue and the structure of dialogue, four sub-themes were explored: (a) the power of
language, (b) acknowledging fear, (c) the risk of challenging beliefs, and (d) changing the story
we tell ourselves. Each of these sub-themes represent an area for further exploration.
With regards to the power of language, the nature of the words considered and shared
identified the power for words to create unconscious exclusion and a seemingly large breath of
common understanding for key words considered. The initial research participants were provided
with 20 words and asked to provide the first three words that came to mind. The extent of the
lack of common definition found speaks to a need to further explore how people associate

93
meanings with words. Further exploration into the emotions associated with these words would
be beneficial. If words are associated with an individual ideology, they may rigger intense
emotional reactions (DiAngelo, 2018). Beyond this, specific research within ME on how words,
such as “what,” or the use of humour can result in unconscious exclusion would be beneficial.
This exploration might offer a broader knowledge of the aspects of language that may be
intentionally inhibiting ME’s ability to build the capacity for dialogue around diversity and
inclusion in the workforce.
ME is a long-standing, respected firm within the CPA community and the general British
Columbia (BC) business community. ME’s leadership and courage to embark on this work may
offer a pathway for other members of the CPA community. Those seeking to embrace language
to better understand how the emotions and values associated with certain words may allow us to
build the capacity to engage in dialogue that leads to embracing diversity and inclusion in the
workplace will benefit from ME's leadership. As a CPA that offers professional development
courses with the CPA community, the knowledge, experiences, and insight gifted to me will
support the development of future training courses that I deliver.
Thesis Summary
In partnership with ME, I explored how ME might engage the nature of language and the
definitions and values associated with certain words, grounded in unconscious bias and cognitive
dissonance, to build capacity for dialogue that relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
Though a PAR methodology with an appreciative inquiry perspective, I employed storytelling
and liberating structure methods in small group and individual interview formats.
Through the gift of contributions from 34 participants from ME, a breadth of scholarly
resources, and the support of my advisory and inquiry team, the research produced three themes:
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(a) Defining and Distinguishing Diversity and Inclusion, (b) The Opportunity and Danger of
Lived Experience, and (c) Dialogue and the Structure of Dialogue. Within the framework of
dialogue and the structure of dialogue, four sub-themes were explored: (a) the power of
language, (b) acknowledging fear, (c) the risk of challenging beliefs, and (d) changing the story
we tell ourselves. These themes formed the foundation for the four recommendations explored in
detail in chapter five. These recommendations were:
1. Offer facilitator training for all partners, Opportunity Team members, and others who
may be interested. This recommendation seeks to allow ME to build the capacity of
leadership throughout the organization to facilitate meaningful dialogue that will develop
and foster a culture of engagement throughout the journey.
2. Create a common vision for success. ME will need to develop a common vision around
what diversity and inclusion mean to them and what, as an organization, they wish to
achieve by fully embracing diversity and inclusion in the workplace. A common vision
for success offers ME clarity on the desired destination and the means to create the road
map to ensure all employees understand and are inspired to follow the path towards that
destination.
3. Start a dialogue around unconscious bias. The opportunity lies in creating a dialogue to
understand how we all are biased by the nature of our humanity. A better understanding
of biases offers ME the opportunity to identify where biases create risks within the
organization as related to diversity and inclusion and engage in the necessary discourse to
find a creative solution to mitigate these risks.
4. Develop a clear plan for ongoing dialogue. Diversity and inclusion are not simply tasks
to be completed, but more they are ideals and beliefs to be embraced through a powerful,
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rewarding, and challenging journey of commitment and action. The champions identified
throughout leadership will be tasked to ensure the journey continues.
These recommendations outline tangible actions that ME, led by the Opportunity Committee,
may take to continue this journey as they seek to build capacity for dialogue related to diversity
and inclusion in the workplace, intentionally building a culture of courage, learning, and
adaptability as ME moves from a diverse workplace to an inclusive one that is responsive to all
stakeholders, internal and external.
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Appendix A: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement
Greetings XXXXXX,
As part of my Master’s Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University I will be
conducting an inquiry study with Manning Elliott LLP, Chartered Professional Accountants
(Manning Elliott) to explore how might Manning Elliott engage the nature of language, and the
definitions and values associated with certain words, grounded in unconscious bias and cognitive
dissonance, to build capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.
My credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine
Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at [phone #] or email [email address].
Inquiry Team Member Role Description and Timeframe
With tremendous appreciation for your busy schedule, I am seeking assistance in the
following areas:
Tasks and Desired Outcome
1. A high-level review of the final proposal.
Outcome: feedback on areas that require greater depth or clarity
2. A sounding board for draft communications for soliciting
volunteers.

Timeframe
Draft to IT by Oct
7th with feedback
requested by Oct 16th.
Draft to IT by Oct
7th with feedback
requested by Oct 16th.

Outcome: feedback on areas that require greater depth or clarity
as a powerful call to action tool
3. A sounding board for my draft questions and process of inquiry
for the small group and individual interviews

Draft to IT by Oct 21st
with feedback
requested by Oct 30th.
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Outcome: feedback on areas that require greater depth or clarity
and discussion to help ensure the exploration of language does not
serve to cause greater harm beneath the veil of positive intent.
4. Participate in a pilot of the individual interview and the group

Mid to late Nov 2020

session prior to formally engaging Manning Elliott staff.
Outcome: feedback on areas that require greater depth or clarity
and discussion to help ensure the exploration of language does not
serve to cause greater harm beneath the veil of positive intent.
5. A review of my analysis of the data and summary findings

Feb 2021

Outcome: feedback on gaps, readability, depth, and clarity as a
catalyst for change. Inquiry team members will other their lens as
view to mitigate potential bias in the analysis of data.
6. Review of the draft of the final thesis paper
Outcome: feedback on areas that require clarity as a driver of
change as Manning Elliott looks engage the nature of language
and the definitions and values associated with certain words,
grounded in unconscious bias and cognitive dissonance, to build
capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the
workplace.

Early June 2021
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Confidentiality of Inquiry Data
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this
inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the
functions of this project and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information,
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying
information.
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used,
disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by myself, under direction of the Royal
Roads Academic Supervisor.
Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to
share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with me.
Kind regards
Tammy Towill

Statement of Informed Consent:
I have read and understand this agreement.

______________________________
Name (Please Print)

_______________________ _______________
Signature
Date
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Appendix B: Information Letter
Thesis project in partnership with Manning Elliott
My name is Tammy Towill, and this research project is part of the requirement for a
master’s degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads
University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of
Leadership Studies: [email address] or [phone #].
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization
The purpose of my research project is to explore how might Manning Elliott engage the
nature of language to build capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the
workplace.
Your participation and how the information will be collected.
We are looking for between 30-50 volunteers from throughout all levels of the Manning
Elliott organization. To ensure the greatest diversity of voice from within the organization, the
participants will be selected on a first-come, first-serve basis, within the categories listed below.
Target # for
study

Total Staff
Partners

30

13%

6

Technicians

8

3%

2

Administrative

39

17%

8

CPA Students

62

26%

13

Senior Accountants

52

22%

11

Managers & Principals

46

19%

10

237

100%

50
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Please reach out to myself, Tammy Towill [email address], or Sylvia Marks [email
address] if you have any questions or would like any additional information. Participation will
be capped at 50 to ensure a reasonable workload for data analysis.
Participants will have the option to participate in a small group discussion or an
individual interview if they prefer a more confidential setting. The interview and the small group
discussions will each be limited to 90 minutes. Small group discussions will be limited to 10-12
people, and multiple sessions will be held from which you can select. As all methods will be
employed in a virtual environment, sharing of information may be handled through verbal
discussion, use of the chat function, or internal polls embedded within the meeting software.
Benefits and risks to participation
Benefits
A commitment to diversity and inclusion is foundational to Manning Elliott values. Potential
benefits may include:


Insight into how to leverage existing initiatives that have achieved measurable impacts on
practices related to diversity and inclusion.



Identify areas where Manning Elliott may wish to develop future initiatives to build
capacity for dialogue around diversity and inclusion.



Possible opportunities to identify and mitigate risks to fully embrace diversity and
inclusion in the workplace.

Risks and Mitigations
Though the topic of diversity and inclusion can sometimes trigger conflicting emotions, the
research is focused on appreciative inquiry and opportunities. The risks of this project are
minimal, and the following steps will be taken to mitigate risk.
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Participation is fully voluntary, and participants can remove themselves from the study at
any point.



Data collected will be confidential and anonymized.



ME will ensure all participants are aware of the process to engage with professional
support should any be desired because of participation in this project.

Inquiry Team
These are challenging times, and diversity and inclusion topics, especially if linked to
privilege and oppression, can create powerful emotions, including potentially fear. To seek out
additional support, I will engage an inquiry team founded in a diversity of voice to help ensure
the exploration of language I undertake does not serve to cause greater harm beneath the veil of
positive intent. My inquiry team will be comprised of three people. Two members of my
master’s cohort that bring unique views and perspective to the project and a third member from
CPABC who is actively engaged in training for the CPABC membership.
Conflict of Interest
I hold a CPA designation and provide several training seminars to CPA members on a
contract basis. This project is for an academic endeavour, and there is no compensation for this
project. I acknowledge that information gathered may inform future course development, but all
data collected will be confidential and anonymized. Written permission will be obtained before
any anonymized stories are used outside the boundaries of this project.
Confidentiality, the security of data, and retention period
All information I collect will be maintained in confidence. Electronic data (such as
transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a password protected computer. Information will be
recorded and, where appropriate, summarized, in an anonymous format, in the body of the final
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report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless a specific
agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential.
All data will be stored on Canadian servers.
Sharing results
The formal outcome of this project will be a thesis meeting all requirements for
publication through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and Archives Canada, and
ProQuest/UMI, and the RRU D-Space. In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads
University in partial fulfillment for a master’s in leadership, I will present my findings to the
Manning Elliott leadership team. A copy of my final thesis will be available to participants in
the project that wishes to have access.
Procedure for withdrawing from the study.
Participants may withdraw from the study at any time, and any information shared in an
individual interview can be removed. Information shared in a group session prior to a
participant’s withdrawal may still be used as part of the study. All information will an
anonymized.
You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the email request for participation that will be sent on Oct 30th, you indicate that you have read and
understand the information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this
project.
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records.
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Appendix C: Invitation
Dear [Prospective Participant],
I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This
project is part of the requirement for my master’s degree in Leadership at Royal Roads
University. Manning Elliott has approved this project and have agreed to allow me to contact
potential participants for this purpose.
The purpose of my research project is to explore how Manning Elliott might engage the
nature of language, to build capacity for dialogue as it relates to diversity and inclusion in the
workplace.
You have the option to participate in a small group discussion for or an individual
interview if you prefer a more confidential setting. The interview and the and the small group
discussions will each be limited to 90 minutes.
Small group discussions will be limited to 10-12 people, and it is expected that four or
five sessions will be held from which you can select. As all methods will be employed in a
virtual environment, sharing of information may be handled through verbal discussion, use of the
chat function, anonymous surveys, or internal polls embedded within the meeting software.
The information letter attached contains further information about the study conduct and
will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether you wish to participate. Please
review this information before responding.
You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to
participate, you are free to withdraw at any point during the project without prejudice.
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Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding
the project and its outcomes. A call for volunteers will be sent on Friday, October 30th, 2020.

Kind regards,
Tammy Towill
Email: [email address]
Telephone: [phone #]
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Appendix D: Group Session Guide
Time Frame: 90 minutes
Introduction, welcome and acknowledgement of consent

10 minutes

Purpose and framing of the session

5 minutes

Association of meaning to words.
Activity: Participants are provided with words (i.e., bias) and asked to provide
the first three words that come to mind. Data will be captured in individual
GoogleDoc sheets, so participants are not influenced by the responses of others.

10 minutes

Stories and Interpretations
Activity: Participants will be told a series of ‘stories or scenarios. Based on
each the participants will be asked to share their understanding about the key
players motivations from the story.

20 minutes

Participants’ Experiences
Activity: Participants will be given the opportunity to share a story that relates
to an experience of language which impacted their views of diversity and or
inclusion. This will be voluntary, and participants may choose not to share in
this segment.

35 minutes

Wrap up and next steps.
A review of how results will be shared.
A link (https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/PL6NSGQ) will be shared for
additional feedback and or a request for an individual interview.
A reminder of additional support if required based on participation in the
session.
Thank you and acknowledgement of the contributions of the participants.

10 minutes
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Appendix E: Individual Interview Guide
Time Frame: 90 minutes
Introduction, welcome and acknowledgement of consent

10 minutes

Purpose and framing of the session

5 minutes

Association of meaning to words.

10 minutes

Activity: Participants are provided with words (i.e., bias) and asked to provide
the first three words that come to mind. Data will be captured in individual
GoogleDoc sheets, so participants are not influenced by the responses of others.
Stories and Interpretations

20 minutes

Activity: Participants will be told a series of ‘stories or scenarios. Based on
each the participants will be asked to share their understanding about the key
players motivations from the story.
Participants’ Experiences

35 minutes

Activity: Participants will be given the opportunity to share a story that relates
to an experience of language which impacted their views of diversity and or
inclusion. This will be voluntary, and participants may choose not to share in
this segment.
Wrap up and next steps.
A review of how results will be shared.
A reminder of where to go if additional support is required based on
participation in the session.
Thank you and acknowledgement of the contributions of the participants.

10 minutes
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Appendix F: Consent Form
All volunteers will be sent the following consent form. Only those submitted completed
forms will be allowed to participate int the study. Both small group sessions and individual
interviews will be undertaken through Zoom. At the start of all group sessions and individual
interviews, participants will be reminded of each of the points they agreed to on the consent
form.
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Appendix G: After Session Survey
As a result of time limitations for the sessions, there remains the possibility that
participants may wish to provide additional information. At the close of each group or individual
session, participants will be given a Survey Monkey survey link to determine if this would like to
share any additional thoughts in writing and or if they would like to request an additional
interview. A screen shot of the survey is included below.
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Appendix H: Association of Meaning to Words
Participants were provided with words (i.e., bias) and asked to provide the first three
words that came to mind. Data was captured in individual GoogleDoc sheets, so participants
were not influenced by the responses of others. A summary of results for each of the 20 words is
outlined below.
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Language
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Appendix I: Stories and Interpretations
Participants were told a series of stories or scenarios. Based on each the participants
were asked to share their understanding about the key players motivations from the story. A
summary of results is outlined below.
Scenario 1
Robin is always late for work. When you walk by their desk, it seems disorganized, and
you wonder how they can ever find anything. They have been with the company for many years
and in their current position for most of that time.
Question 1: What Gender is Robin?
Though a range of responses the result did skew towards male.

Presumed Gender
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Male

Female

NA

Question 2: How old might Robin be?
No clear agreement on age range was apparent from the data. Ages ranged from 20-mid
40’s with no obvious pattern. Due the nature of ranges and ages provided it was not feasible to
graph results.
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Question 3: What level of position might Robin have, i.e., lower-level admin, junior manager,
senior manager, other?
No clear agreement regarding level of position was apparent from the data though strong
indication that this type of behaviour would be more likely to be expected from someone lower
in position within the organization.

Level of Position
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7
6
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4
3
2
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0
Junior
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Mid level
Manager

Senior
manager

Manager
Senior
(level not Accountant
defined)

Lower
Level
Admin

Lower
Level

Technition No answer
given

Question 4: What words come to mind when you consider a likely reason for Robin’s tardiness
and general disorganization?
A substantial range of ideas were brought forth as a likely reason for Robin’s tardiness.
However there seemed to be two common threads that centered about negative internal
motivations versus external pressures. One thought that did not fit into either of these threads
was the idea that the individual might simply work differently. These threads can be
summarized as follows:
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Possible Negative Internal Motivations

Possible External Pressures



Personality



Personal difficulties



Disorganized



Too much work



Lazy



Family / homelife responsibilities



Doesn’t care



Stressed



Lack of motivation



Busy



No goals



Depression



Bored



Scatterbrained



Not career driven

Scenario 2
Finley’s rise through the company ranks has been remarkable. They have a way of
smoothly connecting with external clients and their coworkers. They are well known for their
sense of humour though there have been some rumours that maybe not every appreciates the
nature of some of the humour. There has been talk that Finley is up for a promotion.
Question 1: What Gender is Finley?
For this scenario, the results skewed strongly towards male.
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Presumed Gender
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Male

Female

None

Question 2: How old might Finley be?
No clear agreement on age range was apparent from the data. Ages ranged from 20-mid
40’s with no obvious pattern. Due to the nature of ranges and ages provided it was not feasible
to graph results.

Question 3: What level of position might Finley have, i.e., lower-level admin, junior manager,
senior manager, other?
Though a range of levels of position were identified, there was a strong indication that
this type of behaviour would be more likely to be expected from someone in management likely
in a more junior position.
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Level of Position
25
20
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10
5
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Junior
Manager

Mid level
Manager
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manager
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Accountant
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Admin

No answer
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Question 4: Is Finley’s sense of humour relevant to the possible promotion? State Yes, or No
and other a brief explanation as to why.

Relevance of Humour to Promotion
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Yes

Qualitative Responses
Yes


Favoritism from managers and partners

No

Maybe
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What kind of humour? Is it appropriate, any sexual undertone? Is it constant or annoying?



If some people don’t appreciate or are offended by it, then it could be disruptive to the
workplace.



Interaction with both staff and clients as a senior rep of the company means they are a
representative of the firm in that role.



Usually more talkative, therefore, more visible



Must establish that sense of humor is “acceptable” in order to be promoted.



He was able to make a connection with people in the organization.



If his sense of humour is liked by senior management, it could quicken his promotion.



Moving into a senior position the risk would be it impacts a larger number of people and
may percolate around the company.



If the promotion is to manage more people, a bad sense of humour would not work with
managing a lot of people.



Communication with team members is relevant for any type of promotion, especially if it
is polarizing communication such as jokes that many coworkers may deem offensive.



Humour helps people feel at ease which helps connect better both internally and
externally which helps in most work environments.



If they are making co-workers uncomfortable it will be difficult for them to be respected
in a higher position



To the bosses it is / they feel he’s social / people person



Possibly his sense of humor is relatable to clients and co-workers, despite occasionally
crossing a line.
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The humour could make others uncomfortable and therefore, others may be hesitant to
speak to this person or work with this person. If this person gets a higher position, there
will be less of a chance for someone lower to confront about their behaviour and will
have to just accept and deal with it.



To some extent, being able to connect with people is very important for the work
environment, business and future growth of the business.



If the humour is at the expense of others or if it is insensitive in nature the promotion
should not occur as it would negatively affect those who do not take his humour well.
May cause some unease in the workforce.



Others may see that his humor is acceptable to those making the decision even if it is
offside.



Could indicate bias; inappropriate conduct; lack of professionalism.



Communication is an important part of being a manager and he/she needs to be able to
tailor the communication to his audience, so if the sense of humour is not welcomed in
some situations, need to be able to sense that in upper management level for sure.



If the rumours around his sense of humour have a negative connotation, i.e., offensive
humour, then this should play a significant role in whether Finley should be promoted or
not.



If Findlay offends people and/or clients, it should be taken into account. Findlay’ actions
reflect on the firm as whole.



If it makes people uncomfortable/disrespects them



It shows that he is easy to get along with and everyone likes him.



Relevant to the promotion.
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If cause for concern



People need to be like-able not just competent to be promoted. However, the fact that his
sense of humor is not appreciated by everyone is a concern.

No


Can the person do the work?



That is her personality, seems like she is an extrovert and maybe blunt on some
occasions.



I believe promotions just links to the professional job people do.



If relevant, she won’t be nominated.

Maybe


Depends on the nature of what people don’t like it. Maybe it just seems unprofessional,
however maybe it is abusive. If Finley’s sense of humor puts others down or is racist or
sexist, then maybe promotion isn’t a good thing.



The promotion should be based on qualifications versus disposition, however if it is an
issue then it should be addressed prior to the promotion.

Scenario 3
Participants were shown two photos and asked to list any words, thoughts or
characteristics that jump to mind in a one-minute brainstorm. Then participants were asked what
they thought each might do for work. The top responses for each photo are shown below.
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Photo A: Top 10 Characteristics
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Photo B: Top 10 Characteristics
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