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PROFILE OF AN
INCLUSIVE LEADER
6 key behaviors for creating a more inclusive culture

A field guide



When Cynt Marshall became CEO of NBA’s Dallas 
Mavericks, she made a commitment to meet every 
member of the organization in the first 90 days.

 

The first question she asked was, “Tell me your life story.”

The message Marshall wanted to send was that the whole 
person matters. Bring your history, your values, and 
your personality into work with you. Don’t put on your 
corporate mask. Don’t pretend to be a superhero. The 
whole, real person makes the organization stronger. 

These interviews helped convey the message that in that 
organization everyone matters, everyone belongs, and 
everyone has unique contributions to make to the team. 
But they had another effect, too. 

“I just fell in love with the people,” she reports. And 
for her, that is the most important duty of a leader. 
“There are only a few things that I need to do as a 
leader. I need to listen to the people. Not just hearing 
them, but actively listening. I need to learn from them 
because they are the experts. They’re in touch with 
what’s happening out there.” 

Leadership has changed, and in turn, what organizations 
need from leaders has changed. How then can we become 
better leaders of our people? 

2Profile of an Inclusive Leader



A changing ideal
TV, movies, books — they’ve done a fantastic job filling our minds with 
tales of heroic leaders, leading with pure-heart and unwavering sense of 
purpose, or ruthless leaders, leading with absolute power and unwavering 
sense of destiny. Either way, these all-powerful leaders champion their 
missions against naysayers and villains alike. As they carve their way to 
success, they break the status quo and defy expectations, through force 
of will and superhuman effort. 

In popular culture, leaders know exactly where they’re going. They know 
the answers. They make the decisions. Others are just extras, awaiting 
marching orders. 

Of course, in real life, we know 
that isn’t true. 

The environment we’re doing business in is changing. The customers and 
markets we’re serving are changing. The products and services we’re 
delivering are changing, too. Perhaps most importantly, the people we’re 
leading and the people we’re serving are changing.  

Predictability has given way to agility. Executing to plan isn’t enough. 
No one person is likely to have all of the knowledge, skills, and resources 
needed to know exactly where to go and what to do in the moment. 
Companies can’t succeed amid change and complexity without the 
full contribution of their people. And leaders can’t achieve without 
the full contribution of their people.

How can we embrace the heroic sense of purpose and clarity of iconic 
leaders to draw out and inspire the full contribution of their people? 
And not just once, but over and over again?
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The key – inclusion. Inclusive leadership.

Take a close look at any real leader and you’ll see a room full of people 
who help them achieve success. No one achieves greatness on their own. 
When we surround ourselves with diverse experiences and opinions, 
we get new ideas coming together in different ways to meet the next 
challenge. A diverse team makes us aware of our blind spots and crafts 
uniquely innovative solutions. 

Better yet, when your people feel valued and respected for their specific 
experiences, perspectives, and ideas, they can find their own sense of 
purpose and meaning in the work. They can tap into their own energy and 
passion and participate more fully and committed to the values and goals 
of the team. 

But these results only come when we walk the walk and take action to make 
all members of our team feel seen, heard, and valued for all that they bring 
to the table. 

Betterup’s inclusive dimensions
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Relationship Building 

Recognition

Empathy 
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5
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Social Connection

Encouraging Participation

Alignment 
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How inclusion affects 
your people
Studies show working alongside people with different 
life experiences enhances our creativity and inspires 
us to work harder and become more analytical. But the 
benefits of diverse talents and minds only appear when 
managers and team leaders draw out and build 
on differences effectively.

Inclusion is experienced. It is in the actions and interactions 
of the team and among employees and leaders at all levels. 
It can’t be created through policy alone. 

Our data shows that the direct manager has the biggest 
impact on whether any individual feels included. An 
inclusive leader sets the tone and models the behaviors 
for their team to create an environment where each person 
feels seen, valued, respected, and able to contribute — 
in short, where they feel they belong and are included. 

That isn’t always the case today. 
How do we know? 

Research shows 1 in 4 employees don’t feel like 
they belong. That’s across companies, industries, 
and demographics. Imagine what it is for 
underrepresented employees.

Why does that matter? When someone feels like they don’t 
belong, they don’t feel like they can bring their full selves 
to work. They don’t make a counterintuitive suggestion 
or share an “oddball” idea for fear of falling further out 
of the group. They don’t participate openly in working 
sessions or feel connected or committed to coworkers. 
They don’t feel comfortable that their ideas and comments 
will be taken with the same openness and seriousness 
as anyone else’s. Meaning, they don’t bring their unique 
personality and interests into conversations. This in turn 
means, they don’t take risks, which means they don’t 
achieve big results or get noticed. They censor themselves. 

1 IN 4
employees don’t feel like they belong. That’s across 
companies, industries, and demographics. Imagine 
what it is for underrepresented employees.
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The cost? Your team suffers.

Excluded employees are 25% less productive on future tasks and are 
consistently less willing to work hard for a team that excludes them.

When employees feel included, they’re more likely to share ideas and 
embrace collaborative decision making. When your team feels empowered 
and unified behind a shared sense of purpose, – productivity, creativity, 
and efficiency goes up. An inclusive environment makes people feel 
appreciated and leads to lower turnover rates, higher engagement with 
work, and increased productivity. 

Fortunately, leaders can learn and develop more inclusive behaviors. 
In fact, with coaching, leaders improve their inclusive behaviors by 33% 
on average. When leaders practice these specific behaviors, they create 
a more inclusive experience for their people. These behaviors change their 
interactions with direct reports and set the tone and model behaviors 
for everyone on the team.

In the remainder of this article, we will look at six specific behaviors of 
inclusive leaders. Following, we will look at how coaching can effectively 
develop these inclusive behaviors in managers across the organization.

25%
Excluded employees are 25% 
less productive on future tasks 
and are consistently less willing 
to work hard for a team that 
excludes them.

33%
With coaching, leaders improve 
their inclusive behaviors by 33%
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How to create an inclusive 
environment
Most leaders and managers don’t set out intending to exclude others. Yet, in the course 
of pursuing a goal and relying on sometimes outmoded beliefs about leadership, too often 
they fail to get the best out of their teams. Worse, they might not even realize it. 

Unwanted attrition, especially among employees from underrepresented groups, is an 
ongoing problem for many companies. Those valuable employees leave, and with them, 
their potential, as well as the insight about the ways the environment, culture, and leadership 
aren’t working. 

At BetterUp, we’ve looked at a combination of data from leaders and their teams to better 
understand what types of leadership behaviors actually create that sense of being seen, 
valued, and included1. What actually moves the needle on people’s experience of inclusion?  

We identified six behaviors of inclusive leaders. In this section, we’ll look at why each behavior 
fosters an inclusive environment, the mindsets it reflects, and how we see it in action. 

When leaders improve these behaviors in themselves, it changes the interactions they have 
with their teams. That begins to change the work environment. As the leader models these 
behaviors, others pick them up, which has a wider effect on the culture of inclusion 
and belonging.

1. Based on data from coached leaders on the BetterUp platform and 3235 direct reports of those leaders.
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their leaders are 
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Profile of 
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How relationship building 
contributes to inclusion:
Building these genuine relationships helps people feel respected, valued, and 
appreciated. In an environment of respect and appreciation, everyone can be 
more comfortable extending themselves, taking risks, giving honest feedback, 
and bringing their diverse experiences and perspectives to the work. These 
quality relationship networks promote open communication and support 
an environment of inclusivity.

RELATIONSHIP 
BUILDING
Inclusive leadership cannot be transactional. Inclusive leaders invest time 
in building real relationships with their team members, peers, and other 
employees, getting to know what matters to them and what they need to 
be successful. They know that each employee is a whole person who has 
more to offer than just the task or output they are delivering today. 

Building relationships goes beyond tolerance or accommodation. Inclusive 
leaders  know the importance of not just being seen, but being understood 
and appreciated, for your whole self. 

01

Get started
•   In what ways do I show curiosity 

about what my people care 
about and what is going on in 
their world? Tip: Asking follow-
up questions, in the moment 
and over time, shows that you 
have heard and thought about 
what your team member has 
shared.

•   Do I show care and respect 
for team members no matter 
how busy the day? Tip: Taking 
a moment to say hello to others, 
by name, maintains a warm 
connection.
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How recognition contributes 
to inclusion:
Individualized recognition and support lets employees know that the skills and 
experiences they’ve contributed and the risks they’ve taken are seen and valued. 
Positively reinforcing what someone brings to their work and the team, 
in a way that’s meaningful to them, can profoundly impact an employee’s sense 
of belonging and commitment. Publicly giving specific recognition helps others 
to understand the range and value of people’s contributions. So whether it’s 
verbal praise, a letter of thanks, or a small “thank you” gift, recognizing good 
work in a way that matters to your employees can make a world of difference.  

RECOGNITION
Inclusion is proactive. Inclusive leaders make an effort to recognize 
people for their work and support their efforts and growth. That means 
recognizing specifically and personally the unique contributions 
of others in ways that are motivating and elevate their sense of 
personal accomplishment.

02

Get started
•   Do I support each team member’s development in a way that reflects their 

strengths and goals? Tip: Asking a team member what they would most 
like your help achieving shows you are invested in their development and 
acknowledges their individuality. 

•   How often do I publicly “name names” to express my gratitude for the 
contributions of team members in front of peers and colleagues? Tip: Once 
a week make a list of one specific thing each team member did that week that 
made a difference to the work or the team. Throughout the week use the list 
to ensure that you acknowledge each member for their contribution. 

9



How empathy contributes 
to inclusion:
When a leader prioritizes empathy and models nonjudgmental behavior, it helps 
everyone feel more able to share their experiences and state of mind. It can 
alleviate stress, reduce tensions, and help people build stronger relationships 
with each other and feel more connected to the organization. 

EMPATHY
Creating an inclusive space requires having an appreciation for where 
others are coming from and what they might be experiencing. Inclusive 
leaders are warm and encouraging in their interactions, embracing 
compassion in order to foster deeper connections with others. They 
make an effort to stay connected to the daily pulse of what is going on for 
employees and whether they are feeling seen, valued, and respected. 

03

Get started
•   Do I show myself as a whole, 

imperfect person to my team? 
Tip: Sharing select details 
--about an elderly parent, a 
child’s schoolwork, or a sick 
pet-- encourages others to see 
themselves and each other as 
“whole people.” 

•   How often do I check in on 
how team members are feeling 
about work and life, not just 
tasks?  Tip: Asking a “check-
in” question before jumping 
straight to business provides 
an opportunity to recognize 
that everyone brings a range 
of perspectives and experiences 
with them every day. 
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Get started
•   Do I create spaces for people to get to know each other (and do I lead the way 

by participating)? Tip: Take a page from grade school and choose a “star of the 
week” to have a casual show-and-tell or popcorn interview of a different team 
member each week. 

•   Have I set up opportunities for connection in the flow of work? Tip: 
Be deliberate about crafting assignments and matching up different team 
members to collaborate on them to encourage a greater range of connections.

•   Do I model commitment to my personal and external social connections? 
Tip: Be vocal about reminding people to connect with loved ones and talk 
about your own plans to have a book club or game night.

How social connection 
contributes to inclusion:
Stronger social connections help us maintain more positive mindsets and 
enhance our well-being. These foundational relationships help us feel more 
comfortable with others and ourselves, so that we better communicate and 
collaborate with empathy and openness. 

SOCIAL 
CONNECTION
Interactions with other people drive our sense of being included. Inclusive 
leaders encourage people to recognize each other as humans, not just 
co-workers or adjoining parts of a process. They create opportunities for 
people to engage with each other — both in and out of work — to deepen 
their connections and model the importance of maintaining close personal 
relationships with supportive people in our lives.

04
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How encouraging participation 
contributes to inclusion:
Openly asking people for their input and personalizing how you communicate 
and engage with different people shows that everyone’s perspective is 
consequential. Providing different avenues to participate makes it easier for 
employees to engage and feel more confidence in being able to speak up. This 
helps promote greater knowledge-sharing behaviors, which enhances inclusivity 
and drives creative problem-solving and innovation. 

ENCOURAGING 
PARTICIPATION
Inclusion is an invitation extended day after day. Inclusive leaders use 
a variety of approaches to seek input and feedback directly from 
people who might not speak up and check-in on what people need to be 
successful. They also stay attuned to obstacles that might get in the way 
of participation — not just in meetings but in the way work gets done — 
and look for ways to minimize these obstacles.  

05

Get started
•   Am I hearing from everyone on 

my team to roughly the same 
degree? Tip: Make a list of team 
members and track how often 
they comment (and for how 
long) across meetings and virtual 
platforms for a week--look for 
patterns and imbalances.

•   Am I willing to slow down 
a meeting or work stream to 
make space for different types 
of participation? Tip: Adopt 
simple hand signals for the team 
to use during video calls and try 
creating collaborative documents 
or other analog activities to solicit 
input rather than defaulting to 
free-for-all discussion.
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Get started
•   How do I ensure that everyone on the team knows what our priorities are 

when things are changing quickly? Tip: Every Monday morning send a memo 
to the team to share your current priorities for the group with a sentence 
or two about the goal/intent behind each priority. 

•   How do I let my team members see how I think about the work? Tip: Sharing 
what you find confusing or frustrating as well as what you find meaningful and 
exciting opens the door to discovering their own meaning and commitment. 

How alignment contributes 
to inclusion:
When employees know what the organization and team are driving toward 
and what matters most to the organization’s success, they can better determine 
how best to contribute. When they feel their personal values can align with 
company values, they feel more motivated and empowered to think outside 
the box in creating innovative solutions.

ALIGNMENT
Inclusion means being able to do your best work. Inclusive leaders 
provide shared vision and clarity to guide others. They set their people 
up for success and create avenues for contributing to the larger outcome. 
Inclusive leaders also make space for people to find their own meaning 
and purpose.

06
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How to develop more 
inclusive leaders
Inclusion can’t stop at HR. Making inclusion an HR issue marks it as a 
side-project, usually with limited finances and authority, rather than the 
company-wide transformation of the lived experience in your workplace.

Luckily, with support, the behaviors of inclusive leadership can be learned 
and cultivated. Any leader or manager can improve their inclusive behaviors 
and create a more inclusive environment. The people they depend on need 
it, deserve it, and may demand it if they are to effectively keep contributing 
to the goals and objectives of the organization. 

Creating a culture of inclusion and belonging has to be everyone’s 
responsibility. Yet many companies have failed to meaningfully improve 
employees’ lived experience of inclusion.

Leaders need the skills to have difficult conversations and establish trust and 
psychological safety. They need support to see their role in a complex system 
and strategies and behaviors to use to recognize and respect the unique strengths 
and experiences of each person. Coaching has proven to be a successful way 
to move the needle on people’s sense of inclusion and belonging. 

Our research shows that 1:1 personalized development coaching tailored 
to the unique needs of your organization and team can effectively drive 
sustained change in inclusive leadership behaviors. 

With 1:1 coaching, leaders saw improvements across all of their inclusive 
leadership behaviors after 4 months. On average, leaders experienced:

+41%  Encouraging participation

+71%  Alignment

+87%  Social connection

+50%  Relationship building

+76%  Recognition 

+39%  Empathy

Inclusive behaviors improve with 1:1 coaching
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Those improvements in behaviors represent real change in 
the interactions and experiences of the people and teams who 
work with them. These changes don’t go unnoticed — 78% of 
the managers underneath these leaders reported an improved 
inclusive environment within 2 months of their leaders beginning 
personalized coaching with BetterUp. The leaders set the tone 
and model more inclusive behaviors for everyone on the team 
— it creates a ripple effect. In fact, when organizations explicitly 
focused on managers as coaches of others, members improved 
by 47% in two important inclusive leadership skills: Social 
Connection & Empathy. 

The team members of these leaders also reported feeling a 
greater sense of belonging, greater team innovation, lower 
self-reported turnover intentions, and significantly higher 
net promoter scores for their managers. When members had 
a supportive and involved leader, they improved by 45% in 
Relationship Building & Encouraging Participation. 

While inclusive leadership behaviors improve the culture for 
everyone in the organization, they are most urgent for improving 
the day-to-day experience and sense of inclusion and belonging 
for underrepresented employees. There is real need for 
personalized support. 

+45%
When members had a supportive and involved leader, 
they improved by 45% in Relationship Building 
& Encouraging Participation. 
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In our research, coached members in a diversity and inclusion 
program — whether underrepresented employees or their 
managers and leaders —were 41% more likely to report having 
a life-changing experience through the coaching process than 
average for members across all programs. 

One-on-one coaching provides flexible support that lets 
people gain greater perspective and self-awareness for specific 
situations and challenges they face, almost in real time. And 
it provides space for them to try out and practice specific 
leadership behaviors to make them real and relevant within 
their own work style and environment. 

2.5x  Greater self-reported feelings of belonging

1.9x  More team innovation

1.5x  Higher team performance

54%  Lower self-reported turnover intentions

8.8x  Higher manager NPS

When leaders become more inclusive, 
their people experience:
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Transform your business, starting with 
your people. Schedule a demo to see 
BetterUp in action. 

Schedule a demo

Improved behaviors by leaders, improved interactions among teams and peers, 
and a sense of a more inclusive environment. Together they lead to better, more 
productive, and rewarding experiences for people across the organization.

Creating an inclusive culture requires broader organizational culture shifts — 
it’s everyone’s job, every day, to make it real. Start by developing inclusive leaders.

CONCLUSION

https://www.betterup.com/en-us/demo-request

