
DIVERSITY, EQUITY & INCLUSION

IMPACT CASE
HARNESSING DIVERSITY TO IMPROVE BUSINESS OUTCOMES

Harness neuroscience to prioritize diversity, integrate inclusive
practice, systematize equity — and position your organization to thrive.

JANET M. STOVALL, CDE BRIGID LYNN, PH.D., MPH TRAVIS JONES

neuroleadership.com

Global Head of Diversity,
Equity & Inclusion

Director of Research
Design

Senior Consultant
& Facilitator



In today's rapidly changing workplace, leaders face a constant
barrage of challenges. New technology demands perpetual
adaptation, employee burnout is a real threat, and some may
even resist efforts to create a more diverse, equitable, and
inclusive environment. The key to navigating this complexity lies
in The NeuroLeadership Institute’s (NLI) DEI Impact Case.

This approach embraces the idea that doing the right thing and
achieving business success are not mutually exclusive. It moves
beyond the traditional debate of "morality vs. profit" and focuses
on a combined effort. By prioritizing diversity, integrating
inclusive practices, and building equity into the system, NLI’s DEI
Impact Case empowers organizations to solve problems more
effectively, enhance performance, and ultimately create a more
just and sustainable work environment for everyone.

NLI‘s DEI Impact Case is not just theory; it is an actionable,
sustainable, and scalable plan that calls for organizations to:

In today's challenging economic environment, this approach
fosters innovation, resilience, and improved decision-making for
greater business success.

Prioritize diversity by aligning it with specific business goals.

Habituate inclusion through targeted learning and
performance tools that integrate it into daily practices.

Systemize equity by examining policies and procedures to
embed and sustain fairness throughout.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



These chaotic circumstances demand a clear-eyed, intentional

approach to DEI. Leaders must acknowledge biases that influence

decisions during tough economic times, understand that resistance

signals progress, and view DEI as a core business strategy — not a moral

imperative or a liability risk.

Economic fears: When the economy falters, organizations prioritize
short-term survival. This recessionary mindset, focused on
avoiding losses, overshadows the long-term benefits of DEI
initiatives. This reaction reflects the NLI concepts of distance bias
(prioritizing the immediate) and safety bias (avoiding risk).

Diversity detractors: After major strides toward equity in 2020,
society pushed back toward old, familiar patterns. This regression
to the mean seeks to restore a sense of “normalcy.” It is essential
to remember that progress toward equity disrupts the status quo
and naturally creates resistance.

Changing law: While the SCOTUS Affirmative Action decision
primarily targets higher education, it creates ripples across
corporate America. Organizations, driven by uncertainty and fear
of future legal challenges, might preemptively slash DEI programs.
Ironically, this undermines their ability to use diversity strategically
and damages the development of a diverse talent pipeline.

THE CHAOTIC LANDSCAPE OF DIVERSITY, EQUITY & INCLUSION

The current discourse around DEI fuels chaos, fear, and uncertainty.

Three primary drivers that contribute to this turmoil are:

A rapidly changing world, driven by technology, globalization,

social upheaval, and the lingeri﻿ng effects of COVID-19, has

irrevocably altered the workplace — and diversity, equity, and

inclusion (DEI) efforts are no exception. 

https://membership.neuroleadership.com/material/breaking-bias-updated-the-seeds-model/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/22pdf/20-1199_hgdj.pdf


The Moral Case

THE PROBLEM WITH
TRADITIONAL DEI APPROACHES

Traditional DEI often emphasizes increased representation, ignoring

the inclusion and equity necessary for optimal engagement and

team performance. This oversight stems from a tendency to lean on

one of two oft-criticized arguments:

When survival is paramount, a nuanced, science-based DEI approach

is needed. NLI’s DEI Impact Case demonstrates its effectiveness and

importance by delivering tangible business results.

Focusing on ideals such as justice, fairness, and

righting historical inequity often lacks practical

action, and what is "right" can be debated endlessly.

“It’s the right thing to do.”

The Business Case

While highlighting changing demographics, this approach can

increase perceived threat among dominant group members.

It also ignores the need for inclusion and systemic change.

Diversity alone will not reliably boost profits, reduce costs,

or achieve the company's vision.

“Diversity boosts profits.”

https://www.hr.com/en/resources/free_research_white_papers/the-future-of-diversity-equity-inclusion-and-belon_lfc42iwi.html
https://www.hr.com/en/resources/free_research_white_papers/the-future-of-diversity-equity-inclusion-and-belon_lfc42iwi.html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/s13415-022-01056-2


Three scientific frameworks anchor the NeuroLeadership Institute’s DEI Impact

Case: neuroscience (how individuals think), generative interactivity (how teams

work interpersonally), and complexity science (how institutions function).

These ideas illustrate how diversity, equity, and inclusion come together to solve

business problems. This approach considers people's needs and explains how

DEI can improve organizations at all levels, ultimately leading to better business

results.

NLI’S DEI Impact Case: Scientific Foundations

At the individual level, neuroscience helps organizations understand how diversity and
inclusion influence people's brains and behavior, including the significant influence of biases
on our choices and interactions. In this way, neuroscience provides a biological blueprint for
creating workplaces that support positive habits, identify obstacles to change, and reward
desired behaviors from a brain-based perspective. 

On the interpersonal level, generative interactivity focuses on how people work together to
create fair and inclusive workplaces. While diversity is important, generative interactivity
shows how habits like collaboration, goal-sharing, and supporting each other are essential for
making the most of diverse teams. This approach guides leaders to prioritize inclusion as a key
driver of change. As a result, teams become more innovative, feel safe to share ideas, and
develop a sense of belonging. This leads to greater success for the entire team.

At the institutional level, complexity science helps organizations see groups, like companies
and teams, as living systems — always changing and interconnected rather than static,
separate parts. It explains how individuals can keep their unique identities while working
together toward a common goal. People are complex, with diverse traits, experiences, and
beliefs. When they join together, their interactions create something new and powerful. The
more diverse the group, the stronger and more adaptable it will be. Complexity science shows
how simple actions, repeated over time, can lead to innovation and problem-solving in groups
and organizations. Using this approach, organizations can shift from seeing diversity as a
problem to solve to seeing it as a solution for tackling complex challenges. 

https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/12/3/372/2738791
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-psych-010419-050928
https://neuroleadership.com/your-brain-at-work/back-to-the-office-with-brain-in-mind
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-019-04180-1
https://hub.neuroleadership.com/neuroleadership-perspectives-psychological-safety
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1059601119854927
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-critical-difference-between-complex-and-complicated/
https://hub.neuroleadership.com/neuroleadership-perspectives-psychological-safety


Communicate why the organization is

committed to DEI efforts. Be honest,

whether it is compliance, gaining a

competitive edge, improving company

culture, or enhancing business outcomes.

Motivate

Develop tailored DEI programs that

specifically address the organization's

goals. This could include efforts to reduce

unconscious bias, foster inclusive

behaviors, and ensure fairness in policies

and procedures.

Map

Demonstrate how DEI initiatives will

directly contribute to the two fundamental

business goals: increasing revenue or

reducing costs.

Mobilize

Continuously collect and analyze data

related to both DEI progress and core

business metrics. Track progress over time,

comparing data before and after initiatives

launch. This could include financial

performance, employee engagement,

innovation, customer loyalty, and overall

market reputation.

Measure

Here's how organizations can use NLI’s DEI Impact Case:

APPLYING NLI’S DEI IMPACT CASE

Prioritize diversity by tying it directly to individual, departmental,
and organizational business goals with a four-step process.



APPLYING NLI’S DEI IMPACT CASE: PRACTICAL ACTIONS

Use training and performance systems to reward and

encourage behaviors that use diverse teams to solve complex

problems. Inclusion is not just about feeling valued; it is about

providing value. Unfortunately, when employees feel excluded

at work, it is often driven by a sense that they are not adding

value or contributing meaningfully. Harnessing the power of

diversity to tackle complex business problems requires focusing

on behaviors, or habits, of inclusion that go beyond personal

feelings of inclusion, such as clarifying roles, establishing shared

goals, and working interdependently. 

Integration and learning theorists studying how people learn

believe interaction is key. They have identified habits that help

groups embrace diverse perspectives, leading to better

knowledge and problem-solving. Among those habits is actively

seeking out different cultural views about work, which can

improve performance and foster more balanced power

dynamics. Building truly inclusive workplaces requires focusing

on specific behaviors, such as clearly defining roles, setting

shared goals, and ensuring collaboration across teams.

https://www.hultef.com/en/insights/research-thought-leadership/sense-of-belonging/
https://www.hultef.com/en/insights/research-thought-leadership/sense-of-belonging/
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/trecms/pdf/AD1148378.pdf
https://diversity.iu.edu/doc/anti-racist/resources-articles-lit/Ely%20and%20Thomas,%202001%20Diversity%20workplace%20.pdf


Systemize equity by inspecting, interrupting, and improving

policies and procedures to reinforce inclusive habits and

further leverage diversity. To ensure a fair and inclusive

workplace, organizations must carefully examine all their

systems and processes for potential bias. This means reviewing

not just HR policies (like hiring and performance management)

but also any process that impacts the bottom line, including

sales, innovation, and company-wide guidelines. The goal is to

identify and interrupt patterns of bias through training, diversity

initiatives, and "challenge protocols" (guidelines for respectfully

addressing unfairness).

Organizations should also take proactive steps to enhance

equity across all systems. This includes setting diversity targets,

offering mentorship programs, providing focused training, and

creating employee resource groups. These actions combat bias

throughout the organization, making the workplace more

equitable. Ultimately, this fosters a more inclusive environment,

encouraging teamwork and collaboration across all functions.

To ensure a fair and inclusive workplace, organizations

must carefully examine all their systems and processes

for potential bias.

APPLYING NLI’S DEI IMPACT CASE: PRACTICAL ACTIONS



CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

How Neuroscience Can Help
Organizations can partner with experts who understand how the brain

relates to behavior and organizational change. These experts can:

CHALLENGES

Proving the link: It is hard to isolate the exact impact of DEI on complex
business outcomes.

Measuring success: There is no single way to define or measure DEI progress.

Facing resistance: Changing how people think and act about DEI can be met
with resistance.

Staying committed: DEI takes time and ongoing effort; it cannot just be a
checklist.

Conduct research: Use neuroscience and long-term studies to link DEI to
business improvements.

Develop metrics: Create ways to measure DEI, including how safe and
included people feel.

Offer training: Teach about how bias works in the brain so people can
recognize and work to mitigate bias.

Redesign systems: Use insights about bias to make processes like hiring
and reviews more equitable. 

Neuroscience offers a powerful lens to understand the underlying mechanisms that
make DEI efforts successful. By partnering with experts in this field, organizations
can move beyond assumptions and build a data-driven, sustainable approach to

creating a truly diverse, equitable, and inclusive workplace — one that drives both
business results and positive social change.



The NeuroLeadership Institute’s DEI Impact Case focuses on

applying diversity to solve real problems and deliver real

outcomes. Just like with any complex system, having more

diversity in an organization makes it stronger, more

adaptable, and more innovative.

This is crucial for advancing DEI in an uncertain world.

CONCLUSION AND ADDENDUM

Organizations interested in implementing brain-based DEI
solutions can partner with the NeuroLeadership Institute to

interrupt bias, integrate inclusion, and invoke systems.
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About Our Organization

The NeuroLeadership Institute (NLI) is a global cognitive science consulting
firm that was the first to apply neuroscience to leadership. Our purpose is

to make organizations better for humans through science. Our mission is to
be the world leader in science-based, data-driven behavior change at scale.

Since its inception over 25 years ago, the Institute has united the world's
foremost neuroscientists, leadership researchers, and organizational

practitioners with the purpose of transforming how we think, develop, and
perform. With operations throughout North America, Europe, and the Asia

Pacific, NLI is a strategic advisor to hundreds of leading global
organizations, including over 65% of Fortune 100 companies.

Deepen your learning and explore more resources at


