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Different Is Good
Building a more diverse, inclusive workforce
By Robert Bittner

D

iversity and inclusion (D&I) have become watchwords
for modern manufacturers. It is easy to understand
why. “When you have a diverse team, you gain
different perspectives and different considerations,” noted
Terre Christensen, president of HR consultancy FindLine
Connections. “That’s a good thing.”
Achieving the “good thing” of D&I, though, is not easy.
It requires mindfulness and a commitment that extends to
every part of the organization. But Christensen believes the
benefits of building a diverse, inclusive workforce are clear.
“Different points of view make an organization stronger,”
she said. “Diversity models to the community that this is a
good place to work for everyone.”
While many companies share that goal, they don’t always
agree on the best ways to achieve it.

A Companywide Commitment
Diversity, as a rule, does not “just happen.” Most manufacturers will need to be proactive if they want the benefits
diversity provides.
Bruce Chinn, former president of Chevron Oronite,
notes that his company actively seeks out diverse workers
— “people with different ways of thinking, different life
experiences and different backgrounds.” To ensure that those
individuals have the support needed to perform at their best,
the company fosters an environment where everyone’s voice
can be heard.
Chevron Oronite’s approach to D&I is based on four key
elements: accountability, communications, training and
“selections.” Accountability involves setting D&I objectives,
reviewing data and leveraging third-party assessments of the
company’s policies, procedures and behaviors. Communications includes establishing employee forums and councils,
promoting a D&I recognition program and disseminating
regular companywide messages that highlight D&I topics.
Training in D&I is targeted to both employees and leaders
to ensure a consistent level of knowledge and awareness.
“Selections” is Chevron Oronite’s overarching term for making sure it has diverse candidate slates and selection teams.

The company incorporates unconscious-bias training for
those involved in selections to help ensure that all candidates
are considered based solely on the experience and skills they
bring to the table.
“For smaller companies, even taking one or two actions in
each of these areas can go a long way in helping to advance
your D&I efforts,” Chinn said.
Some companies might believe the best solution is to
relegate all responsibility for D&I to a dedicated D&I committee. Others might rely on checklists or quotas to provide
a layer of bureaucratic oversight. But Christensen believes
there are potential pitfalls in these approaches, largely
because they force companies to look even more closely at
skin color, race, ethnicity, religious belief, etc., rather than
be blind to everything but a candidate’s qualifications.
“I think that you hire the best person for the job. Period,”
she said. “You don’t see gender. You don’t see skin color
or religion or ethnicity. You hire the person who’s the best
credentialed and the best fit for the demands of the job.
And if you have questions or concerns about a candidate,
have a conversation about that. Seek to improve your hiring
skills, not as a knee-jerk reaction to current events but in a
way that really does bring your team the best, most qualified
talent and erases irrelevant variables.”
ILMA CEO Holly Alfano agrees. “In our industry,
smaller companies have challenges with finding any
qualified employees,” she said. “So it doesn’t make good
business sense to turn away a qualified candidate no matter
the person’s gender, race or background. Implementing a
diversity program is a good idea in concept, but it’s important to acknowledge that doing so may be difficult, especially
for smaller manufacturers.”
“D&I needs to be managed at a much broader level than
just having a standing committee,” Chinn pointed out.
“It’s a shared responsibility across the workforce and must
become part of a company’s culture.”
That doesn’t mean there isn’t value in dedicated committees and advisory groups within the company. “We
recognize that D&I challenges will vary by location and that
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our efforts must resonate across the workforce,” he added.
“Employee networks and/or diversity councils that involve
cross sections of employees can really enhance and amplify a
company’s D&I efforts.”
As an example, LANXESS Corp. Head of Human
Resources Americas Jack VanHoorelbeke noted, “LANXESS created an employee task force in August 2020 called
X-ARISE (Against Racial Injustice and Social Exclusion)
to advise management on matters of racism and equality.
Like many companies, we felt this is a crucial time to revisit
our practices and to have conversations directly with our

“Seek to improve your hiring
skills, not as a knee-jerk
reaction to current events
but in a way that really
does bring your team the
best, most qualified talent and erases
irrelevant variables.”
Terre Christensen, president,
FindLine Connections

employees to combat any disparities and injustices. The
task force is comprised of employee volunteers from varying
departments and backgrounds, and it is supported by a
management steering committee that will help implement
recommended actions.”
As LANXESS’ experience shows, teams committed to
diversity can play an important role. However, the interests
of a company will be better served if such teams are part of
a companywide commitment rather than the sole solution
to diversity. Cheree Aspelin, senior director of culture and
inclusion for Lubrizol, says, “In benchmarking with other
organizations, and also evaluating our own progress with
D&I, it’s clear that reliance on just one initiative or program
without a holistic and multifaceted approach will not bring
much sustained improvement.”
For instance, Aspelin points out that some organizations
have focused so intently on providing diversity training
that other methods of outreach and education within the
company have been overlooked. Diversity training can be
helpful, but unless there is a strong foundation throughout
the company to support the principles being taught, the
training is likely to fail. In fact, she said, “An organization
solely focused on delivering a diversity training program
will likely see that it doesn’t just fail to promote diversity;
it can actually make things worse. That doesn’t mean that
companies should not provide diversity training. But there
has to be an acknowledgment that training alone will not
solve the problem.”

Attracting Diverse Talent
Attracting diverse hires requires taking diverse approaches
when it comes to employee recruitment.
“To achieve a better balance in diversity hiring, it’s
important to show up at job fairs that target a diverse group
of people,” Christensen advised. “That gives you an opportunity to connect with people you might not have otherwise
touched and puts your organization/industry on their radar.
“It’s great that companies are trying to recruit workers
from all backgrounds,” Alfano added. “The problem with
our industry is that we need to do a better job of developing a diverse workforce in the first place. That means
supporting a diversity program that contributes in some
way to STEM-based education, mentoring, internships
and the kind of community outreach that makes the manufacturing sector — and your company — an attractive
opportunity for the broadest possible range of workers.”
VanHoorelbeke believes recruiting for diversity begins
with the way your company is perceived by those you want
to reach. “We see recruitment as a strategic issue,” he said,
“and we are investing in a distinctive employer brand in
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order to highlight the advantages of LANXESS as a global
and socially responsible employer. Our employer branding centers on authenticity and diversity. We are making
ever-greater use of social media, where we share a mix of
company, product/application and employee information in
order to spark enthusiasm for our company among talented
people from a wide range of [backgrounds].”
In addition, he noted that the company has begun using
software for recruitment and onboarding. “It helps to make
processes in connection with approaching and acquiring
new, diverse employees more standardized, transparent and
customer-focused,” he said.
Software, particularly applications based on artificial
intelligence, is playing a growing role in helping organizations
pursue bias-free hiring practices. Companies such as HireVue
and Pymetrics offer programs that can help to remove bias
from the application review process and can even play a role
in managing initial interviews. Textio offers software to ensure
that job postings are free of words and phrases that might carry
unintended, negative connotations for certain applicant groups
and, as a result, discourage those groups from applying.
Of course, software does not have to be the solution to
diverse recruitment. Sometimes the key to banishing human
bias is simply being aware that a bias exists.
“One growing group that suffers hiring prejudice is the
60-plus group,” Christensen said, noting that it might
be happening because of old-fashioned, easily corrected
thinking. “Maybe a hiring manager is reluctant to consider a 63-year-old, harboring antiquated beliefs that 65 is
retirement age. I remind that manager that Social Security
rewards you for working until age 70. So, you’re [not
necessarily] looking at a short-timer here. You’re looking at
someone with a wealth of life experience who might work
seven years for you. That’s significant stability.”
In addition, some biases are based on assumptions that
may not be valid. For that reason, communication is critical
at the hiring stage.
“For example, let’s say an ILMA member is needing to
hire salespeople who will spend a significant amount of time
on the road,” Christensen said. (She acknowledged that it
may be some time before such a scenario is feasible.) “An
older hiring manager may think that it’s safer to put men in
those roles rather than hire women. Our culture has conditioned men to consider women differently, not as lesser
always, but with different considerations that may influence
candidate selection. They are real considerations, but they
could unfairly tip the scale when determining to hire on
merit. So, instead of simply dismissing a female candidate
because of this assumption, I’d encourage that manager to
communicate their reservations with the candidate and see
how she responds.”

“The only way to sustain
high performance is to
innovate. And D&I is what
unlocks innovation and
drives market growth
by tapping the full potential of the
human resource.”
Bruce Chinn, former president,
Chevron Oronite

Customers Care
Improving D&I will not only benefit your company; it also
can have a positive impact on your customers.
Gabe Rhoads, senior director of North America sales for
Lubrizol Additives, said, “More and more we are seeing
our customers ask specifically about our plans and progress
toward becoming a more diverse and inclusive workplace.
We have built D&I into our social commitments around
sustainability, both as a request from customers but also
because respect for our employees is core to who we are as a
company. It’s not only the right thing to do; we also see it as
a business advantage with our customers.”
Chinn agrees. “Customers and suppliers want to conduct
business with high-performing companies that have an
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eye toward the future,” he said. “Research shows that you
cannot outperform by just cutting costs, improving revenue
or spending your way to high performance. The only way to
sustain high performance is to innovate. And D&I is what
unlocks innovation and drives market growth by tapping the
full potential of the human resource.”
He advises all companies to be open with customers and
suppliers alike regarding their D&I goals and successes.
“This not only drives awareness that otherwise may not be
visible to those outside your company,” he said, “but it also
enables you to collect insights from another perspective that
can help shape your ongoing journey.”
Added VanHoorelbeke, “We truly believe that diversity is
crucial to our success. We regard it as a strategic advantage.
Therefore, we aim to enhance diversity at LANXESS and
use its positive effects for our company and employees. An
appreciative organizational culture that is open to all people
— regardless of age, race, gender, nationality, disability
or ideology — helps us to become more innovative and
efficient and to attract and retain promising talent.”
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Window Dressing or DNA?
Finally, it is worth acknowledging that, for some companies,
diversity might seem like window dressing rather than something fundamental to a company’s DNA. To combat that
pitfall, Rhoads said, “Be genuine in your aspirations. What’s
really motivating you to make a public statement or set a
goal? If you are realistic about where you stand today and
what would be an authentic next step toward improvement,
the intention behind your actions will be appreciated by
your employees and will gain their trust. When they begin
to trust, they’ll start to feel included. A culture of inclusion
will attract more diversity over time. And that is good for
your employees and good for your business.”
“I encourage ILMA members to make D&I a foundational part of your business,” Chinn added. “Diverse talent
thrives under inclusive leadership, and I’m confident that
the efforts you put into fostering a robust D&I culture will
pay great dividends.”
Bittner is a Michigan-based freelance journalist and a frequent
Compoundings contributor.

