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What does a Diversity Council do? 

The Diversity Council is a catalyst and convener; creating environments that 

allow every person the opportunity to reach their full potential.  In our work, 

we transform organizations, empower adults and youth to act as change makers, equip and mobilize 
nontraditional leaders, and galvanize equity work in the region.  We’ve been based in Rochester for 29 

years and work with entities in every sector, around the state and throughout the country.  

In terms of workforce and economic development, the Diversity Council is here to help individuals and 

businesses prepare for the future and maximize their impact.  In a nutshell, we do workplace 

preparedness for thriving with a diverse workforce.  There is more to balancing different cultures and 
multiple generations than one might consider.  Much of what goes into creating an inclusive business 

environment is based in what were once labeled “soft skills” and are now indispensable skills for 
economic growth and success.  We train and consult and coach on inclusion and integration. That’s our 

business.  It’s why we are here. 

Why did you decide on a career in diversity and inclusion leadership and who/what 

influenced you to decide on this career choice? 

This work has been my life’s work.  I don’t know how to explain it differently except, perhaps, through 
my influences.  I was blessed to have a wide variety of experiences growing up; including travel across 

cultures and economic circumstance, exposure to broad and diverse viewpoints, and opportunities to 
celebrate what is deeply human in our society.  My studies extended this development, and I’ve elected 

to take professional and volunteer roles to reinforce and implement my commitment.  I came to 

Rochester for this job at a time of growth and change in the region when it is critical to have every voice 
heard and every person present.  

I’ve heard the quote, “Diversity is being invited to the party.  Inclusion is being asked to 
dance.”  What is your interpretation of this quote and why is it such an important statement 

in the context of the workplace?  

That is a good analogy, but it needs context. Here’s how we think about it.  

 Diversity is a state: a broad and deep level of difference exists. You can deliberately diversify (we are 

working to diversify our board, or we want our teachers to reflect the community), or diversification 

can happen to you (the population is changing, there are now five generations in the workforce), but 
in neither instance will diversity evolve naturally into inclusivity.  It is just a state of being and not an 

outcome.  This is the ‘everyone is at the party’ idea.  
 Inclusion is an action: deliberate steps are taken to ensure participation by diverse members.  

Inclusion requires both intention and preparation; stated goals and planning are necessary to address 

access and benefit. This is the invitation to dance.  



Creating an inclusive environment is a process: there are tactics and leadership in place to build 

respectful, collaborative relationships, improving both efficiency and effectiveness in the workplace.  This 
is like choreographing the dance.  But equity, real equity, is everyone planning the celebration together, 

creating the music together, and sharing ownership and outcomes.  Equity in the workplace is 
empowering all to generate success.  

What do you see as common mistakes people make when interacting with their colleagues 

regarding diversity and inclusion? 

This is such a simple thing, really.  The mistake is failing to recognize our own cultural lens; which keeps 

us from understanding the viewpoints, values, and norms of others.  A quick example from the 
workplace:  

 An employer is feeling the stress of the workforce shortage and creates an incentive program to 

bring in new people.  They hope to target the audience of recent immigrants, but there is no 
response; frustrating the employer and resulting in an intercultural value judgement. It might 

sound something like, “Why don’t they see how far we are willing to go by offering tuition 

reimbursement and a career advancement path?” 

The problem is that the employer has not created a relationship with the group to understand what they 

would value as incentives.  The perks selected by the employer came from established norms and values 
rather than in response to the needs or wants of the labor pool.  It’s a simple fix: find a trusted partner, 

meet and learn about the population, discover their barriers to employment and cultural values, and 

respond with incentives that fit them.  Because word of mouth is the most powerful tool in recruitment 
and retention, this approach works incredibly well.  

What are some ways employers can create a workplace environment that is welcoming, 
inclusive, and increasingly diverse? 

Of equal importance is making sure that when new employees arrive at your business they feel welcomed 
and respected.  There are two aspects of creating inclusive environments; operations and atmosphere. 

The first step is to make a comprehensive review of policy, procedures, practices, and physical plant. 

There are many resources available to help owners and managers look at the way they operate through 
an equity lens.  Hiring, job descriptions, personnel policies, safety practices, and employee workstations 

are all important to review.  You want your infrastructure to be set up to create and maintain inclusivity.  

The second step is to begin to address the climate of your workplace.  With the workforce shortage it’s a 

tough time to focus resources and energy to develop what have traditionally been called “soft skills” – 

collaboration and teamwork, conflict resolution, adaptability, interpersonal communication, etc. – but 
these attributes and their effect on organizational culture are invaluable in addressing workforce 

sustainability issues.  They are, in fact, critical skills for realizing competent and productive workgroups. 

Managing organizational culture is paramount to recruiting and retaining staff, adapting systems, and 

maximizing productivity.  Entities of any size that value and prioritize the development of their human 
capital in this labor market are ultimately better placed for success.  Get connected with resources to 

adapt your organizational culture.  

What role does the Diversity Council play in preparing underrepresented populations to be 
successful in the workplace? 

We work to bring individuals and resources together to create spaces where we can have a new kind of 
conversation between employers and jobseekers; one where there is discussion about values and goals 

not just wages and workload.  We know that awareness and understanding will lead to innovative ways 

to meet workforce demands and create respectful and inclusive workplaces.  Our networking and skill 
building activities are designed to help individuals and businesses recognize the potential of this moment 

in our economic growth.  We need everyone employed to their full potential so we can grow into greater 
economic stability and prosperity as a region.  

  



What indicators should a job seeker look for to tell if an employer is really committed to 

diversity and inclusion?  

There are several things that employees can sense about a prospective employer from first contact. 

Current job seekers are fairly savvy and have access to a tremendous array of resources to assist them in 
their searching.  Many know to look for dated language and coded phrases in job descriptions and 

recruitment materials.  Things like overtly masculine language, colloquialisms, and jargon turn away 

qualified individuals.  They hint at what to expect from your workplace culture.  Candidates will walk 
away from an interview with a positive or negative feeling about your business based on initial 

interactions with your staff.  They form their opinions through visual clues – are there religious images or 
overtones, are there diverse people in a variety of roles, and verbal clues – did someone ask how to 

pronounce a difficult name, were assumptions made about cultural or gender identity.   

Inclusive workplaces feel welcoming because they are; all individuals feel that the welcome extends to 

them because it is evident in every interaction.  This means written and spoken commitments to equity 

and inclusion.  

I've briefly heard you discuss the "Human Library."  Can you tell me about it and how 

employers, employees, and job seekers can benefit from the experience? 

The Human Library of Southeastern Minnesota educates people using human experience; cultivating 

empathy in such a manner that differences, barriers, and prejudice fall away.  A Human Library is a 

bookshelf of human beings who experience bias based on some facet of their identities.  As a Reader, 
you come to the Human Library and select a title from our Human Bookshelf.  You sit down with that 

person and have a conversation about their life through the bias lens. You have the opportunity to ask 
any question you have and to learn from their lived experience.  If you want to know what it's like to be, 

say, a refugee, a homeless person, a police officer, or a gay man, you check one out of the human library 
and they share their personal story and answer your questions. 

This experience helps people develop greater empathy toward difference and can have tremendous 

positive impact on diverse and growing workgroups.  We are always seeking books and readers and 
employers are encouraged to promote these opportunities with their personnel.  

Are there any podcasts, TED Talks, Webinars, etc. that you've found helpful in teaching 
people about diversity and inclusion in the workplace?  

There are so many sources of information workplace diversity and inclusion.  

Here are some of our favorites:  

The Forum on Workplace Inclusion 

https://forumworkplaceinclusion.org/ 
A Minnesota based resource with monthly webinars, a variety of resources, and an annual 

conference.  
 

Human Resource Council of Canada 

http://hrcouncil.ca/hr-toolkit/diversity-supportive-environment.cfm  
We know, it’s Canada, but they have amassed some great practical resources for businesses!  
 

MTV Decoded with Franchesca Ramsey  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j5FUtJvzz3Q   
MTV Decoded is a weekly series on MTV News where the fearless Franchesca Ramsey tackles 

race, pop culture, and other uncomfortable things, in funny and thought-provoking ways. 
 

And a few good reads:  
 

What Should Inclusion Really Look Like in the Workplace?  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/peggyyu/2018/01/17/what-should-inclusion-really-look-like-in-the-

workplace/#39b1c56853f0  
 

7 Reasons Why ‘Colorblindness’ Contributes to Racism Instead of Solves It 

https://everydayfeminism.com/2015/02/colorblindness-adds-to-racism/ 

https://forumworkplaceinclusion.org/
http://hrcouncil.ca/hr-toolkit/diversity-supportive-environment.cfm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j5FUtJvzz3Q
https://www.forbes.com/sites/peggyyu/2018/01/17/what-should-inclusion-really-look-like-in-the-workplace/#39b1c56853f0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/peggyyu/2018/01/17/what-should-inclusion-really-look-like-in-the-workplace/#39b1c56853f0
https://everydayfeminism.com/2015/02/colorblindness-adds-to-racism/


The Bootstrap Myth 

https://abagond.wordpress.com/2012/01/12/the-bootstrap-myth/ 
 

Transforming White Fragility Into Courageous Imperfection 
https://onbeing.org/blog/transforming-white-fragility-into-courageous-imperfection/ 
 

Workers with disabilities find more doors opening 

http://e.startribune.com/Olive/ODN/StarTribune/shared/ShowArticle.aspx?doc=MST%2F2018%2
F06%2F04&entity=Ar02200&sk=045C69B1&mode=text 
 

5 Ways Millennials Will Transform The Workplace In 2018 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/larryalton/2017/12/28/5-ways-millennials-will-transform-the-

workplace-in-2018/#380db9fb558d 
 

 
Is there anything you'd like to add? 

There is tremendous opportunity for businesses of all sizes to take the lead in reshaping the regional 
workforce.  It’s the perfect time to modify operations and practices to fit the future.  Hiring and retaining 

qualified staff is no longer a passive prospect.  The challenge isn’t simply to attract qualified candidates. 

The challenge for businesses is to: 
 participate in the development of critical skillsets, 

 engage in regional workforce development activities, and 

 retool workplace climate and culture. 

Employers in this region are preparing for and managing change.  Integrating critical skills training is 

important groundwork moving forward.  Don’t neglect organizational culture as you plan for a productive 
future. 
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