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I nclusion

Diversity

EquityA ccessibility

Social Justice

OVERVIEW

Diversity refers to a 
variety of invisible 
and visible traits.

Equity is being fair 
and impartial while 
acknowledging and 
actively addressing 
historical injustices. 

Inclusion is the intentional creation and 
maintenance of the conditions that enable 
everyone to be a valued member of the 
community as they are. 

Accessibility entails 
creating points of 
entry for everyone to 
fully participate in 
our communities and 
relationships.

Social justice is a 
never-ending, collective 
investment in a better 
society for all. 

Intersectional & 
for Everyone

Vulnerable &
Self Reflective

Self Care &
Wellbeing

Alliances & 
Partnerships 

Adaptive & 
Transformative

Innovative & 
Ongoing 

Approaching questions of identity
and issue areas through their 
intersections and relationships, 
rather than in isolation

Embracing self-inquiry and 
engaging emotions to foster 
trust, community, and leadership

Finding ways to value and 
practice holistic health in our 
work and communities

Forging powerful relationships 
to facilitate change and 
collective impact

Balancing incremental adaptations 
with change at scale while 
remaining mindful of root causes 
and broader systems 

Sustaining IDEAS work as an 
iterative journey that requires 
continual commitment, attention, 
accountability, and a creative 
mindset

In 2019 Inclusion NextWork convened an intergenerational group of 50 advocates, champions, and practitioners 
of IDEAS: Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, Social Justice to discuss the future of bringing these principles 
to our organizations and communities. Drawn from insights generated during our time together, the following 
report articulates why and how we aim to activate IDEAS for social change through six thematic areas, each with 
accompanying strategy considerations and reflection questions. We hope that our insights expressed here serve 
as meaningful conversation starters, contribute to the evolution of IDEAS, and inspire others to take actions 
toward a more just society.
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Inclusion NextWork (INW), a collective of emerging leaders and champions of Inclusion, 
Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, and Social Justice (IDEAS), hosted the IDEAS for the 
Future Summit (“Summit”) in 2019 to discuss the future of IDEAS in our organizations and 
communities. Conversations at the Summit reaffirmed the need for a new path forward that 
honors the contributions of all those who came before us and identifies how this work must 
evolve to meet the distinct challenges faced by our current generations. 

For our purposes, the umbrella of ‘next-generation’ or ‘emerging’ leaders encompasses 
Millennials (born 1977-1997) and Generation Z (born after 1997) because people in 
these age cohorts engage with IDEAS in fundamentally different ways than generations 
before us. For example, research conducted by Pew Research Center notes the increased 
comfort with and desire for diversity amongst Millennials and Generation-Z.1 Consulting 
firm McKinsey & Company describes Generation-Z (Gen-Z) as ‘radically inclusive.’2 Trends 
highlighted in such formal research, along with our owned lived experience as members 
of these age cohorts, lead us to suggest that these younger generations are more likely to 
consider IDEAS as a key component of leadership, organizational culture, and community 
development. Because Millennials and Generation Z will make up over 75% of the global 
workforce by 2025, IDEAS work must remain responsive if it is to meet both our current 
needs and those of the future. 

1 Pew Research Center, Generation-Z Looks a Lot Like Millennials on Key Social and Political Issues:  https://www.
pewsocialtrends.org/2019/01/17/generation-z-looks-a-lot-like-millennials-on-key-social-and-political-issues/
2  McKinsey & Company, ‘True Gen’: Generation Z and its Implications for Companies:  https://www.mckinsey.com/
industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/true-gen-generation-z-and-its-implications-for-companies

1. CONTEXT

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/01/17/generation-z-looks-a-lot-like-millennials-on-key-social-a
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/01/17/generation-z-looks-a-lot-like-millennials-on-key-social-a
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/true-gen-generation-z-and-i
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/true-gen-generation-z-and-i
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To foster a tomorrow where the full potential of new voices can be fully realized,
 INW advocates for a dynamic IDEAS approach that is:  

 Intersectional & For Everyone 
 Vulnerable & Self-Reflective
 Linked with Self-Care & Wellbeing 
 Collaborative through Alliances & Partnerships 
 Adaptive & Transformational
 Innovative & Ongoing 

Grounded in these themes and the findings generated at our Summit, this report 
articulates why and how we aim to activate IDEAS for social change. We explore how this 
framing better aligns with the contemporary needs, perspectives, and experiences of 
emerging Millennial and Gen-Z leaders. Leveraging the 2019 IDEAS for the Future Summit 
as a case study in applying IDEAS principles, we offer co-created IDEAS definitions, 
propose critical questions, community-generated insights on how to approach them, and 
present practical considerations for individuals and organizations to apply these learnings 
to their respective contexts. 

Recognizing that the perspectives of the IDEAS for the Future Summit participants and the 
INW team cannot fully reflect all possible viewpoints and experiences, we offer this report 
with the hope that our insights serve as meaningful conversation starters, contribute to the 
evolution of IDEAS, and inspire others to take actions toward a more just society.
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IDEAS and Next Gen Leadership
For centuries, people around the world 
have organized themselves to fight for 
justice, fairness, and basic human rights for 
all. Many have given their lives in pursuit of 
these ideals. We deeply honor and respect 
those whose visions, efforts, and sacrifices 
laid the groundwork for our endeavors 
today. 

Efforts to address systemic inequalities 
and discrimination continue to the present 
day in many forms, from community-
based activism to international cultural 
and political movements. In the United 
States, there is a history of identity-based 
advocacy movements such as the Civil 
Rights Movement (race), the Feminist 
Movement (gender) LGBTQIA+ Movement 
(sexual orientation and gender expression), 
and the Disability Rights Movement 
(disability), amongst others, that became 
national turning points in the pursuit of a 
more just society. And yet, despite decades 
of social change initiatives, inequality and 
institutionalized oppression persist virtually 
everywhere: in education, health, access to 
wealth, the criminal justice system, the job 
market, politics, and elsewhere. 

“And yet, despite decades 
of social change initiatives, 
inequality and institutionalized 
oppression persist virtually 
everywhere: in education, 
health, access to wealth, the 
criminal justice system, the job 
market, politics, and elsewhere.”
3 Brief background on Affirmative Action from Cornell Law School:  https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/affirmative_action
4 US Equal Opportunity Office Commission Website: https://www.eeoc.gov/
5 Deloitte, The Radical Transformation of Diversity and Inclusion: The Millennial Influence: https://www2.deloitte.com/
content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/about-deloitte/us-inclus-millennial-influence-120215.pdf 

Organizational Diversity & Inclusion 
(D&I) work has emerged from among 
these efforts. D&I aims to localize 
these movements’ various aims into 
the workplace. In the earlier stages of 
organizational D&I, emphasis was largely 
placed on demographic representation 
along the dimensions of gender, race, and 
ethnicity. This focus emerged during the 
early days of Affirmative Action3 and Equal 
Employment Opportunity policies4 in the 
United States. Such efforts were designed 
to comply with policies and legal mandates 
during this era and rarely challenged the 
existing systems, structures, and cultures 
that necessitated such a focus in the first 
place. Now, as Millennials (and, eventually, 
Gen Z) begin to make up a larger part of 
the workforce relative to Baby Boomers and 
Gen X, a new phase of D&I work dawns. 
This new phase calls for a more expansive 
framework that speaks directly to larger 
social movements as younger generations 
understand and participate in them. 

So far, Millennials and Generation-Z are the 
two most diverse generations in history. 
They will comprise more than 75% of the 
American workforce by 2025. Yet current 
diversity & inclusion solutions often 
overlook their perspectives or minimize their 
voices. Beyond the exclusion of younger 
voices, the content and approach of many 
of today’s D&I efforts simply fail to resonate 
with them. A 2015 report from Deloitte 
outlines the many ways that Millennials 
orient themselves differently to D&I work in 
organizations.5 These differences include 
appreciating the complexity of identities 

2. INTRODUCTION

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/affirmative_action
https://www.eeoc.gov/
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/about-deloitte/us-inclus-millennial-influence-120215.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/about-deloitte/us-inclus-millennial-influence-120215.pdf
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and diversity of perspectives, rather than 
focusing on traditional, one-dimensional 
identity markers. Millennials also emphasize 
connection over assimilation and view D&I 
as a value-add rather than as a compliance 
question. 

Despite the greater identity-based 
diversity found in current generations, 
many communities are not necessarily 
becoming more inclusive. We see a 
deepening in “us vs. them” polarization 
in both physical and virtual spaces that is 
reinforced by and perpetuates a highly 
partisan political system.6 Researchers for 
Greater Good Magazine at the University 
of California Berkeley point out that this 
trend of polarization carries great costs, 
from increased stress and social conformity, 
to reduced trust in institutions.7 And the 
impact may be even more destructive as 
2019 marked a 16-year high in hate crime 
incidence in the United States.8

We therefore yearn for a more expansive 
D&I approach based in community, 
innovation, and impact that goes beyond 
efforts to achieve representation—we strive 
to shift biased attitudes and transform 
oppressive systems that entrench inequality. 
INW asserts that diversity and inclusion 
alone are insufficient to meet today’s 
challenges. In the 21st century, this work 
must span beyond legal compliance and 
the business case for diversity, which 
understands D&I as a financial benefit to the 
corporate bottom line. As such, advancing 
diversity and inclusion today also requires 
incorporating and prioritizing equity, 
accessibility, and social justice principles. 
Doing so helps to rectify historical 

6 Pew Research Center, The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows Even Wider:  
https://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/the-partisan-divide-on-political-values-grows-even-wider/ 
7 Greater Good Magazine, What is the True Cost of Polarization in America:  
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_is_the_true_cost_of_polarization_in_america
8 New York Times, Hate-Crime Violence Hits 16 Year High F.B.I Reports: 
 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/12/us/hate-crimes-fbi-report.html
9 Collective Impact is the commitment of a group of actors from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a 
specific social problem, using a structured form of collaboration. (Wikipedia)

inequities, account for the built and cultural 
environment, and prioritize the greater 
good. That’s where IDEAS comes in! The 
addition of these principles is critical for 
bringing divided communities together and 
for expanding our ability to forge a better 
tomorrow for all. 

Inclusion NextWork
Inclusion NextWork (INW) was founded in 
2018 to drive collaborative social change 
and build the capacity of tomorrow’s 
leaders. INW fosters a community of IDEAS 
leaders and champions and partners with 
organizations to navigate culture change 
through an IDEAS lens. As a collective 
impact network9 and consultative partner, 
INW empowers new voices by promoting 
connection, collaboration, and innovation 
among professionals and change agents 
committed to integrating IDEAS into their 
everyday lives. To date we have provided 
convenings and webinars, original content 
and thought leadership, mentorship 
opportunities, and consulting services—and 
we’re just getting started. 

IDEAS for the Future  
Summit & Report
To complement our community building 
efforts, we convened more than 50 IDEAS 
practitioners and advocates in Washington, 
DC for our inaugural IDEAS for the Future 
Summit. There, participants committed 
to engaging in courageous conversations 
to co-create a shared vision for IDEAS. 
Those conversations served as the impetus 
for this report. The IDEAS for the Future 
Summit included speakers from a diversity 

https://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/the-partisan-divide-on-political-values-grows-even-wider/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_is_the_true_cost_of_polarization_in_america
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/12/us/hate-crimes-fbi-report.html
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of identities, backgrounds, industries, 
and countries. Our programming utilized 
a variety of formats—including panels, 
large group discussions, small group 
conversations, individual reflection, mind-
mapping,10 networking, and information 
sharing—to create various entry points for 
participants to engage. The INW team 
collected insights throughout the Summit 
and worked with members of the INW 
community to translate and synthesize these 
contributions into this report. 
 
We believe that IDEAS provides a more 
comprehensive framework to help emerging 
generations address the historic inequities 
and systems of inequality we have inherited. 

10.  Mind mapping is the use of a diagram to visually organize information. Mind maps are often created around a 
single concept, drawn as an image in the center of a blank page, to which associated representations of ideas such 
as images, words and parts of words are added. Major ideas are connected directly to the central concept, and other 
ideas branch out from those major ideas. (Wikipedia)

We offer it as one model to help dismantle 
cultural and environmental barriers and 
increase inclusion and social justice in our 
personal, professional, and civic lives. We 
believe IDEAS is not the sole responsibility 
of D&I practitioners and social justice 
advocates—it is the responsibility of 
everyone. 

 “We believe that IDEAS 
provides a more 
comprehensive framework to 
help emerging generations 
address the historic inequities 
and systems of inequality we 
have inherited.”
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As we did at the IDEAS for the Future Summit, 
we begin with a discussion of IDEAS concepts—
Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, Accessibility and 
Social Justice. Recognizing these definitions 
vary based on personal perspectives and prior 
experiences, INW kicked off the Summit with 
an exercise to collaboratively define IDEAS. 
Summit facilitators led brainstorming sessions 
where participants shared definitions and 
experiences they associated with each term. 
This exercise was crucial for establishing a 
shared language, building trust, and gaining 
buy-in among participants. Although IDEAS 
concepts are necessarily interrelated, we have 
distilled the co-created definitions for each 
component part below: 

I nclusion is the intentional creation and 
maintenance of the conditions that enable 
everyone to be a valued member of the 
community as they are. Inclusion is a deeply 
personal experience of feeling connection—
to people, communities, and institutions. 
At its core, inclusion fosters belongingness 
across difference. When practiced well, 
inclusion entails more than just “having a seat 
at the table.” It becomes a multi-directional 
relationship where everyone treats each 
other as a respected partner whose ideas, 
perspectives, and experiences matter. Inclusion 
is both the act of involving, and valuing, each 
other. 

“Inclusion becomes a multi-
directional relationship where 
everyone treats each other as a 
respected partner whose ideas, 
perspectives, and experiences 
matter.”

INW leads with inclusion, rather than diversity 
- as has traditionally been the case - because 

11 Tokenism is the practice of making only a perfunctory or symbolic effort to do a particular thing, especially by recruit-
ing a small number of people from underrepresented groups in order to give the appearance of sexual or racial equality 
within a workforce. Definition from
https://medium.com/@TonieSnell/tokenism-the-result-of-diversity-without-inclusion-460061db1eb6 

sustaining diverse communities is impossible 
without inclusion. Inherent in inclusion is a 
deep valuing of diversity. Without it, those 
representing diversity in some form become 
or continue to be marginalized. Inclusion puts 
the practice of diversity into action by creating 
an environment of involvement, respect, 
connection, belonging, and impact for all.

D iversity refers to a variety of invisible and 
visible traits. It covers the full spectrum of 
identity markers and experiences found in 
people. Diversity is situational and contextual, 
lived and learned, and exists within and across 
groups. Identity markers include, but are not 
limited to: gender, race/ethnicity, educational 
attainment, socio-economic status, (dis)
ability, sexuality, religion, cognitive thought, 
and professional experience. Put another way, 
diversity is the celebration at the center of 
inclusion. 

Our identities are not monolithic, nor do they 
exist in isolation. Our identities comprise many 
different traits that intersect in complex ways. 
Combinations of these attributes forge dynamic 
identities and ways of seeing the world. 
Diversity becomes most salient when there are 
contrasts, subtle or obvious, between us and 
others.

Diversity is not about checking a box or 
tokenism; it represents an on-going journey 
to recognize, appreciate, and value difference 
in its many forms.11 Moreover, diversity is not 
a code word for people of color, women, or 
any other marginalized minority, nor is a single 
person in isolation diverse. Rather, diversity is 
a reference marker of difference. When used 
as a substitute for “minority,” the word diversity 
inadvertently excludes those in the majority 
group of a given context and can potentially 
prevent people from productively engaging in 
conversations about IDEAS.  

3. IDEAS: CONCEPTS IN EVOLUTION
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E quity means being fair and impartial while 
acknowledging and actively addressing 
historical injustices. Equity guides people to 
treat others fairly while adjusting for context, 
power, privilege, and bias at interpersonal, 
systemic, and structural levels.  

Importantly, equity is distinct from equality. 
Equality suggests that everyone be treated 
the same, under the faulty assumption that 
everyone starts from the same place or that 
a one-size fits all solution is appropriate. The 
contrast between equity and equality is neatly 
explained by the difference in the Golden 
Rule and the Platinum Rule. The Golden Rule 
(equality) of “do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you,” implies a basic assumption 
that other people would like to be treated 
the way that you would like to be treated. The 
alternative to the Golden Rule is the Platinum 
Rule (equity): “Treat others the way they want 
to be treated.” Approaching decisions and 
relationships with an equity lens takes into 
greater account where others are coming from 
and honors their needs and experiences. Equity 
also goes one step further by encompassing 
affirmative actions to right historical wrongs 
and strive for a common good that dismantles 

12  Image courtesy Maryam Abdul-Kareem. 
13 The disability rights movement is a global social movement to secure equal opportunities and equal rights for 
all people with disabilities. It is made up of organizations of disability activists around the world working together 
with similar goals and demands, such as: accessibility and safety in architecture, transportation, and the physical 
environment; equal opportunities in independent living, employment equity, education, and housing; and freedom 
from discrimination, abuse, neglect, and from other rights violations. Disability activists are working to break 
institutional, physical, and societal barriers that prevent people with disabilities from living their lives like other citizens. 
(Wikipedia) 

systems of inequities (like those found in 
education, housing, wealth accumulation, 
incarceration, health outcomes, and elsewhere).  

Through an equity lens, we are asked to grapple 
with longstanding systems of oppression 
(such as racism, ableism, homophobia, and 
xenophobia), understand our own role or 
position in them, and identify ways to co- 
create new solutions that are more aligned  
with building communities where everyone  
can thrive.12

A ccessibility entails creating points of 
entry for everyone to fully participate in our 
communities and relationships. Fostering 
accessibility often involves removing social, 
attitudinal, and environmental barriers 
that impede participation. Without access, 
communities undercut the values of IDEAS  
by failing to create spaces for the full diversity  
of human characteristics and experiences  
to flourish.

Stemming from the Disability Rights Movement,  
the value of accessibility applies to our built 
environment, to money and affordability, and 
to cultural norms and beliefs.13 Practiced well, 

Equality Equity

https://muslimgirl.com/heres-care-equity-equality/
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it is exemplified by universal design: the design 
and composition of an environment so that it 
can be understood and used to the greatest 
extent possible by all people.14 Ensuring access 
requires a reconsideration of who is seen, 
whose needs and experiences are considered 
and prioritized, and who is involved in the 
decision-making. INW views access in its 
broadest application as a critical tool for social 
inclusion that naturally dovetails into the other 
facets of the IDEAS framework. 

S ocial justice is a never-ending, collective 
investment in a better society for all. For the 
INW community, social justice manifests when 
inclusion, diversity, equity, and accessibility 
thrive. Some justice movements focus on 
individual aspects of identity, whereas broader 
social justice requires an attention to all identity 
markers and how they intersect -- creating a 
society fueled by liberation for all. Without the 
‘S’ in IDEAS, we run the risk of only addressing 
the individual or interpersonal aspects of the 
‘isms’ in our society, rather than the institutional 

14 Universal Design is the design and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood and used 
to the greatest extent possible by all people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability. (Centre for Excellence in 
Universal Design)
15 Image Courtesy of Courtesy Advancing Equity and Inclusion: A Guide for Municipalities, by City for All Women 
Initiative (CAWI), Ottawa

or structural parts that keep them around. 
Building on the nuance between equity and 
equality discussed above, the importance of 
fostering just society is captured by the image 
below.15

A socially just society, therefore, takes 
responsibility for course-correcting historical 
power inequities and dismantles systems of 
oppression that unfairly advantage certain 
groups and individuals over others. It also 
proactively and continually builds new 
systems that promote inclusion, equity, and 
accessibility for all. Social justice involves the 
brave and difficult work of shifting power and 
privilege, going beyond surface representation 
to address the heart of social structures 
that perpetuate inequity. This work requires 
collaboration across groups wherein everyone’s 
humanity is assumed, understood, and valued. 
In a just society, all diversity is honored and as 
a result, every person can contribute fully to a 
better tomorrow, together.
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After defining IDEAS, Summit participants 
identified areas of opportunity to advance 
these principles. INW has synthesized these 
insights into six themes. Using the IDEAS 
definitions as a baseline, these themes provide 
the foundation for individuals, organizations, 
and communities to make IDEAS a reality. In this 
section, we offer context for and descriptions of 
each of them. Additionally, we provide strategic 
considerations for organizations, advocates, 
supporters, and practitioners for how to put 
these themes into practice. We close each 
section reflection questions that can prompt 
further inquiry and application.

 
In an interview, Kimberlé Crenshaw describes 
Intersectionality as:

“a lens through which you can see 
where power comes and collides, 
where it interlocks and intersects. 
It’s not simply that there’s a race 
problem here, a gender problem 
here, and a class or LBGTQ 
problem there. Many times that 
framework erases what happens 
to people who are subject to all of 
these things.”16

 
Crenshaw first introduced intersectionality 
in 1989 as a way to address marginalization 
of Black women from feminist and anti-
racist movements.17 In the 30 years since, 

16 Crenshaw, Kimberlé Interview with Columbia University Law School: 
https://www.law.columbia.edu/pt-br/news/2017/06/kimberle-crenshaw-intersectionality
17 Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist 
Theory and Antiracist Politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum: Vol. 1989: Iss. 1, Article 8 
18 Crenshaw, Kimberlé: Urgency of Intersectionality, Ted Talk: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality

intersectionality has become a more significant 
part of the dialogue around diversity and 
inclusion. Crenshaw has continued to use 
different avenues to highlight how often 
society approaches issues in a singular fashion, 
resulting in the disempowerment of those who 
are marginalized on multiple fronts.18 

Acknowledging Crenshaw’s original 
conception of intersectionality as a framework 
to understand the unique experiences of 
black women, the participants of the INW 
Summit sought to build on this concept, 
which has played an important role in D&I 
discussions for decades. We do so by urging 
for an intersectional lens in IDEAS work that 
recognizes the multi-dimensionality, complexity, 
and interlocking systems of identity, experience, 
power, oppression, and privilege, that shape all 
our worlds and impact how we relate to IDEAS. 

A lens of intersectionality asks everyone to take 
responsibility for IDEAS work, not just those 
from historically marginalized communities 
who have had to disproportionately carry the 
weight of these efforts. By valuing intersecting 
identities, we honor the uniqueness of each 
person’s experience without minimizing the 
real structural and systemic oppression that 
certain people face. Through intersectionality 
we can become attuned to the ways that our 
identities are multiple, how each part of who 
we are interacts with other parts of ourselves 
and with other people – who themselves have 
equally complex layers of identity. When viewed 
through an intersectional lens, IDEAS work 
becomes a space for all to come together, not 
just those in traditionally marginalized groups. 
It transforms diversity from a problem that 
‘doesn’t apply to me’ into critical arena for 
collective and shared responsibility. 

4. SUSTAINABLE FRAMEWORK FOR IDEAS: 
THE SIX THEMES

Theme 1:
Intersectional &  
For Everyone 

https://www.law.columbia.edu/pt-br/news/2017/06/kimberle-crenshaw-intersectionality
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality


13

Shared responsibility requires those with 
privilege and power to acknowledge these 
social inequities and actively work towards 
dismantling them to create a more just society 
for all, even if doing so requires relinquishing 
some of the benefits they have grown 
accustomed to. Without this kind of critical 
collaboration, we run the risk of only preaching 
to the choir and failing to fully realize our 
collective potential for impact.

Because critical challenges rarely exist in 
isolation, it is also important to think through 
an intersectional lens when approaching 
issue areas. For example, one domain that 
underscores the importance of intersectionality 
is environmental justice. People of color, 
indigenous communities, and low-income 
communities are often the most impacted by 
environmental injustices such as pollution, 
disrespected land sovereignty, and limited 
access to clean water. Though these groups 
have fought against injustice for centuries, 
their voices are often minimized or absent in 
these conversations. If these communities are 
more fully brought to the forefront of these 
conversations as leaders and partners, future 
solutions will better reflect the intertwining 

factors of race and environment in the issue at 
hand and better serve the communities most 
proximate to these challenges. 

Since IDEAS cannot be limited to one field, we 
believe it is critical to understand IDEAS from 
an interdisciplinary, multi-sector perspective. 
This was reflected at the Summit, where we 
chose panelists from different professional 
backgrounds (e.g., environmental sustainability, 
law, finance, human rights advocacy, science 
communication) to show how IDEAS manifests 
in different industries, geographies, and 
professions and across different intersections of 
personal identity. 

Strategic Considerations: 
1. Evolve Your Understanding of Identity: 

Invest in understanding the complexity and 
multiplicity of your own identity and the 
identities of those around you. There has 
been a steady evolution in these terms in 
the past few decades. IDEAS requires us to 
be mindful and flexible as we embrace these 
developments.  

2. Ditch ‘Diverse’: Individuals alone are 
not diverse. Shift your language and be 
specific. Diversity describes difference as 
a reference point (e.g., diversity of race, 
gender expression, ability status, etc.) rather 
than providing meaningful interpretation 
on its own. Using ‘diverse’ as a code word 
for minority or other marginalized group 
members can erase experience, further 
marginalize people, and prevent tangible 
and targeted actions.       

3. Replace Boxes with People: Reconsider 
demographic categories for data collection, 
analysis, and strategy design. Only collect 
information for the categories that you 
really need to avoid unfairly boxing people 
in or minimizing parts of their experience 
or identity. For example, the IDEAS for the 
Future Summit registration system asked 
attendees to determine what aspects of 
themselves they felt most important to 
disclose in an open-ended format rather 
than providing boxes to check. 



14

ID
EAS (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, Socail Jusice) for the Future from

 N
ext-G

en Leaders

4. Create Community Connections: Identify 
new approaches to affinity groups and 
allyship initiatives. For example, are 
your organization’s Employee Resource 
Groups identity-based (such as a people 
of color group) or issue-based (such as 
a gender or racial inclusion groups)? Do 
they actively incorporate intersectional 
considerations? Identify areas for alignment 
and collaboration while also providing 
opportunities to learn about differences. 

5. Go Beyond HR: Incorporate IDEAS into 
every aspect of the organization by 
design, not as an afterthought. Consider 
how IDEAS is crucial in product design, 
customer service, curriculum development, 
research, public affairs and communications, 
housing developments, casting, and other 
organizational functions. IDEAS work can 
only live up to its full potential if we see it as 
a foundational framework for ourselves, our 
organizations, and our communities.  

6. Stake Out Your Stakeholders: Engage 
non-dominant and non-traditional 
voices in IDEAS strategy development, 
implementation, and leadership. Find 
people at all levels in all parts of the 
organization with whom you can build 
strategic partnerships.  

7. Inspire Accountability: Identify new ways 
to inspire accountability through co-
creation for everyone at all levels and in all 
functions. Collaboratively identify ways for 
everyone to uphold community standards 
to reinforce investment across levels of 
formal leadership. This approach evolves 
accountability from a monitoring and control 
function into a dynamic opportunity for 
community building and values alignment.  

Questions for Reflection
• How do I/the organization(s) I am 

affiliated with currently understand 
and treat diversity of identity? 

• How do we approach people (i.e. 
singularly or as having multiple 
aspects of identity)? 

• How do we understand 
intersectionality? 

• How can we think through an 
approach that makes space 
for a multiplicity of connected 
identities?

• What unique experiences, 
perspectives, and backgrounds do 
I and others have?

• How do we constructively and 
respectfully leverage these 
differences to further our personal 
and organizational missions/goals? 

• Do we have clear goals and 
targets regarding various diversity 
dimensions while avoiding 
tokenism and “quick fixes”?

• Do we know who our key partners 
and champions are for IDEAS 
efforts? 

• Does everyone across the 
organization feel a sense of shared 
responsibility and ownership for 
IDEAS? 
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Systemic change starts with individuals. But 
we can only take others as far as we have 
gone ourselves. Understanding our limits, 
boundaries, assumptions, and positionality19  
through ongoing self-reflection and honest 
conversation is therefore critical to IDEAS 
work. Our time at the Summit demonstrated 
how emerging leaders can embrace and 
leverage vulnerability and self-examination in 
professional practice and in leadership more 
broadly.  

There are different personal and cultural 
interpretations of “vulnerability.” For us, to 
be vulnerable is to express one’s thoughts 
and feelings in an honest, authentic manner. 
Vulnerability from others cannot be assumed 
or required, nor is it sufficient to simply 
declare that a space is ‘safe’ for such kinds of 
expression. Identity and privilege can heavily 
influence how vulnerable we feel we can 
afford to be. As emerging leaders who value 
authenticity, we have to proactively set the 
tone and intentionally create the conditions for 
others to participate fully.

Leading by example, modeling vulnerability, 
and demonstrating the willingness to share 
learnings from personal self-reflections (as 
well as external feedback) can invite others 
to reciprocate openly. Co-creation of group 
norms with all members of the community 
can help foster an environment conducive to 
mutual trust and open sharing. For example, 
at the INW Summit, participants regularly 
practiced the “take space, make space” norm. 
According to this norm, individuals who spoke 
frequently were invited to self-moderate their 
contributions to make space for others who 
had not had the chance to share. Conversely, 
those who had not spoken were encouraged to 
embrace vulnerability and take space by sharing 
their perspective in group settings.

19 Positionality is the social and political context that creates your identity in terms of race, class, gender, sexuality, and 
ability status. Positionality also describes how your identity influences, and potentially biases, your understanding of and 
outlook on the world. (Dictionary.com)

Not everyone will share personal feelings 
or opinions to a large group with equal 
enthusiasm. When people appear guarded and 
resistant to share, this may be an indicator of 
differences in comfort levels around disclosure. 
IDEAS champions must therefore identify 
multiple access points for participation, which 
may include opportunities to put thoughts 
down on paper, sharing in pairs, anonymous 
submissions, the ability to offer feedback before 
or after the event, and using social media, Slack 
channels, and other technology-mediated 
forums to facilitate sharing. At the end of the 
day it is also important to acknowledge that 
not everyone will be comfortable sharing at 
a certain time in a certain place regardless of 
how much trust you try to build, and that’s ok. 
Our goal is to ensure that if and when those 
individual do feel ready to share, the conditions 
for them to do so are in place. 

We often sugar coat conversations about the 
current state of inequality and polarization in 
our communities, but this gets in the way of 
progress. Vulnerability is a way to overcome 

Theme 2:
Vulnerable & Self-
Reflective   
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that. At the Summit, this meant engaging in 
honest concerns about the future. In these 
settings, it is critical to give people space to 
make mistakes without alienation or blowback. 
During conversations on topics ranging from 
the efficacy of unconscious bias training to 
the role and ethics of allyship in IDEAS efforts, 
participants frequently practiced “calling in” 
rather than calling out.  Popularized by US 
Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
“calling in” is the act of checking your peers on 
problematic behavior by compassionately and 
respectfully acknowledging them and inviting 
a dialogue about their misstep. Compared to 
calling out, “calling in” offers an opportunity 
for both the giver and receiver of feedback to 
display vulnerability and openness during such 
an exchange while enabling learning through 
self-reflection to shift future behavior. 

Calling In 
“I picture ‘calling in’ as a practice of pulling folks back 
in who have strayed from us. It means extending to 
ourselves the reality that we will and do [screw] up, we 
stray, and there will always be a chance for us to return. 
Calling in as a practice of loving each other enough to 
allow each other to make mistakes, a practice of loving 
ourselves enough to know that what we’re trying to 
do here is a radical unlearning of everything we have 
been configured to believe is normal.”20 

- Ngoc Loan Tran 

Strategic Considerations: 
1. Do Your Homework: Request (but don’t 

demand or expect) guidance from those 
within the group you seek to understand 
more about and conduct your own research 
to lessen their burden.

2. Be Open to Feedback and Support: 
Providing and receiving input and feedback 
is a central feature of IDEAS leadership. 
Demonstrate learning both in public and 
in private by being transparent about 
missteps, improvements you are working 
on, growth you have gone through, and by 
acknowledging sources of support.  

20 Ngoc Loan Tran, Calling IN: A Less Disposable Way of Holding Each Other Accountable, in Black Girl Dangerous: 
https://www.bgdblog.org/2013/12/calling-less-disposable-way-holding-accountable/

A willingness to invite and accept support 
from others reinforces a sense of a 
communal effort and fosters an environment 
of collaboration and trust. 
 
Emerging leaders don’t demand 
perfection, but they do expect 
progress.

3. Demand Progress, Not Perfection: 
Emerging leaders don’t demand perfection, 
but they do expect progress. Be kind to 
yourself and others in recognition that we 
all make mistakes. Couple that generosity 
with a commitment to accountability and 
continuous improvement. Expect it from 
both yourself and those around you. 

4. Practice Empathetic Leadership:  Model 
IDEAS leadership beyond what has 
traditionally been considered appropriate 
in the workplace and invite others to do 
the same. Practice being more vulnerable, 
self-reflective, transparent, and empathetic. 
Emerging leaders appreciate that we do 
not stop having emotional responses when 
we walk into a professional space, even if 
how we express them may need to look 
different. Channel feelings productively 
without discounting them. Integrating an 
emotional, reflective lens into professional 
and communal interactions is a sign of self-
awareness and strength. Doing so fosters 
a safe and connected environment. This 
requires us to lean into discomfort and find a 
new vision for what leadership looks like.

5. Be Transparent:  Emerging leaders value 
self and organizational awareness, even if 
it means highlighting your own limitations 
or those of the institution. Be transparent 
about your culture and work environment 
to the extent possible. Disclose where 
the organization is, and where it isn’t, 
upfront, rather than have people discover 
discrepancies between your organization’s 
stated values/progress and their own 
lived experiences once they arrive. This 
transparency is important in building trust. 

https://www.bgdblog.org/2013/12/calling-less-disposable-way-holding-accountable/
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We need to be frank about the progress 
we’ve made and where we have work to 
do in order to remain honest and inspiring 
leaders. 

6. Go Beyond the Triple Bottom Line:21 
Prioritize your values as a guide for every 
action and decision. Walking the talk with 
holistic integrity will go a long way in 
garnering trust and loyalty. Similar to the 
point above, be open and honest about 
where you are on the continuous journey 
of living your values. Recognize that for 
emerging leaders, associating themselves 
as employees, students, donors, and 
volunteers with organizations that align 
closely with their values is becoming 
increasingly important and common. 

7. Reputation Matters to All Stakeholders: 
Work to balance substance and internal 
reputation with your efforts to craft 
a particular external brand. Focus on 
working towards alignment and integrity 
in how you present yourself as an 
organization externally and what people 
in the organization experience day-to-
day internally. Doing so is important to 
attracting and retaining emerging leaders.

21 The triple bottom line (TBL) is a framework or theory that recommends that companies commit to focus on social and 
environmental concerns just as they do on profits. The TBL posits that instead of one bottom line, there should be three: 
profit, people, and the planet. (Investopedia)

 

Questions for Reflection

• Am I doing my own research before 
asking marginalized groups what I 
should be doing?

• How have my own background, 
identity dimensions, and experiences 
informed my biases and behaviors? 

• Where can I invite more input?

• How do I respond to feedback in a 
way that encourages those around 
me to continue providing it? 

• What expectations and support are 
we providing to leaders and others 
for how we would like them to show 
up with their teams?

• What can I personally or we 
organizationally do to communicate 
more transparently about our IDEAS 
efforts, progress, and areas for 
opportunity, both internally and 
externally? 

• Do our organizational values go 
beyond aspirational words so 
that they are felt in day-to-day 
experiences of all stakeholders? 
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Social justice activist Audre Lorde often spoke 
about self-care as a radical act. IDEAS work, 
and social change more broadly, is hard 
work. It is emotionally taxing and sometimes 
even dangerous. The burden of its labor is 
rarely equitably distributed. Organizations 
and communities too often neglect the 
psychological and emotional toll it takes for 
some individuals to wake up day after day and 
continue to fight for respect, dignity, equity, 
belonging, and, in some cases, even survival. 

During the Summit, self-care emerged as a 
critical component of sustaining IDEAS that 
has not always been acknowledged. The need 
for marginalized individuals to prioritize self-
care and wellbeing over the comfort of those in 
dominant positions can in itself be considered 
a radical notion. During a Summit keynote 
session on healing justice, two facilitators 
led the INW community through a series of 
exercises centered around wellbeing and self-
care. Importantly, the conversation addressed 
the oppressive systems (racism, sexism, trans 
and homophobia, classism, ableism, etc.) that 
create a world in which self-care and healing are 
needed in the first place. The keynote itself was 
an intentional pause in our programming and a 
deliberate opportunity for attendees to check-in 
with themselves and others about their feelings 
and emotional orientation to this work. Through 
mindfulness practices (guided breathing and 
reflection exercises), a facilitated conversation 
about what “fills our cups” (or energizes us) and 
what drains it, and a closing activity wherein 
everyone provided a one word check-in to 
describe their state of mind in the moment, we 
acknowledged our emotional selves.

Furthermore, Care Ambassadors at the Summit 
were charged with supporting the well-being 
of attendees and creating a community of 
care. In any context, Care Ambassadors 
are visible members of the community who 
volunteer to attend to the wellness of the 
community. They are the first line of defense 
for anything participants need once they 
arrive in community spaces. In the context 
of the Summit, three members of the INW 

team introduced themselves on day one as 
designated Care Ambassadors, shared their 
contact information and ways they could help 
(e.g. providing healthy snacks, attending to 
medical needs, offering 1:1 emotional support, 
or serving as a sounding board for concerns). 
Their presence discernibly communicated a 
commitment to community well-being.

Strategic Considerations 
1. Recognize and Reward: Identify and 

reward the significant emotional labor 
IDEAS advocates (including yourself) 
take on. This can be as simple as verbal 
acknowledgments when significant 
emotional energy is expended, or it can 
be more formally reflected in project work 
or other kinds of collaborative efforts, job 
descriptions, competency models, and 
rewards structures. 

2. Distribute the Work: Remember that 
when we make IDEAS work everyone’s 
responsibility, and not just that of a select 
few, we also shift some of the work to 
other people. This does not negate the 
disproportionate effect IDEAS work has 
on members of marginalized communities, 
but reapportioning the labor is a necessary 
aspect of holistic and transformative IDEAS 
efforts.

Theme 3: 
Self-Care & 
Wellbeing
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3. Identify a Personal Support Network: 
Create a network of trusted confidants 
that hold space in times of challenge and 
celebration. Individuals in this network 
can be sourced from a number of places, 
including your professional community, 
friendship circles, family (biological and/
or chosen), faith community, or other social 
outlets. 

4. Understand Your Individual Care Needs: 
Set boundaries on what drains you, lean into 
what “fills your cup.” Adapt your self-care 
practices as needed, keeping in mind these 
may vary across contexts and time. 

5. Do Not Conflate Self-Care with Systemic 
Change: Recognize that individual self-care 
does not replace the need for systemic 
changes to create a culture that promotes 
wellbeing and inclusion for all. In fact, 
systemic and cultural changes have the 
greatest potential to make a tangible impact 
on individual people’s wellbeing.

6. De-stigmatize Self-care: Speak outwardly 
on the importance of self-care, including 
physical and mental health. Welcome 
conversations on emotional and mental 
challenges, and provide meaningful 
resources and support mechanisms that 
are accessible for everyone. Acknowledge 
the need for self-care and mental health 
progress in the work environment as well as 
outside of it. 

7. Center Marginalized Communities: Work 
to put the experience, needs, and concerns 
of marginalized communities at the center 
of your work. Through trainings, programs, 
dialogues, and other initiatives within IDEAS 
work, express the experiences, needs, and 
concerns of marginalized communities first 
rather than only focusing on the comfort of 
those in dominant groups. 

8. Be Strategic: Integrate IDEAS considerations 
into well-being strategies and vice-
versa. Both wellness and IDEAS can be 
helpful frameworks for designing broader 
organizational strategy and initiatives. 

Questions for Reflection

• How am I being intentional about my 
own self-care and the well-being of 
those around me? 

• How is IDEAS work distributed across 
my organization or community? 

• Are there ways to cultivate more 
shared investment and responsibility 
in these efforts?

• Is mental and physical health 
something people feel comfortable 
talking about at work? If not, why? 

• How can I incorporate well-being into 
the regular practices of my team? (for 
example, in meetings, 1:1 check-ins, 
or processes) 

• How can we make a stronger 
connection between wellbeing 
efforts and IDEAS work in my 
organization?  

• In organizational training and 
development opportunities, 
are members of marginalized 
communities tokenized? Do the 
ways we learn and engage with 
marginalized community members 
lead to greater harm?

• Who is the learning geared towards? 

• Are there ways to better facilitate 
collective learning without too 
heavily catering to the needs of one 
particular group over another’s? 
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The possibility for partnerships and alliances 
in the IDEAS space is limitless, which is 
what makes this work both so exciting and 
complicated. Summit participants noted several 
that are of particular importance: interpersonal 
relationships, intergenerational partnerships, 
collaboration between formal D&I practitioners 
and professionals in other fields passionate 
about IDEAS work, alliances between different 
causes, movements, industries and disciplines, 
and international exchanges. Joining these 
disparate groups, causes, and perspectives 
together creates opportunities for mutual 
learning and capacity building. For example, 
engaging both professional D&I/IDEAS 
practitioners and advocates of IDEAS principles 
who work outside formal D&I roles allows us 
to draw on deeper pools of resources, more 
widespread expertise, and a stronger support 
network to sustain and expand our efforts. 
 
Relationships are the prerequisite to 
partnerships and collective action. 
Unfortunately, partnerships are too often 
approached as pragmatic, short-term 
transactions rather than as intentional 
opportunities to build long-term relationships.
As the saying often attributed to Theodore 
Roosevelt goes, “people often don’t care how 
much you know until they know how much you 
care.” Throughout our conversations at the 
Summit, we asked attendees to share what life 
events and experiences led to the formulation 
of their worldviews. Doing so allowed the 
speakers to self-reflect and the listeners to 
humanize another’s opinion while building 
empathy for their experiences. It also revealed 
the ‘why’ behind a person’s position so that 
when disagreement arose, the sources of that 
divergence were contextualized and easier to 
understand. To promote collaboration on IDEAS 
issues, INW heavily invested in building a sense 
of community and connectedness throughout 
our time together. Personal stories formed the 
glue of that community. 

22  Philanthropic Initiative for Racial Equity and the Applied Research Center, Catalytic Change: Lessons Learned from the 
Racial Justice Grantmaking Assessment, May 2009

Another example of alliance building is 
intergenerational collaboration. While INW is 
working to support emerging leaders, we are 
invested in and open to learning and growing 
with people across generational cohorts. Our 
work is not ahistorical. The individuals that are 
part of INW are beneficiaries of many others 
who came before us and who led movements 
that laid the groundwork for what we do today, 
from the early marches of the Civil Rights 
Movement to the first stone thrown in the 
1969 Stonewall riots. It is important to create 
the space for people across generations to 
share these critical conversations, welcoming 
perspectives informed by the widest variety of 
generational backgrounds and strengthened by 
the insights and wisdom of of our predecessors.

To move the needle on IDEAS, change agents 
must build cross-issue alliances, advocating 
for new policies and practices in multiple 
institutions simultaneously. As we discussed 
above, embracing an interdisciplinary mindset 
and taking advantage of every opportunity to 
collaborate is imperative to foster sustainable 
change. We must work in concert with one 
another such that our efforts have a collective 
impact. For example, advocates for education 
must recognize how their interests intersect 
with the concerns of those working on housing 
segregation, which affects the tax base for 
schools, and with those of others focused on 
immigration policy, which threatens to deport 
undocumented families and incites fear among 
immigrant students.22

Building strategic alliances and partnerships 
with organizations and individuals to tie people 
to events, movements, and resources is key 
to the advancement of IDEAS. With all the 
hard work ahead, there are countless roles to 
play. Being an ally and an accomplice matter. 
Alliances and partnerships provide the entry 
point for those roles to converge and become 
mutually reinforcing. They also reaffirm that we 
are not in these struggles alone, that we are 
better together. 

Theme 4: 
Alliance & 
Partnership
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Strategic Considerations: 
23  Harvard Business Review, Why Your Brain Loves Good Storytelling: 
https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling

1. Start With Yourself: When considering a 
new partnership, be proactive in identifying 
where you can have the most impact, even 
if that means taking a more peripheral or 
secondary role. Don’t assume others need 
your help. Instead, ask if your presence or 
help is needed. For example, ‘what do you 
need from me, if anything?’ 

2. Do Your Homework: Research collaborative 
social movements throughout history to 
find positive examples of people who 
appropriately supported others across 
time and contexts. Consider identifying an 
accountability buddy who represents some 
form of diversity from your own experience 
to provide feedback and guidance in your 
efforts.  

3. Don’t Just Be An Ally, Be An Accomplice: 
Understand the difference between being 
an ally and being an accomplice. Think 
about the issues that are important to you 
and those that are impacting those around 
you. Consider where it makes sense to 
support efforts to address them as either an 
ally and/or accomplice.  

4. Move at the Speed of Relationships: 
adrienne maree brown, author of Emergent 
Strategy, highlights the importance of 
building trust up front so that relationships 
will be more effective down the road. 
She proposes that social movements and 
collaborative efforts should accelerate and 
slow down depending on the strength of the 
trust and relationships that bind people. 

5. Exchange Stories: Proactively and 
authentically ask for stories from people 
you don’t know well and share your own. 
Storytelling has been linked to trigger the 
same responses in our brain that cause 
empathy.23 This simple act can help foster 
stronger relationships when seeking more 
information. Storytelling is an important tool 
for allyship. 

6. Forge Unconventional Partnerships: Your 
strongest allies and partners may not be 
readily identifiable at the outset. Be open 

Ally vs. Accomplice

Allyship is often described as supporting 
causes and communities different from 
one’s own lived experience. At their best, 
allies understand their privilege and 
leverage it to benefit others, step back to 
make room for those who are traditionally 
marginalized, and speak out against 
injustice. They are partners in the struggle 
for advancing IDEAS. Allies remain open 
to ongoing learning and to being held 
accountable for any missteps. 

In recent years, “allyship” has often been 
overused or misused, causing the term to 
lose some of its meaning and impact. 

Instead, we’ve seen the rise of the concept 
of “accomplice”. 

Accomplices take their partnership in the 
IDEAS struggle to powerful level. Accom-
plices actively challenge oppressive power 
structures, follow the lead of marginalized 
communities, and manage their own egos 
in service of a shared commitment to free-
dom and justice for all. 

For more information on these concepts 
and how to put them into practice, here are 
two reference resources:
http://www.guidetoallyship.com/ &
https://www.whiteaccomplices.org/

https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling
http://www.guidetoallyship.com
https://www.whiteaccomplices.org/
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to partnerships and collaborations from 
multiple, unconventional, and unexpected 
sources. 

7. Cross-Pollinate: Explore advocacy models 
and practices used in other contexts - be 
they other industries, geographies, cultures, 
or time periods. 

8. Sustain Momentum for the Cause You 
Champion: Exchange learnings with others 
and stay expansive in your mindset.

24  Deloitte University, The Radical Transformation of Diversity & Inclusion – The Millennial Influence

IDEAS is a framework for change that requires 
both adaptation and transformation. The 
D&I space has rapidly evolved over the past 
few decades, and it will continue to evolve at 
an increasingly rapid pace to keep up with 
the urgency of the current moment. Value 
systems and public opinions are changing as 
sociopolitical forces reshape our world. New 
technologies are fundamentally changing the 
way we interact. Former boundaries between 
the personal and professional and the political 
and the private are becoming increasingly 
permeable. Each individual choice, initiative, 
and relationship can have a ripple effect on 
communities and the systems in which they 
exist.

The D&I field must continue to evolve to meet 
the increasingly complex challenges of our time. 
And emerging leaders as well as organizations 
need to evolve with it. In a 2015 study,24 Deloitte 
found that Millennials increasingly see inclusion 
not just as representative demographics, 
but as a more fundamental underpinning of 
how organizations, teams, and leadership 
function. Living into this expanded perspective 
requires both pragmatic adaptations of 
current practices and bold transformations at 
the heart of organizations and communities. 
Such transformations must also include 
considerations of equity, access, and justice to 
rectify historical inequities, account for the built  
and cultural environment, and prioritize the 
greater good. 

The community of leaders at the Summit agreed 
that simple change alone does not suffice; 
rather, significant tactical improvements and 
small-scale adaptations must be coupled with 
a vision towards greater transformation. As a 
field, IDEAS must work at the root cause level 
to better understand and shift the underlying 
dynamics that enable social inequities and 
injustices to persist.  For example, many talent 
pipeline challenges revolve around the optics 
of “not enough qualified” people from a given 

Theme 5: 
Adaptive & 
Transformative 

• Who else is doing work I find 
important and compelling? What can 
I learn from their efforts? 

• Who are my go-to’s for support, 
input, and guidance? Do these 
people represent a diversity of 
backgrounds, perspectives, and 
experiences? Can I expand my 
network further? 

• Have I seen examples of successful 
partnerships elsewhere beyond the 
purview of my current situation? 

• Who are the key decision-makers or 
gate-keepers I need to engage to 
make progress? 

• How do the causes I care about 
intersect with other issue areas? 
Are there areas of opportunity and 
collaboration with people in those 
spaces? 

Questions for Reflection
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community being available for promotion, 
hiring, or succession planning. The biases that 
support these assumptions mask the need 
for a more critical discussion about access, 
power, opportunity, and privilege that lead to 
certain groups being deemed more ‘qualified’ 
than others in the first place. If we only seek 
to increase representation from a given 
community or group in our own organizations 
without further challenging the social beliefs, 
institutions, and policies that reinforce talent 
gaps (and the perceptions behind them), 
well-meaning leaders and institutions miss 
out on critical opportunities to engage in 
transformation. 

In addition to advancing IDEAS work, we are 
also faced with the need to simultaneously 
protect our progress. While we are seeing 
an increased commitment to IDEAS in many 
aspects of our society, particularly from younger 
generations, we are also seeing backlash and 
attacks on hard-won gains in areas such as 
immigration and LGBTQIA+ rights (particularly 
with the uptick in discrimination and violence 
against trans people and undocumented 
people in recent years). We must defend 
what we’ve accomplished while continuing to 
move forward towards greater social equity. 
In defining success and transformation, IDEAS 
work must acknowledge context and recognize 
that the prevention of regressive change is in 
and of itself powerful. 

25  Source: Theory U - Learning from the Emerging Future, Otto Scharmer

Strategic Considerations:
1. Move From the ‘Ego’ System to the 

Ecosystem:25 Look at the whole system and 
all stakeholders rather than focusing solely 
on your own vantage point. Understand 
how all the pieces interact with each other 
rather than only considering a single part. 
New insights emerge when you shift your 
understanding and relationship to the 
complex world around you. 

2. Find a Balance: Balance pragmatic, 
incremental change with activism, radical 
action, and bold decision-making. Both are 
needed at different times and in different 
contexts. Cultural transformation is a 
combination of small steps and courageous 
moves. It requires reflection, flexibility, and 
adaptation to identify the best ways to find 
synergy between both.  

3. Be Proactive: Find creative ways to 
proactively embrace new generations. 
The current rate of technological and 
social change necessitates that we adapt 
to new realities and meet people where 
they are much more rapidly than before. If 
organizations and communities are not open 
to these shifts, they fail to capture the full 
value of new perspectives and run the risk of 
being left behind. 

4. Develop a Unique Strategy: Identify unique 
aspects of your organization that can inform 
your IDEAS strategy. Every organization 
is unique and so is their context for IDEAS 
work. Those that can identify current 
strengths and points of differentiation 
can connect these distinctions to IDEAS 
strategies that uniquely resonate for staff, 
stakeholders, and partner organizations, so 
that this work feels integrated and relevant 
to the organizational context.
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We cannot be more inclusive without also 
being innovative. Millennials and Gen-Z 
see IDEAS concepts and innovation as 
inextricably intertwined. Broadly speaking 
for these age cohorts, innovation is table 
stakes. To challenge the status quo, come 
up with new concepts, new processes, and 
new ‘ways of doing,’ it is necessary to fuel 
the engine of progress.

When practiced well, IDEAS can foster 
innovation by harnessing the power of 
different perspectives and fostering an 
environment that values them. When 

26 Human-centered design is an approach to problem solving, commonly used in design and management frameworks 
that develops solutions to problems by involving the human perspective in all steps of the problem-solving process. 
(Wikipedia)

IDEAS are stifled, however, innovation 
will suffer. This is because the stifling of 
IDEAS implies the silencing or exclusion 
of certain perspectives and experiences 
(which, ironically, may be exactly what 
the organization needs to unlock the 
answer to a complex challenge). Today, 
many organizations are turning to human-
centered design  thinking,26 which relies 
heavily on empathy for those you are 
designing alongside, to spur innovation. 
Linking IDEAS (and not just D&I) to human-
centered design practices expands the 
range of what’s possible by prioritizing 
historical considerations, questions of 
power, usability, cultural attitudes, and 
relationships. Adding these elements to 
innovation can help organizations more 
closely align their end products and 
services with a broader array of consumer/
stakeholder needs in a more comprehensive 
and empathic way. 

At the Summit, the theme of innovation was 
linked to notions of leadership, the need to 
be creative to break through the polarization 
of the status quo, the courage to take on 
bold initiatives, and the resilience to deal 
with set-backs. The more we can work at the 
intersection of inclusion and innovation, the 
greater we can develop our potential for a 
future centered around IDEAS that builds on 
the foundation of prior D&I and innovation 
efforts.

A tool that can help individuals and 
organizations keep IDEAS front of mind 
and tied to innovation and strategy more 
broadly is the SMART IDEAS GoalsTM  (see 
page 25).

Many organizations currently use some form 
of SMART goals to plan projects, guide their 
strategic efforts, and measure their impact. 
INW goes one step further in layering IDEAS 
onto the SMART framework. In so doing, 

Theme 6: 
Innovative &
Ongoing
 

Questions for Reflection

• How do I feel about new people and 
perspectives in my workplace and 
community? 

• How do I relate to change more 
generally? 

• What is the difference between 
change and transformation in the 
context of my organization and our 
IDEAS work? 

• What is special about my organization 
today? 

• How can our particular team, 
department, and/or organizational 
attributes translate into unique value 
propositions for our IDEAS strategy?
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we highlight the importance of embedding 
IDEAS values into organizational goal 
setting and strategy formation. 

With this tool, each letter of IDEAS is 
mapped onto every part of SMART for the 
most comprehensive analysis (such that the 
specificity of a goal is evaluated with respect 
to how inclusive, diversity conscious, 
equitable, accessible, and socially just it 
is as is its measurability, achievability, and 
so forth). Though visually each facet of 
S.M.A.R.T. may read horizontally as if it has 
only one I.D.E.A.S. counterpart, layering 
every letter of IDEAS onto each letter of 
SMART adds a new dimension to how we 
evaluate goals in their entirety. 

IDEAS work is an ongoing 
journey that requires continual 
commitment, attention, 
accountability and a creative, 
innovative mindset.
IDEAS work never ends. No individual, 
community, organization, or society simply 
arrives at and sustains IDEAS excellence. 
Rather, this work is an ongoing journey that 
requires continual commitment, attention, 
accountability and a creative, innovative 
mindset. Too many organizations have 
relegated diversity to a calendar of one-off 

events or recognition months. This is not 
to minimize the importance of visibility and 
representation or the honoring of histories 
that these events entail. But structing 
D&I work in this way makes it easy to cast 
aside as a one-and-done. For example, a 
potential, unspoken message of having 
Black History Month in February is the 
(harmful) insinuation that we do not have to 
honor or consider Black history during the 
other 11 months. 

Instead, IDEAS work should be a perpetual 
pursuit embedded into the fiber of the 
community or organization. Using a 
personal metaphor, if one wants to live 
a healthy life, eating a salad once isn’t 
enough. We must exercise regularly, 
practice good sleep hygiene, eat a 
balanced diet, and partake in activities and 
relationships that nourish us. In the IDEAS 
context, we must approach every decision 
as an occasion to advance these principles 
or detract from them. This is not to suggest 
that every choice frames IDEAS as a zero-
sum game, but rather to highlight the 
never-ending nature of this work. In much 
the same way that organizations are always 
striving for operational excellence, so too 
should they be ever aspiring and working 
towards IDEAS excellence. 
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Strategic Considerations: 
1. Innovate: Recognize that we can’t 

advance IDEAS without innovation. 
The IDEAS framework can help unlock 
organizational innovation by more 
closely linking its efforts and goals to 
that of the community it serves. This 
can also create more opportunities for 
diverse viewpoints to surface. 

2. Be Bold, Take Risks, and Iterate: New 
realities require new strategies. In many 
cases, the first attempt at something new 
may not hit the mark entirely. However, 
even if it introduces some element of 
risk, innovation can open up new ways 
of thinking and approaches to problem 
solving that can be adapted and 
improved upon. 

3. Link Efforts: Link inclusion and 
innovation efforts across your 
organization. Promoting both concepts 
can enhance one another and yield 
positive results in other areas of 
the organization through increased 
engagement, creativity, and belonging. 

4. Experiment: Brainstorm and try new 
approaches informed by diverse voices 
and perspectives. Innovation is often 
sourced from those closest to the 
challenges at hand. Embrace input from 
those who may be structurally distanced 
from decision-making authority but most 
proximate to insights that can make an 
impact. 

5. Build from Your Vision: Build IDEAS 
strategies from your vision for the future 
rather than as a fix to current or past 
problems. People are far more likely 
to remain engaged if they feel they are 
collectively working in the spirit of co-
creation towards a shared future rather 
than as “fixers” looking to solve past 
problems. 

Questions for Reflection
• Where is innovation already 

happening in my organization? 
Where is inclusion already 
happening? How can we link both? 

• Do people around me see the link 
between IDEAS and innovation? 
If not, how can we make this 
relationship more explicit? 

• What areas of my organization 
and/or community could benefit 
from innovation? 

• What is my relationship to failure? 
What is my risk tolerance? 

• Is my organizational strategy future 
focused or lingering in the past? 
Even if my organization is future 
focused, are IDEAS embedded 
into our vision and planning? 
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The growing movement to advance IDEAS in our personal, professional, and civic lives is an 
ongoing conversation that will develop and shift over time. 

Advancing our collective capacity for IDEAS-based change benefits from a critical, holistic 
approach in all industries, at all levels, and in all communities. As the themes in this report 
highlight, IDEAS work is interconnected and dynamic. At its heart lies connection, collaboration, 
and innovation – values to which INW is committed to fostering through our programming, 
engagement opportunities, and other contributions, such as this report. 

The themes and insights presented in this inaugural thought paper are meant to help emerging 
leaders and organizations chart new ways to inspire collaborative efforts, strengthen commitment, 
and take bold action. The INW team hopes you will read this as an open invitation to join us in our 
collective efforts to ensure that IDEAS become a staple of our future. We look forward to seeing 
what our work together can inspire. 

This report is the output of the 2019 IDEAS for the Future Summit. Inclusion NextWork worked 
hard to make the Summit as inclusive and accessible as possible within our limited budget and 
capacity as a small nonprofit. Despite our best efforts, we recognize the various limitations of this 
paper. 

First, the IDEAS for the Future Summit convened a select group of people, and therefore this 
report represents the insights shared from only those who attended. To ensure the Summit 
provided an intimate atmosphere for courageous conversations, we capped the number of 
participants at 50. We increased access by waiving some registration fees, providing travel 
stipends, and reimbursing childcare expenses, but we recognize that the event was most 
accessible to people who could afford to attend. Many attendees lived near Washington, D.C., 
had funds to travel to the venue, and were able to spend a day and a half at the event. Many 
participants also had previously existing connections to members of the INW team or other 
professional IDEAS networks. Given the emphasis on next-generation perspectives, we primarily 
focused our recruitment on Millennials and Generation Z attendees, but there were also several 
Generation X participants. 

Second, our data collection methods were subject to bias. Even though the methods to collect 
input from participants (surveys, large group discussion, small group exercises, individual 
reflections, written contributions, etc.) were consistent, the facilitators varied, along with the 
comfort levels among participants to share their thoughts with the group. A subsection of the 
Summit participants volunteered to translate the Summit output into a first draft of this report, 
which was further edited and finalized by the INW team. Understandably, the main writers and 
editors of this paper are not representative of all possible viewpoints and experiences.

Keeping this context in mind, we offer this report as a conversation starter and contribution to 
the evolution of IDEAS, rather than a declarative or authoritative document. We invite you to 
review and share this with others, and we welcome your perspectives and feedback as well. Please 
contact us at info@inclusionnextwork.org with contributions, questions, or other comments.  

5.  CONCLUSION

6.  FOR CONTEXT, A DISCLAIMER: 
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8. ABOUT INCLUSION NEXTWORK (INW)
Inclusion NextWork (INW) works towards a future world that is guided by I.D.E.A.S: Inclusion, 
Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, and Social justice principles. We do so by convening and cultivating 
a global collective impact network of emerging and established leaders to collaborate, co-create, 
and innovate on how we practice IDEAS in our personal, professional, and civic lives. INW also 
serves as a consultative partner for organizations, communities and individuals navigating IDEAS-
related questions as they apply to strategy, operations, and culture. 

Incorporated as a Washington DC-based 501(c)3 non-profit in 2018 by three founders who identify 
as both seasoned and emerging leaders in the IDEAS space, INW collaborates with individuals, 
communities, and organizations on reimagining how we apply and integrate these values into our 
decision-making, relationships, cultures, and institutions. We are a majority-minority, majority-
woman run organization that views the alignment of our organizational actions and decisions with 
our IDEAS values as both our North Star and barometer of our success. Our team members bring 
a diversity of backgrounds and identities to our work and have substantial experience practicing 
IDEAS in various industries and geographies. We bring a passion born from our own lived and 
learned experiences, a natural orientation towards intersectionality, solidarity and community 
building, and an enduring commitment to our own ongoing learning and to promoting IDEAS from 
wherever we are. 


