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being motivated by her 14-year 
old son, Jeremiah.
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If we don’t have 
a broad lens 
when we think 
of diversity, we 
are not taking 
into account 
everything that 
makes each 
of us unique. 
As an African 
American 
woman myself, 
I don’t want to 
be defined only 
by my race and 
gender.

BETH RIDLEY
Founder & CEO Beth 

Ridley Consulting

Creating inclusive 
workplaces has 
taken on greater 
meaning in the past 

year as employers and 
employees wrestle with 
racial, gender and other 
inequalities and inequities. 
The challenges – and 
opportunities – will likely 
intensify as the pandemic 
fades and people transition 
from remote work back to 
the office. The Milwaukee 
Business Journal sat down 
with experts involved in 
inclusion initiatives to 
define what inclusion really 
means, how it is different 
from diversity, and what 
employers need to do to be 
successful.   

JASMINE JOHNSON: Define 
inclusion, and explain why it is 
more than just making sure an 
organization has a set number 
of persons of color, gender or 
sexual representation?
BETH RIDLEY: For me, the 
desired outcome of inclusion is 
creating a culture in which people 
feel they belong. They feel not 
only respected and appreciated, 
but also a sense of safety. They 
are not afraid to be themselves 
or have to work hard to fit in. 
Diversity does not necessarily 
result in belonging. Belonging 
requires effort and intentionality. 
It requires believing there is 
inherent value in diversity.

JOHNSON: That was an awesome 
answer. I have to say that I 
have been looked at as being 
under 40, as being a woman, as 
being African American. People 
focused on making sure I hit 
multiple boxes for them, instead 
of making sure I had a sense of 
belonging. And the more they 
focused on hitting those markers, 
the less included I felt. 
RIDLEY: It is important that we 
don’t reduce people to their 
visible differences only. We are 
all more than our gender, our 
ethnicity, our age, etc. If we don’t 
have a broad lens when we think 
of diversity, we are not taking 
into account everything that 
makes each of us unique. As an 
African American woman myself, 
I don’t want to be defined only 
by my race and gender. While my 
race and my gender are hugely 

important to me, they are the 
least interesting things about me.  
DENISE BANKS: I completely 
agree with the concept of 
belonging. I also think inclusion 
means equal access to all of the 
ways people can learn and grow 
– through the value and inclusion 
of ideas, inclusion in water-cooler 
talk, and inclusion in decision 
making.  
MATT LUEDER: Someone once 
said that diversity is the mix 
and inclusion is making the mix 
work. That has always stood out 
to me. To me, inclusion is about 
appreciating differences of both 
people and thought.

JOHNSON: Talk about how 
inclusivity impacts each of the 
following: recruiting, hiring and 
retaining employees.
LUEDER: One of the big 
things we think about in our 
organization is helping people 
stand out –not just fit in. In our 
initial recruiting, we ask them 
how we can help them stand out 
in our firm, how they would feel 
about standing out and what 
standing out would mean to 
them. We have found that to be 
really attractive. People tell us 
they feel like they have had to fit 
in at every other place they have 
worked. And you have to pull that 
concept from recruiting through 
hiring and retention to make 
sure their experiences at work 
match the conversations you had 
during the recruiting process. 
We help people build a personal 
development plan that focuses on 
how they are going to stand out 
in the work that they do, and how 
they can bring the whole person 
to work. I think we have higher 
retention because we create a 
richer experience for them.  
BANKS: It really is the value 
proposition of our organization. 
Our values are centered around 
understanding people, leading 
success and working together. 
We have built those values into 
all of our employment systems, 
including how we select people, 
how we do performance 
management, and how we make 
decisions about our structure, 
training and development. The 
nature of that approach invites 
people to take on another 
person’s point of view.  They need 
to have empathy. They need to 
understand what other people are 

saying. I think it has made a huge 
difference not only in the people 
that come, but also why they stay.
RIDLEY: Helping people stand 
out instead of fitting in is the 
next level of maturity in this 
work. Many organizations, by 
default, end up fostering a culture 
of tolerance by focusing on 
commonalities and prioritizing 
attributes that are most prevalent 
within the workplace culture. 
With that approach, we are 
not encouraging differences to 
come forward. People are then 
less likely to want to contribute 
or speak from their authentic 
perspectives for fear of standing 
out. When you have a culture of 
belonging – where differences are 
valued and you are encouraged 
to bring your full self to work – 
people will be more willing to 
take risks, engage, and contribute. 
And that’s what creates a thriving 
workplace culture.
LUEDER: Feeling like you have to 
fit in is exhausting and energy-
draining. There are so many 
people that are burned out from 
trying to fit in. People often ask 
themselves, should I bring my real 

HAVE THE CAREER
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If you’re ready to help people live the life they’ve dreamed of, read 
on. As a financial representative with us, you get to build your own 
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I thought I 
could develop 
a project plan, 
execute it and I 
would be done. 
I was humbled 
pretty quickly 
when I realized 
this is ongoing, 
forever work. 
It will never be 
done.

MATT LUEDER 
Lueder Financial Group 
of Northwestern Mutual

understand that some people 
don’t care to be treated the way 
you are. There isn’t one situation 
where I have led a group or 
spoke to a team where my lived 
and learned experiences were 
consistent with theirs. And that 
is where the Golden Rule breaks 
down. If the Golden Rule is your 
only starting point, you are likely 
stepping in the wrong direction. 
You can adjust, back up from 
there to really understand the 
other person and how they want 
to be treated. 

JOHNSON: Can you provide an 
example of why it is sometimes 
necessary to make organizational 
changes in order to achieve 
inclusivity?
BANKS: If the leader is inclusive 
and visionary, the organization 
will tend to pick up those 
traits. If the leader has a one-
thing-at-a-time approach, the 
organization will tend to have 
those traits. Sometimes, the 
people leading the organization 
aren’t doing what needs to be 
done. They aren’t having one-
on-one conversations with 
their employees or taking other 
people’s point of view into 
consideration. So sometimes you 
must make adjustments as to 
who is leading what to achieve 
inclusivity. 
LUEDER: It is important to meet 
people where they are at, and 
not where you are at. You have to 
create flexibility in the workplace. 
For example, we used to have a 
meeting at 7:30 in the morning 
on Mondays. Years ago, someone 
asked me why we had meetings 
at that time and my answer was, 
“Because we always have.” But 
three people raised their hands 
and said that was not a great 
answer. They said early Monday 
morning meetings were not 
good for them because of things 
they had to do, like getting their 
children off to school. So we 
changed the time. Getting that 
feedback helped us adjust to 
meet people where they are at.
RIDLEY: I think it is important 
for organizations to encourage 
employees to diversify their 
personal social networks, because 
employees are the secret weapon 
for recruiting. Every employee 
is an ambassador for your 
organization, and it is easier to 
recruit diverse talent when your 

self or my best self to work. What 
they don’t often realize is that 
your real self is your best self, so 
we need to help that self show up 
to work. 
BANKS: I think we have all 
learned in the past year that we 
must be innovative. Having an 
inclusive culture where people are 
interested in being creative and 
working with each other helps 
you do that.

JOHNSON: What are some of the 
mistakes companies make in their 
inclusivity efforts?
BANKS: I think a pretty common 
mistake is selecting who to 
include in the effort. Traditional 
organizations tend to run most 
of their programs with a top-
down approach. You need to 
build it more from the bottom 
up. I think organizations tend to 
underestimate the power of their 
people and the importance of 
what the people say they need.
LUEDER: I think a big mistake is 
thinking you can have a checklist 
where you check the boxes 
and it will be solved. A lot of 
organizations go into this work 
thinking there is an end. That is 

what I thought. I thought I could 
develop a project plan, execute 
it and I would be done. I was 
humbled pretty quickly when I 
realized this is ongoing, forever 
work. It will never be done. The 
other mistake is thinking that you 
have to do a lot of research and 
know it all before you begin. If 
leaders and teams feel they need 
everything in place before they 
begin, they may end up never 
getting started. The last mistake 
companies make is failing to 
make it a priority. It has to be 
visible. It has to be talked about 
often. 
RIDLEY: One mistake is making 
the work of building a culture of 
belonging harder than it needs 
to be. There is a tendency to 
think you have to big strategies 
or a Chief Diversity and Inclusion 
Officer or a team in place instead 
of having every individual think 
about what they can do in their 
daily interactions with others 
to contribute to a culture of 
belonging. I would rather have 
people embrace small, everyday 
acts of inclusion than put in place 
huge initiatives that are costly 
and not sustainable. At the end 
of the day, inclusion is about 
broadening your perspectives 
and deepening relationships. And 
both of those things are huge 
drivers of joy and meaning in our 
personal lives and at work.

JOHNSON: When we talk about 
the human aspect, we are often 
reminded of the Golden Rule, 
which tells us to treat others as 
we expect to be treated. Is this a 
good approach for encouraging 
inclusivity? 
RIDLEY: It is a good start, but it 
assumes that everyone wants to 
be treated the same way as you. 
The Golden Rule will get you to 
tolerance, but in order to get to 
belonging, you have to plus-up 
the Golden Rule by asking people 
how they want to be treated and 
then treating them that way.
LUEDER: If everyone wanted to 
be treated exactly like you, the 
Golden Rule probably would 
be appropriate. But the real 
opportunity is finding out how 
somebody wants to be treated 
by seeking first to understand 
by asking good questions and 
listening.
BANKS: If you have a multi-
cultural approach, you 

You have diversity,  
equity and inclusion goals.  
We have proven solutions.

Studies show diverse and inclusive companies achieve a 
25% increase in financial performance. 

From our Jump Start program for small companies to 
custom consulting for large corporations, learn about 
our results-driven solutions tailored for your business by 
organizational transformation expert, Beth Ridley.

bethridley.com/dei 
Beth Ridley Consulting

Consulting   •   Coaching   •   Speaking   •   Workshops   •   Online Courses

Beth Ridley, CEO, Beth Ridley Consulting
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It is not 
enough just 
to put out a 
statement. You 
have to build in 
accountability 
to your 
employees, to 
your clients 
and to the 
community.

DENISE BANKS 
CFI

employees have diverse social 
networks to tap into.  

JOHNSON: Have last year’s racial 
tensions helped or hindered 
corporate efforts to promote 
inclusivity?
RIDLEY: I would say helped. 
Organizations are leaning into 
inclusion efforts because of 
pressure from employees who 
want to work for a company that 
shares their values, and from 
customers who say it is important 
to them. It has motivated the 
business community to invest in 
diversity, equity and inclusion in a 
way that I have not seen before. 
And it doesn’t really matter 
why businesses take action, 
because once they do engage, 
I am convinced they will find it 
is rewarding enough to stay the 
course.
LUEDER: I would say the racial 
tensions helped. It has created 
a lot more awareness front and 
center of the conversations 
that need to be had. It gave 
us a great opportunity to talk 
about it and what we can do to 
make a difference. Creating an 
environment to talk is helpful 
but we must take actions after 
to support moving racial equity 
forward.
BANKS: I would agree. I do 
think they have helped in 
developing a dialogue. What has 
helped the most is the focus on 
accountability and leadership 
effectiveness. It is not enough 
just to put out a statement. You 
have to build in accountability to 
your employees, to your clients 
and to the community. It has also 
helped us partner with other 
organizations where we can learn 
more, and provided an external 
face to our efforts so that other 
organizations can learn from us. 

JOHNSON: What are three 
skillsets leaders need in order to 
effectively nurture inclusivity?
LUEDER: I think it starts with 
self-awareness You have to look 
introspectively before you can 
look externally. Second, it is being 
humble and setting ego aside 
to recognize that there are a lot 
of things you do not know and 
have not experienced. The third 
thing is empathic listening. Great 
leaders really need to be great 
empathic listeners. 
RIDLEY: I am going to give you 

the three “C”s: The first “C” is 
curiosity. It helps to be curious 
about people and experiences 
different from your own. The 
second “C” is compassion, 
which is extending empathy and 
understanding to others. The 
last “C” is courage. You need 
the courage to engage and ask 
people questions. Ask them to 
share their experiences, opinions 
and perspectives. And don’t 
ask them to speak on behalf of 
a community. Ask them about 
themselves. 
BANKS: Awareness is the first 
step. Creating more awareness 
of yourself and what’s happening 
in front of you is a very personal 
journey. The second is gaining 
cultural competence, and there 
are lots of different ways to do 
that. Finally, you have to do 
something – you have to act.

JOHNSON: How does a company 
know when it has achieved a 
culture that is inclusive?
BANKS: You never get there. It 
is an ongoing journey. You have 
to celebrate your successes and 
there are always ways to be 
more effective as you go.  Keep 
evolving because there is no 
“there.”

JOHNSON: How is an inclusive 
culture good for business results?
LUEDER: More diversity allows 
us to serve our clients and 
communities better. If you reflect 
your communities, you are going 
to do a better job serving it.

JOHNSON: Where can leaders 
go to get assistance in 
developing those skill sets or 
in implementing an inclusivity 
program?
RIDLEY: I’d love for leaders to 
reach out to me. I’m passionate 
about helping companies of all 
sizes simplify what it takes to 
achieve sustainable diversity, 
equity and inclusion outcomes 
by approaching daily interactions 
and decision-making with an 
inclusive mindset.

JOHNSON: What action would 
you like the Milwaukee business 
community to take as a result of 
reading about your commitment 
to an inclusive workplace?
LUEDER: It starts with every 
leader doing a personal reflection 
of where they have been, where 

they are at, and where they 
want to be. Then they should 
determine what they going to do 
about it. What is the change they 
want to see to make a difference, 
based on their personal 
reflection?
BANKS: Do your part, and part 
of that is figuring out where you 
fit in. Do you have the ability to 
make differences in those areas 
where you are an influencer, and 
do you have more that you can 
learn in those areas where you 
are a learner? And then go do 
something about it.
RIDLEY: My call to action would 
be for every leader to reflect on 
their own diversity, equity and 
inclusion “why.” Why does being 
a more inclusive leader matter to 
you? It doesn’t matter what the 
answer is. It could be because it 
would make you a better parent 
or friend or it could be that it 
would be better for your business. 
But you have to have a “why”. 
Inclusion is a journey that never 
ends, and the only way that you 
are going to stick with it is if you 
have a compelling reason as to 
why this matters to you. 

CFI  has a long-standing commitment to diversity and  
creating an inclusive culture.  

This past year, CFI joined other organizations in signing the  
Metropolitan Milwaukee Association  of Commerce’s Region 
of Choice Initiative’s pledge to increase the hiring and  
promotion of minorities.  

CFI is also part of a 31-member CEO Leadership Coalition 
whose purpose is to dismantle structural racism. 

Learn more about our initiatives and job opportunities here: 

www.mcfi.net 
 

MISSION: Partnering with people  
of all abilities to advance their total health 
VISION: Healthy and hopeful communities 
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