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ABOUT US
As a full-service consulting firm, we have
spent 30+ years partnering with
organizations to co-create solutions that
help them advance Inclusion, Diversity,
Equity, and Accessibility within their
teams.

Our end-to-end solutions draw on an
increased awareness of the hidden factors
driving human behavior in people and
organizations. We directly apply cuttingedge research from the fields of social
cognition theory, social psychology,
behavioral economics, and visual cognition
to practical business and community
environments around the world.

Our team is comprised of brilliant thought
leaders, courageous artists, trailblazing
vanguards, passionate activists, and
unique perspectives. Not only do we love
the work we do, but we live it also. Join us
we journey to make the world more
inclusive for all.

Not only are we world-class consultants,
but we are also well-respected researchers
and decorated academics. We are working
around the clock to publish a six-piece
study on advancing race equity in 20212022. This is volume 2. Enjoy!
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WHAT IS
THIS RACE
EQUITY
THING?
KENDRA CABLER, PH.D. AND
CYNTHIA RUFF, M.ED.

WHAT IS THIS
RACE EQUITY
THING?
No really, what is it? This question is
constantly asked by many, oftentimes,
in silence. Maybe because it is hard to
answer? Maybe because unpleasant
truths will be revealed? Or maybe
because there has been a national
awakening around it?

In publication one, we spoke to the
“influx of outreach from organizational
leaders” after the murder of George
Floyd who were wanting to work
through pain, grief, and unknowns; but
the question of race equity remains
(Rojas & Thacker, 2021, p.1).
Race equity is a systems question.
Unpacking race equity requires depth,
research, narratives, empathy, and
time just to name a few. We have
heard the phrase “time equals money”,
so let us look at the numbers…
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When this data is broken down even further, we find that the average time an employee
spends in a training session is 70 minutes. 70 minutes compared to centuries of systemic
inequities that contribute to racial oppression seems quite minute. What if 8 billion dollars
was spent on in-depth data collection, storytelling, and historical exploration? Would
answering the question of race equity seem a little less daunting, then.
It is our intention to go on the journey of answering this question with you.
We intentionally use “with you” instead of “for you.” “For you” implies it is up to the IDEA
professionals to do the work, while “with you” requires partnership at all levels to learn
together. Answering this question must be the priority of everyone at your organization. So,
let’s get started…
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IDEA
Inclusion | Diversity | Equity | Accessibility

In 2020, these concepts turned into buzzwords that took on new
meanings and engendered greater expectations. The social climate in
the United States was and continues to be anything but settled, as violence
and death at the hands of those called to protect and serve sent civilians into the
streets to protest and demand change. A call to acknowledge the humanity of Black and
Brown people at work, in school, and at home as they sleep in their own beds, or go for runs
in the neighborhood, sat at the crux of the outcry.
For more
For
morethan
thanthirty
thirtyyears,
years,
Cook
Cook
Ross
Ross
hashas
been
been
working
working
with with
organizations
organizations
to respond
to respond
to the
intersection
to
the intersection
of challenges
of challenges
that are both
thatstructural
are both and
structural
psychological
and psychological
in nature.
in nature.
What we know to be true is that IDEA work requires a response to both the system itself, as
well as the experiences of those within it. In this publication we explore what happens when
organizational systems are called to respond to the larger social systems of which they are a
part, on a macro level, while responding to the needs of employees and stakeholders, on a
micro level.
Once granted protection through the assumed luxury of silence, or perhaps more
Once granted
protection
through the
assumed luxury
of silence,
perhaps more
accurately,
accurately,
selective
ignorance,
organizational
leaders
wereor
confronted
by employees
selective
ignorance,
organizational
were
employees
external
and
external
stakeholders
in 2020leaders
to speak
upconfronted
and makeby
changes,
butand
many
found
stakehol
themselves
stuck. Some were unsure of how to respond for fear of alienating some to
support those on the margins experiencing the physical, emotional, and mental affront
created by the world around them. While other organizational leaders, deeply aware of the
risks and potential costs to their bottom line, were left to make a choice. Would they respond
to the call or run away from it?
As leaders spoke out and spoke up, there were many commitments made to look,
listen, and act. Thasunda Duckett, CEO of Chase Consumer Bank at the rise of the 2020
protests posited, “To understand where we are in this moment ... we must all truly
understand where we have been and the depth of our sadness. As my heart continues to
remain heavy ... my purpose and passion to inspire and impact has strengthened.”
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Jamie Dimon, JPMorgan Chase Chairman and CEO stated, let us be clear — we are
watching, listening and want every single one of you to know we are committed to fighting
against racism and discrimination wherever and however it exists.” Similarly, Larry Fink,
CEO of BlackRock reflected, “These events are symptoms of a deep and long-standing
problem in our society and must be addressed on both a personal and systemic level.

What Duckett, Dimon, Fink, and many others were acknowledging in those moments is the
pervasive historic and current experience of race and racism in the United States. For
leaders to adequately begin the work of advancing race equity within their organizations,
they must first recognize the fact that racial disparities exist in the workplace. When there is
an intricate understanding and recognition of systemic racism in the workforce, we begin to
see long-term, systemic solutions come into play.

To clarify, research and literature addressing Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and
Accessibility (IDEA) in the workplace is not new. However, these works have historically
focused on the experiences of women, and not those of people of color (PoC). As racial
equity makes its way to the forefront of IDEA work, many organizations will need to reimagine
IDEA efforts that are likely decades in the making.
Those organizations who have managed to avoid this work altogether will be thrust into a
framework that does not allow room for avoidance. “Instead of trying to change some people
to fit the organization, we must focus on transforming our organizations to fit all people”
(Hecht, 2020, HBR).
At Cook Ross, our commitment is to always continue to explore the ever-evolving nature of
organizations, and the nuanced ways in which we conceive the experiences of workers and
enhance their ways of working.
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This segment of Cook Ross’ writing series continues to investigate the research question
outlined in the title of our previous publication, what do individual contributors expect from
their leaders when it comes to advancing race equity in organizations?
Through case studies that explore real-time responses to the challenges of racial
equity in the workplace, we find the first imperative in response to this inquiry is that
organizations begin by defining the concept and assessing, acknowledging, and addressing
the barriers and enablers that help organizations (re) frame strategies and achieve what we
at Cook Ross define as IDEA goals in the workplace. At Cook Ross we define racial equity
as the condition when race can no longer be used to predict life outcomes and the root
causes that impact a person's ability to thrive are not specifically linked to one's identity.
To move toward racial equity, organizational culture must prioritize humanity. People
need the ability to work with the dignity of having their histories acknowledged and their life
experience valued. Only then will companies be able to recruit and retain the thriving,
diverse workforce that leaders and customers want — and need — in the next decade, and
beyond. (Hecht, 2020, HBR)
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CASE STUDY REVIEW
As we continue to explore the research question, we find ourselves turning to the literature
and real-world examples that lend a critical perspective to this important inquiry. Notably,
few academic research studies have been conducted exploring the role of race equity in the
workplace, despite the nuanced and widespread discussion of race equity more broadly. As
a result, some consultancies have taken it upon themselves to explore this work in action,
some of those findings are reflected within this article. While strides towards advancing race
equity within organizations across the globe have been made, we would be remiss if we did
not begin with the challenges posed to this process not even a year ago.
…In 2020, US companies made public commitments of more than $60 billion in
financial support and initiatives to combat racism, support Black communities
and businesses, and promote racial equity, as tracked by the McKinsey
Institute for Black Economic Mobility. (Hancock, Williams, Manyika, & Yee,
2021, p. 2)
On September 4, 2020, a memo from Russell Vought, Director of the Office of Management
and Budget, sought
…to end the practice by any federal government agency of using training materials
that promote "critical race theory" or "white privilege" or that "teaches or suggests
either (1) that the United States is either an inherently evil or racist country or (2) that
any race or ethnicity is inherently racist or evil." Furthermore, these particular subsets
of education were seen as “propaganda training sessions” that should not be funded
by taxpayers’ dollars. (Rosen, 2020, p. 17).
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This mandate, sent to the heads of executive departments and agencies within the federal
government, came on the heels of global unrest with thousands of protests taking place
across the world. Notably, these protests centered around denouncing racial inequities,
including the murders of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd, who had been
murdered by police just four months prior.
Christine Rosen posits, “If education is the key to knowledge, and knowledge the path to
wisdom, then re-education of the sort we are seeing now is nothing less than a one-way
road to cultural destruction” (Rosen, 2020 p. 24).
With these sentiments in mind, our work at Cook Ross becomes more elevated and salient
as we work to include evidence-based research in our practices and philosophies.

Inclusion

CRT

Equity

Racism

The rejection of systemic and structural racism and commitments to advancing race equity
continues to present challenges for leaders and individual contributors alike who are seeking
to improve the experiences and outcomes of their peers.
In a study conducted by McKinsey and Company (Hancock et al., 2021), 3.7 million
employees from 24 companies participated in focus groups, interviews, and surveys to
respond to three factors:
The rate of participation of Black employees in the U.S. private sector economy.
The representation, advancement, and experience of Black employees.
How companies can expect to move forward with intentional action.
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In consideration of the barriers that often exist within organizations, the researchers
identified five challenges that impact representation, advancement, and the experience of
Black employees. Still, these barriers likely impact people of color more broadly, despite
diverse methods of manifestation.
Overall, study results indicate a lack of opportunities for advancement, attrition in entry-level
roles, and ultimately stagnation in entry-level roles for those who remain unable to move up
the rungs to management. Additionally, it creates a trust deficit between employees and
their companies.
At Cook Ross, we see these challenges play out across various industries and sectors. One
thing we can be sure of is that matters of race equity are always relevant when people are
involved. While workplace research often focuses on corporate America, the restaurant
industry provides an interesting case for exploring race equity in non-corporate work
environments as well.
Therefore, we decided to look at the various ways race equity impacts food services, an
industry that the vast majority of us have experienced as either internal or external
participants. Oscar Perry Abello (2019) explores the many ways the restaurant industry in
the Bay Area has historically perpetuated racial segregation through a case study. Abello
(2019) highlights the work of the Restaurant Opportunity Center (ROC) United in supporting
two member organizations through IDEA education stating, “the reality is the biggest impact
[referring to racism] are ones that happen on an institutional level” (p. 4).
Considering what we know many individual contributors seek from their organizations and
leaders, results of this case study identify addressing equitable hiring practices and
processes to mitigate bias. Through the formation of hiring committees, rather than
individual decision makers, one restaurant was able to increase the representation of
people of color in front-of-house positions from 29 percent to 57 percent (Abello, 2019).
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The second restaurant that committed themselves to advancing racial equity through
assessments and trainings saw growth in two areas:
1. The percentage of people of color increased from 75 percent to 82 percent,
2. and the percentage of Black workers in front-of-house positions increased from 11
percent to 25 percent – all within eight months' time (Abello, 2019).
In this study, efforts to advance racial equity had both measurable and sustainable results
for both restaurants involved. One participant shared, “… we are completely reshaping our
staff and our company culture to improve advancement opportunities that have historically
been nonexistent to anyone of color” (Abello, 2019, p. 4).
As we zoom out of the food services industry and observe the landscape of organizations
more broadly, The Road Map for Racial Equity (National Skills Coalition), provides the
foundational knowledge and context necessary to support leaders and employees in
developing skills and tools to advance race equity at work. Namely, the roadmap provides
considerations for leaders as they prepare for the future of their workforce. The Road Map
also highlights the experiences that prepare workers before they join different organizations,
identifying opportunities for increased communication and connectedness to organizations
and the educational opportunities that could better support future team members.
Additionally, The Road Map provides an insightful and in-depth analysis of the ongoing
disparities caused by racial inequities. Tangible actions and tactical steps for
implementation are key components of the work and the lasting change Cook Ross seeks.
Some of these possibilities are outlined here:
Investing in infrastructure, technical assistance, and guidance to support local practices that
advance racial equity, advancing racial equity through postsecondary training policies
including career pathways and stackable credentials of value, job-driven and need-based
financial aid, and tuition equity for immigrants, and Implementing upskilling policies for
adults with foundational skills gaps. (Road Map for Racial Equity, 2019, p.10)
OCTOBER 2021 • COOKROSS | 16

Another key component to addressing racial equity and the systems and structures that
perpetuate it is through policy change. Referring to the ways in which both historical and
current policies and practices have systemically limited educational and economic
opportunities for people of color, Johnson, Bashay, & Bergson-Shilcock (2019) argue that
public policy decisions play a key role in forming the racial inequities faced in the workplace
and beyond.
“We focus on policies specifically because intentional public policy decisions played a key
role in forming these disparities, and therefore public policies must be an integral piece of
the resolution” (Johnson, Bashay, & Bergson-Shilcock, 2019, p.51).

Though on the surface workplace policy and public policy are rarely discussed in tandem,
there is undoubtedly a connection between the two. While we do not discuss those
connections in this piece, often the ways in which organizations determine who is suitable for
particular roles, the credentials required, and the appropriate compensation, are rooted in
values and beliefs implemented and upheld outside of the organization.
At Cook Ross, we believe the first step in developing policies rooted in racial equity is the
acknowledgment of this truth and the decision to develop internal policies that counteract the
effects of those policies, contrary to equitable experiences.
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However, policy without the resources and accountability measures to ensure application
are ultimately useless. In no uncertain terms, organizations committed to IDEA will need to
financially invest in these efforts.
“Dedicated funding to advance racial equity efforts is crucial to ensuring these efforts are
prioritized and not abandoned because they compete with other funding obligations”
(Johnson, Bashay, & Bergson-Shilcock, 2019, p.25).
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“Immigrants
of color will
represent
more than
one in five
working age
adults”

Discussion
For many years, sociologists

response to equity of all kinds,

“At many companies, the

have reminded us that the racial

but particularly race equity.

existence of DE&I programs

makeup of the U.S. will and

has been treated as success,

continues to shift. “…more than

While we do not presume to

even as better and scaled

half of the existing workforces
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An admittedly large

represent more than one in five

in the very early stages of their

undertaking, the early phases

working age adults” (Road Map
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“Understanding history, interrogating personal biases,
building empathy and respect for others, getting
comfortable with vulnerability — these skills require
training and ongoing practice. This is dedicated,
individual work that must be modeled from the top”
(Hecht, 2020).
What are individual
contributors expecting?
Though this list could be endless
with infinite revisions and
additions, one thing we know for
certain is that individual
contributors are waiting in
expectation that organizations will
follow through on their
commitments. At Cook Ross, we
propose the following:
Organizational commitments
to racial equity should be
clear and specific.
Organizational leaders must
account for current and future
barriers and enablers to IDEA
and racial equity.
An IDEA strategy will be
necessary to achieve IDEA
goals; this strategy is a
separate component of an
organization’s strategic plan.
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"What are individual
contributors expecting?"
Specific and ongoing
resources (finances, time,
etc.) must be allocated only to
IDEA initiatives.
Organizational leaders must
prioritize IDEA as a core
component of their business
model and operation.
As racial equity calls for shared
and consistent access and
opportunity for all team members,
there will inevitably be a shift in
established norms. As it relates to
leaders and their leadership, race
equity will require more inclusive
policies, practices, and
procedures. As a result, power
dynamics and hierarchies may
become flatter as leaders work to
engage a broader group of
decision makers.
Power, in this instance, does not
solely refer to a traditional lens
where leaders possess total
control.
OCTOBER 2021 • COOKROSS | 22

2

W H A T

I S

T H I S

R A C E

E Q U I T Y

T H I N G ?

V O L U M E

Every individual within the
organization possesses the power, and
ultimately the responsibility of carrying
IDEA forward.
In addition to a shift away from
those traditional frameworks and
ideologies, power through this
lens, goes hand in hand with a
shared responsibility to commit to
and engage in IDEA efforts.
While there may be individual
contributors responsible for
overseeing the work and
implementing the changes; every
individual within the organization
possesses the power, and
ultimately the responsibility of
carrying IDEA forward.
At Cook Ross, we assess
organizations through the lens of
4 strategic pillars: leadership,
culture, talent, and marketplace.
Advancing race equity will require
review and consideration of the
various ways in which the
experiences of team members
from various racial identities might
intersect with each pillar.
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Each of us is learning to ask: What
informal and formal power do I hold to
shift culture?
“Each year, companies

Skill development is a critical
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culture that supports workers

current social climate in the U.S.

from all backgrounds” (Hancock,
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The choice is yours. What will

et al., 2021). The question that

the first time.

you do?

remains is whether or not the
funds used to develop and

Ben Hecht (2020) suggests,

implement IDEA strategies are

“Putting these skills into action at

activating the IDEA goals

work requires deep understanding

organizations have set.

and harnessing power.
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Building an inclusive
world for all.

