
T
oday’s organisa-
tions are quick to
stress the values of
diversity and inclu-
sion in their quest
for business suc-
cess, innovation,
and continuous

improvement. But what do they mean by
diversity and inclusion?

For one thing, diversity isn’t merely
about gender or race. Diversity is all the
ways that we differ in everything from our
values and beliefs, skills and education to
the way we look and talk, our personality
styles, lifestyle choices; the functions, busi-
nesses and industries that we represent;
our age, our visible and invisible disabili-
ties.

Diversity is everything about a person
that brings a different perspective or per-
ception, and it is critical for solving organi-
sational problems, succeeding in various
markets, and leveraging talent across tradi-
tional boundaries. But without inclusion,
the potential of diversity goes to waste. In-
clusion involves the harnessing of diverse
forces and resources, enabling us to max-
imise the value of our diversity.

For example, in Mercer’s recent con-
sulting work with the seven-member exec-
utive committee of a global company, five
of the members were Caucasian males
from Western countries, one was a Chi-
nese male and the other a Caucasian fe-
male. The five Western male members
had bold personalities and were very di-
rect in addressing things. Both the Chi-
nese and the female members had more
analytic and less direct styles. They tended
either not to speak up or to analyse points
from many angles. As a result, the two of
them did not have a real voice on the com-
mittee, while the five other members tend-
ed to reinforce each other’s views.

Thus, where the committee had its
most obvious diversity, inclusiveness was
lacking. By reinforcing the views that it al-
ready held, it did not gain new perspec-
tives from the different thinking in the
room. But the team had at least identified
that diversity and inclusion were critical
for its future and its global ambitions, and
was engaging consultants to achieve that
goal. For companies that haven’t done so,
a strategic blueprint is worth considering.

Strong advantage
If we look at three macro-trends in Asia
and globally – the war for talent, the
spread of M&A deals, and the collabora-
tive economy – it’s easier to demonstrate
how diversity and inclusion create a
strong competitive advantage for winning
in each case.

The familiar concept of a war for talent
has been with us since 1997 but has never
been more real than in today’s competi-
tive world. Consider that 56 per cent of or-
ganisations globally, as surveyed by the
Economist Intelligence Unit, said that
their companies face difficulties in em-
ploying and retaining the talent they re-
quire. This is despite the fact that “almost
202 million people were unemployed in
2013 around the world, an increase of al-
most five million compared with the year
before”, according to a recent report by
the International Labour Office. And the

WEF Global Risks Report 2014, researched
in partnership with our parent company
MMC, identified structurally high unem-
ployment and underemployment as the
second highest global risk after fiscal cri-
ses in key economies.

With that many unemployed people in
the world, how can there be such a shor-
tage of talent? The simple fact is that there
is misalignment between the required tal-
ent and the number of skilled, qualified
workers. India, to cite a key example, has
1.2 billion people, and can boast of 4.4 mil-
lion graduates and postgraduates this
year, with an increasing number of tech-
nology graduates. But the National Associ-
ation of Software and Services Companies
estimates that more than 85 per cent of
general graduates are unemployable by In-
dia’s high-growth global industries, includ-
ing information technology and call cen-
tres, leading to demand outstripping sup-
ply.

So it is evident that employers globally
are going to need a different talent strate-
gy to fill the talent pipeline. For example,
in an assessment of local talent shortages
in international mining sites, it was found
that hardworking, high-potential local em-
ployees were most likely to be undisco-
vered if their English language skills were
not as developed, even though they might
have better technical skills. Overcoming
the language bias would therefore immedi-
ately broaden the company’s selection
pool.

Organisations will need to look across
geographies, business skill silos, races, gen-
ders, ages, education levels, and every pos-
sible talent pool available to them, then
think creatively about assembling produc-
tive workforces with diverse talent. The
good news is that technology has become
more sophisticated. Computer selection
can help to mitigate unconscious bias. Re-
search shows that algorithms are better
predictors of job fit than people are.

By applying technology during the hir-
ing process, companies can widen their
pool of possible candidates and better as-
sess those with the right potential even
though they don’t necessarily have the
right experience, as new, more diverse re-
cruits can be trained and equipped with
the relevant skills.

M&A move
Then there is the second macro-trend,
mergers and acquisitions. With a challeng-
ing economic environment in mature mar-
kets, M&A activity has moved towards
emerging markets. In fact, statistics show
that one in four M&A deals now involves a
buyer or seller from an emerging market.
And emerging-market M&A tracks three
broad investment themes.

The first is that developed countries
are searching for energy and natural re-
sources to fuel their economies, along
with opportunities to meet middle-class

demand for consumer goods. Secondly,
emerging-market dealmakers are focused
on acquiring technology and manage-
ment know-how from developed econo-
mies. Finally, emerging markets are seek-
ing targets in developed economies that
can serve as platforms for global expan-
sion.

But in M&A deals, two diverse cultures
must be brought together. This begins in
the negotiation phase, and those M&A
teams whose players have a heightened
understanding of diversity and how to be
inclusive will have a strong advantage in
negotiating a deal. When one side can un-
derstand what makes the other team dif-
ferent in its values, what is important to its
individuals and its culture, it can under-
stand what is required to achieve the best
outcome for both organisations.

Research shows that emerging-market
acquirers are generally more familiar with
the cultures, languages, and markets of
their targets than acquirers from deve-
loped markets – a deal-making advantage.
As a result, emerging-market companies
that acquire other emerging-market com-
panies earn an average share price return
of 2.1 per cent on their deals, compared
with one per cent for acquirers from deve-
loped economies, according to research
by the Boston Consulting Group. And in a
2012 Mercer survey of the people challen-
ges in cross-border M&A, we found that
company culture was both the least ad-
dressed and the most challenging issue.
The M&A team – especially its HR advisers
– should be M&A ready, bringing diverse
cultural backgrounds and experiences to
the table.

As for the third macro-trend, the collab-
orative economy, it may be viewed as an
economy built on distributed networks of
connected individuals and communities,
as opposed to centralised institutions,
thus transforming how we can produce,
consume, finance, and learn. It includes
collaborative production, or the design,
production and distribution of goods
through collaborative networks; and col-
laborative consumption, or the sharing,
swapping, trading, or renting of products
and services, enabling access more so
than relying on costly ownership. AirBnB,
the online lodging retailer, is an example
of the collaborative economy challenging
the business model of the entire hospitali-
ty industry.

There is also collaborative finance – in-
cluding person-to-person banking and
crowd-sourced investment models that de-
centralise finance (eg Kickstarter) – and
collaborative education, which includes
online, open-course university classes and

person-to-person learning models that de-
mocratise education. Most Ivy league
schools now offer free MOOCs (Massive
Open Online Courses) which anyone with
an Internet connection can access with-
out having to pay any tuition fee. With this
increased access, the stereotype that only
a certain demographic is privy to a certain
skillset is rapidly blurring.

These trends have enabled diverse tal-
ent to contribute to global innovation
since the collaborative economy is partici-
pative and inclusive wherein everyone is
as involved through the process of produc-
tion and consumption of goods and ser-
vices. This distributed power has changed
passive consumers into creators, collabo-
rators, financiers, producers, and provi-
ders. And these people are not one colour,
one race, one gender, one income class, or
one education level – they are diverse.

Glocal perspective
While these mega-trends and examples
highlight the critical nature of diversity
and inclusion as forces for business trans-
formation, it takes strategic commitment
to make the most of them. Organisations
must understand and be inclusive of di-
verse stakeholders, build trust with them,
work with them, and compete in their
space. Paying lip service to a diverse, inclu-
sive ideal without embracing it fully won’t
work.

If anything, it comes down to taking a
truly “glocal” perspective – that is, combin-
ing global best practice with local know-
ledge and relevance. That means critically
engaging senior leadership and middle
managers, driving executive commitment
and accountability at the highest levels
with coaching and specific strategy-build-
ing exercises that not only foster diversity
but, most of all, ensure the inclusiveness
that can harness diverse forces at every lev-
el. For global/glocal HR, the right commu-
nications and change management tools
will make diversity/inclusion personal –
and make it matter.

Most of all, leaders need to understand
the unconscious bias that often stands in
the way of inclusion and work to over-
come it through creative solutions. How
often do leaders say, “I promote on mer-
it”, without fully grasping the unconscious
bias they may be reinforcing? Overcoming
such barriers to diversity and inclusion is
a complicated challenge, but the business
case for overcoming them grows stronger
every day.

✎ The writer is the Singapore
managing director for Mercer, a glo-

bal consulting leader in talent, health, re-
tirement and investments, and a part of
Marsh & McLennan Companies

WAY AHEAD
Organisations will need to look across
geographies, business skill silos, races,
genders, ages, education levels, and every
possible talent pool available to them, then
think creatively about assembling productive
workforces with diverse talent. PHOTO: AFP

CRYPTIC CROSSWORD
Across
1 Blood pressure’s about to

kill off muscle (6)
4 I speak ill of West Indian

perhaps (8)
10 Caught odd bit of

musician’s set (5,4)
11 Reminder about university

having good feeling (5)
12 Tie up ship just right

around bar (7)
13 Part of garden where

rowdy biker’s unknown
(7)

14 Weird English lake (5)
15 Respite for person

swimming round about
(8)

18 In correspondence with
friend about artist joining
the French Left (8)

20 Welsh town has tidy
hospital (5)

23 One held without women
in Plymouth landmark (7)

25 Play vid strangely without
enthusiasm (7)

26 Gritty Murray is behind
second (5)

27 One saint catching fish,
going by place associated
with Angel (9)

28 Sprains something to do
with hip in simple
transport (8)

29 Card game — pontoon
perhaps (6)

Down
1 Get seen missing Penny,

madly in love (8)
2 Show appreciation for each

part of bell (7)
3 Events experienced in

catastrophe no men
anticipated (9)

5 Group left in certain
parties frequently
inundated area (8,6)

6 Meat jelly with a reduced
flavour (5)

7 See code is broken by
European (7)

8 Flaw in photo — apply
colour again to cover
origin of error (3-3)

9 Ample librarian becoming
star of Romeo and Juliet
perhaps (5,9)

16 Can batsman put
together a helping hand
for Cook? (3-6)

17 Native American evokes
retiring Princess (8)

19 It’s deadly performing in
races (7)

21 Checked over Heath’s
foreign car (7)

22 One drink after another
— Red Rum perhaps (6)

24 Fool swallowed by chasm
(5)

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

Across: 9 Lease, 10 Going over, 11
Gala tea, 12 Chianti, 13 Dante,
14 Top banana, 16 Sign of the zodi-
ac, 19 On the mend, 21 Elves,
23 Tapioca, 25 Close up, 27 Nose
piece, 28 Range.

Down: 1 Slog, 2 Call on, 3 Mettle-
some, 4 Aghast, 5 Disciple,
6 Ugli, 7 Svengali, 8 Ordinances, 13
Discontent, 15 Above board,
17 Gatepost, 18 Teenager, 20
Ducked, 22 Vienna, 24 Oops, 26
Peer.
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