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DEIl and Agile:

Beyond Buzzwords
Toward Transformation

by Samin Saadat

This Executive Update seeks to illuminate two concepts that are extremely important but
are at risk of becoming mere buzzwords: “diversity, equity, and inclusion” (DEI) and “Agile
teams.” Most teams do not have an accurate understanding of these terms. And while the
majority promote their workplace as embracing DEI and Agile methodologies, they often
do not “walk the talk.” But this dichotomy makes perfect sense. How can we take appropri-
ate actions based on certain values when we lack a mutual understanding of those values?
In fact, this is one of the most common barriers we find in change management proj-

ects. Companies spend a great deal of time on executing solutions but neglect to devote
adequate resources to building a mutual understanding of the problems and ideal state.
Therefore, the outcomes are either failures or merely good learning opportunities. Now it
is time to pause and think about what DEI and Agile really mean.
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The terms DEI and Agile In my work in change management, among distinct company
are both currently trend- cultures across many different industries, | have confirmed two
ing across the business important facts about workforce trends:

world and are frequently

and increasingly 1. The workforce is increasingly diverse due to globalization,
misused mobility, and technology.

2. The workforce must continuously evolve to keep up with an
ever-changing, fast-paced workplace.

| have also discovered there are a lot of misconceptions, misinfor-
mation, and misunderstandings revolving around how to adapt
within this diverse and ever-changing world.

You might wonder why | chose to focus this Update on two seem-
ingly disconnected concepts and how they could be related. Briefly,
| have realized that for change management projects to proceed,
those involved must understand the following key points:

1. Regardless of industry, in order to outperform and thrive
in today's world, it is important to understand and begin to
execute DEI and Agile values within your teams, although the
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Cutter Consortium's Business Agility & Software your compa ﬂy'S vision
Engineering Excellence practice. ©2021 by Cutter ’

Consortium, an Arthur D. Little company. All

fights reserved. Unauthorized reproduction in 2. The terms DEI and Agile are both currently trending across the
any form, including photocopying, downloading

electronic copies, posting on the Internet, image business world and are frequently and increasingly misused.
scanning, and faxing, is against the law. Reprints

make an excellent training tool. For information

about reprints and/or back issues of Cutter 3. Thereis a lot of overlap between the two concepts that can
Consortium publications, call +1 781 648 8700
or email service@cutter.com. ISSN: 2470-0835. help in understanding both.

©2021 Cutter Consortium, an Arthur D. Little company |2


https://www.cutter.com
mailto:service%40cutter.com?subject=reprints%2C%20back%20issues

EXECUTIVE UPDATE
Business Agility & Software Engineering Excellence, Vol. 22, No. 8

The purpose of this Update is to empower you to develop the right
mindset on how to approach learning more about DEI and Agile
teams. To begin, let's try to grasp each concept in simple language.

What Does Diversity
Really Mean?

Diversity in the work- Have you ever been to a family dinner with your siblings and/or par-

force is mainly about
having opinions and
perspectives driven

by differences in
backgrounds and during the meal because you don't feel safe enough to share your

ents where you felt excluded? You may have wondered how, com-
ing from almost the same genetic set and growing up in almost the
same environment, you still feel so different from them. You feel
like you are not understood. In fact, you may prefer to stay quiet

life experiences own perspective. This is because your perspective and perception
are different and unique from the rest of your family members.

There is a commonly held sentiment that diversity is all about dif-
ferences — in race, gender, sex, socioeconomic status, age, physical
disability, and other demographic information. Although this is an
essential element of diversity, diversity in the workforce is mainly
about having opinions and perspectives driven by differences in
backgrounds and life experiences. These differences can arise
simply from being the first or last born in your family, which has
given you a perspective that varies from that of your siblings.

In the quest for diversity, it is important to remember that
promoting the hiring of more women or single parents or people
from some other group to the leadership team is not necessarily
about being nice to those groups. It is about understanding that
these particular groups may see things that others cannot see. They
have a unique perspective because others have never experienced
what they have due to their lifestyles, positions in life, individual
differences, and various life experiences.

From the extensive DEI training we have conducted across the
workforce, we fully understand that it is easier to say you need to
listen to different perspectives regardless of individual differences
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than actually doing it. A primary reason that these actions are
difficult for people to engage in is that our own assumptions

and stereotypical thoughts can act as a barrier to exploring the
unique strength of others around us, regardless of their individual
differences.

What Does Equity
Really Mean?

When you provide Equity is often confused with equality. Equality is about providing

resources to someone
based on their starting
point — their conditions
and differences —

you embrace

the value of equity.

an equal amount of resources to everyone regardless of their indi-
vidual differences. The intention is promoting fairness and ensur-
ing that we eliminate discrimination. This approach makes sense
if everyone has similar starting points with similar conditions and
is going through similar challenges. But if we take this approach,
we choose to ignore individual differences and the barriers people

experience due to their differences.

The goal should be that everyone equally deserves to achieve
X,Y,Z. However, not everyone requires similar resources to achieve
X.Y,Z. When you provide resources to someone based on their
starting point — their conditions and differences — you embrace
the value of equity. For example, consider the following scenario:
the onboarding training is facilitated by someone who speaks
English very quickly and uses slang. Someone on the team is learn-
ing English and struggles to truly understand the facilitator. They
are in the same training as everyone else and there are no other
resources (such as videos, books, etc.) to help them. However, in
order for them to learn the material equally as others, they need
extra resources to assist them. The same is true for a single mom
who may not be able to follow company policy fully and show up at
8:00 am sharp every day; or, in the home environment, a boy with
autism who may not be as independent as his sister at age 16 and,
therefore, may need additional resources to succeed in the same
manner as his sister.
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Equity infers that it is not a one-size-fits-all approach. We need to
constantly understand people’s differences and evaluate and sup-
port them accordingly to ensure everyone has an equal chance of
winning. In other words, not everyone is going through the same
challenges to achieve a goal. In order to provide an equal chance
for everyone to win, we need to provide resources based on what
each person needs on an individual basis. What you think the per-
son needs is not what they necessarily need.

What Does Inclusion
Really Mean?

Diversity without Another important thing to consider is that you should not seek to

elements of inclusion
can be extremely
destructive and
detrimental to your
company.

hire a diverse team if you do not have an inclusive culture and lead-
ership. Diversity without elements of inclusion can be extremely
destructive and detrimental to your company.

Let's take a closer look at that family dinner table. There is a mom

who never got a chance to develop her career due to childcare
responsibilities and stigma in the workforce. We have a dad who
was never able to spend enough time with his kids due to his
responsibility to ensure his family’s health and comfort. There is a
brother who is autistic and does not like making friends, preferring
instead to spend hours in his room to code and read. And we have
a little sister who has been neglected due to the challenges her
family went through during her upbringing.

All of these family members have very different life perspectives.
What one sees, another person cannot see at all because they
never experienced exactly the same life due to their position in the
family, their sex, their mental condition, and so on. The only way to
broaden our perspective is to try to encourage people to speak up
and make themselves understood.

Thus, we should empower people more to tell us what they see that
we cannot, rather than relying on our own assumptions. When you
try to understand a person’s point of view, and why they see what

©2021 Cutter Consortium, an Arthur D. Little company I5


https://www.cutter.com

EXECUTIVE UPDATE
Business Agility & Software Engineering Excellence, Vol. 22, No. 8

they see, you are being inclusive. Through this process, you gain
access to many new ideas, perspectives, and solutions that allow
you to thrive and be creative.

But why is diversity destructive without inclusion? Because it is

like having a group of people that speak different languages and
expecting them to work together without being fluent in the others’
languages. It can become extremely difficult and frustrating for all
involved parties. Inclusion is the key to unlocking the potential of
diversity, allowing group members to utilize their unique strengths
to achieve a desired outcome that can ignite everyone.

What Does an Agile
Team Really Mean?

Among the biggest Among the biggest challenges we have had to overcome during

challenges we have
had to overcome during
the pandemic are the
speed at which things
can change and the
fact that not everything
goes as planned

the pandemic are the speed at which things can change and the
fact that not everything goes as planned. Those who can embrace
uncertainty and can adapt easily will thrive. In an effort to adapt to
changes quickly, many companies have tried to become more Agile.

An Agile methodology empowers teams to deliver bite-sized
deliverables with constant feedback for further readjustment

and improvement. Instead of planning for the entire project from
beginning to end and making it crystal clear what each step should
achieve, Agile focuses on evolving the project through time based
on constant feedback and reflection. In other words, the primary
focus is on delivering a unique value. What one values varies from
client to client, so Agile organizations don't take a one-size-fits-all
approach in their project management planning.

Another example of Agile is a person who plans to, by age 24, grad-
uate from X school. She decides her first job should be at company
X, she should become a manager by the time she’s 30, and she will
marry by age 32. She plans to have her first child by age 34 and her
second by the time she is 37 to ensure that, when she is 60, she can
meet her own grandchildren.
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This person is not being Agile.

On the other hand is a person who goes to school and explores
different majors. She starts with biology and then realizes that
psychology is more aligned with her values, so she spends an extra
two years in university. After graduation, she starts working in a
startup that may or may not offer her a promotion but provides a
great learning opportunity. She may experience a breakup from a
long-term relationship at the age of 30 because her life plans have
changed. But she remains curious and reflective to ensure that her
30s are getting her closer to her life goals.

This person is being Agile. Instead of planning out her whole life,
she lives in the moment with a vision for the future. Most impor-

The key point about
being Agile is acknowl-
edqging that every person
Is different; again, there
IS not a one-size-fits-all
approach for everything.

tantly, she constantly reflects and gathers feedback to see what is
the right thing for her to do and she understands that what works
for others may not necessarily work for her.

The key point about being Agile is acknowledging that every person
is different; again, there is not a one-size-fits-all approach for every-
thing. Agile people don't rely on all the assumptions that have been
shaped in their minds; they constantly pause, gather feedback,
reflect, and readjust their approach.

So How Do DEl and
Agile Really Connect?

By now you may be thinking, “OK, | understand what DEI and Agile
mean, but how are these two concepts related to each other?” If
you asked this question and did not jump to the conclusion that
you are already lost, you already have the foundation for embracing
DEl and Agile values.

Reflecting on the philosophies of these two concepts, you will notice
that both are telling you to pause, reflect, and readjust. Both try to
tell you that you don't know what you don't know. To overcome
your blind spots, you need to pause, ask, listen, and take action.
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And do this more frequently.

If you take the time to learn other's perspectives, you will end up
building a product that adds real value. You will build a team that
can adapt quickly to the new needs of the market. You will create
an engaged and diverse team that is constantly using its unique
strengths to grow.

Why Is It so Hard to Build an Agile,
Diverse, and Inclusive Team?

There is a difference There are multiple factors that make such transformations com-
between doing Agile plex. Some major impediments to building an Agile, diverse, and
(hardware) and being inclusive team include:

Agile (software).

Similarly, there is a 1. Thereis a lack of focus on building the “software.

difference between
being diverse (hardware)
and being inclusive 3. Technology creates a false reality.
(software),

2. The education system trains against these two concepts.

Lack of Focus on Building
the “Software”

With most projects, companies spend a lot of resources on build-
ing the “hardware” of Agile or diverse and inclusive teams without
investing in building the “software.” They may put resources into
having Agile processes, reflection meetings, or hiring people from
different backgrounds, but they forget that in order for the hard-
ware to produce the desired outcome, they need to have functional
software. The software here is your people’s mindset and thought
process, which builds your company cultures.

There is a difference between doing Agile (hardware) and being
Agile (software). Similarly, there is a difference between being
diverse (hardware) and being inclusive (software). Hardware with-
out functional software is problematic, detrimental, and destructive.
The same is true of diversity without being inclusive and equitable.
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Education System
Trains Against Them

The entire education system keeps telling us not to ask too many
questions and gives us 100% certainty what to expect in each term.
Students receive an “A” if they keep providing answers and don't
ask good questions. They learn to keep their heads down and fol-
low instructions to get a good grade. As a result, by the age of eight
or nine we have lost the skill to ask questions, remain intrigued,
reflect, and not worry too much about having all the right answers.

Technology Creates a False Reality

With the advancement With the advancement of technology and artificial intelligence (Al),
we have access to more information than ever before and we have

of technology and Al,

we have access to more the potential to become one big village. Instead, the use of technol-
information than ever ogy further polarizes us, allowing any person to search for any false
before and we have the information and find a multitude of resources to validate their false
potential to become one assumptions. This can build a false reality, and instead of allowing
big village, a person to question assumptions, it actually reinforces them. Al

also fosters and supports the habit of following patterns that do not
empower you to pause and ask yourself, “Is this really what | need at
this moment?”

Conclusion

In conclusion, the world is constantly changing and evolving, and
what got us here will not take us to our vision. Building DEI teams
and being Agile and are extremely important and difficult tasks.
They require a great effort to unlearn many things that may have
served their purpose in the past — along with relearning many

new thought processes that will allow us to build relationships with
diverse people, adapt to all the quick changes, and to survive as well
as thrive.
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But in order to thrive, organizations will require a radical shift in
the work culture to change the way people work and interact daily.
We all must take time to pause, reflect, and ask questions simply to
understand, not to judge, respond, or agree. Just to understand. It's
time for your organizational transformation journey to begin!
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About Cutter Consortium

Cutter Consortium is a unique, global business technology advisory firm dedicated
to helping organizations leverage emerging technologies and the latest business
management thinking to achieve competitive advantage and mission success.
Through its research, training, executive education, and consulting, Cutter

Consortium enables digital transformation.

Cutter Consortium helps clients address the spectrum of challenges technology
change brings — from disruption of business models and the sustainable innova-
tion, change management, and leadership a new order demands, to the creation,
implementation, and optimization of software and systems that power newly holistic

enterprise and business unit strategies.

Cutter Consortium pushes the thinking in the field by fostering debate and collab-
oration among its global community of thought leaders. Coupled with its famously
objective "no ties to vendors” policy, Cutter Consortium’'s Access to the Experts
approach delivers cutting-edge, objective information and innovative solutions

fo its clients worldwide.
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