Why Ethnic Diversity in Leadership Matters
More Than Ever

For decades, organizations have discussed the importance of diversity in leadership. While many
conversations focus on representation and inclusion, new research suggests that diverse
leadership may also play a critical role in reducing bias and creating fairer opportunities for
employees.

A recent Harvard study highlighted by Forbes provides compelling evidence that who occupies
leadership positions can directly influence how talent is evaluated. Researchers Anna Gifty
Opoku-Agyeman and Emma Rackstraw examined whether the presence of a Black supervisor
affected perceptions of Black job candidates during the hiring process. Their findings point to an
important reality: diverse leadership can help challenge biases that often shape workplace
decisions.

The study involved nearly 3,000 U.S.-based participants who were asked to evaluate resumes
and estimate the performance of job candidates. Participants were assigned to one of several
conditions in which they were told their hiring evaluations would be reviewed by either a Black
supervisor, a white supervisor, a supervisor whose race was not disclosed, or no supervisor at all.

The results were striking. When participants believed a Black supervisor was overseeing the
evaluation process, they rated Black candidates more favorably and perceived them as more
productive. According to the researchers, participants estimated that Black candidates answered
approximately half a question more correctly when a Black supervisor was present, reducing the
racial evaluation gap by roughly 20 percent compared to evaluations conducted under the
assumption of white supervision.

While the study does not suggest that bias disappears entirely, it demonstrates that leadership
representation can influence how people assess talent. This finding is particularly significant
given the persistent barriers Black professionals continue to face in the workplace.

Research has consistently shown that Black workers are less likely to be hired, promoted, or
evaluated fairly compared to their peers. They often encounter racial stereotypes, heightened
scrutiny, and workplace microaggressions that can limit career advancement. These challenges
can affect not only individual careers but also organizational performance by preventing
companies from fully recognizing and developing talent.

Anna and Emma’s study suggests that increasing ethnic diversity in leadership positions may be
one practical way to address these inequities. Leaders help shape workplace culture, influence
decision-making processes, and establish the standards by which employees are evaluated. When
leadership teams include individuals from diverse backgrounds, organizations gain broader
perspectives that can help identify and interrupt biased assumptions before they affect hiring,
promotions, compensation, and performance reviews.
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The researchers also emphasized that diverse leadership is not simply about optics.
Organizations that intentionally develop diverse leadership pipelines may be better positioned to
attract top talent, improve employee trust, and create more equitable systems. Diverse leaders
can play a critical role in shaping the "talent pipeline" itself, ensuring that opportunities are
distributed based on ability rather than stereotypes or preconceived notions.

Experts suggest organizations can build on these findings by implementing structured evaluation
processes, conducting calibration reviews, and ensuring diverse voices are represented in hiring
and promotion decisions. These practices can help create accountability and reduce the impact of
unconscious bias.

As workplaces become increasingly diverse, organizations face growing pressure to ensure that
opportunity and advancement are available to all employees. The findings from Opoku-Agyeman
and Rackstraw's research reinforce a simple but powerful idea: representation in leadership
matters. It not only signals inclusion but can also influence the fairness of workplace decisions
and help organizations identify the best talent available.

Ultimately, increasing ethnic diversity in leadership is not just a social goal—it is a business
imperative that can strengthen decision-making, foster innovation, and create more equitable
outcomes for employees and organizations alike.



