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INTRODUCTION

ENDING WORLD HUNGER, PART ONE

Diversity isn’t because of me; diversity is because of us. All of us.

I am not diverse.

“What?” you might ask, having looked at my photo on the back flap of the book jacket.

What I mean is I alone am not diverse.

If you take nothing else away from this book, it’s essential that you never again look at an individual—any individual—as “diverse.” A “diverse” hire. A “diverse” employee. These are not things. And getting that is foundational to understanding what diversity recruiting is, what it is not, and what it ultimately can be.

It makes sense if you think about it. “Diverse” means different. You can’t be different from yourself. As individuals, none of us are diverse, no matter our identity. But my claim is not merely a grammatical or even existential statement. It’s a statement of clarification. Diversity is not because of me; diversity is because of us. All of us.

Without you and me, there is no diversity, because if diverse means different, diversity means variety. Even if I were standing beside my hypothetical identical twin sister, we’d be different in some way. It could be appearance. She may not have a beauty mark above her lip the way I do. I might laugh at jokes she doesn’t find funny. She might love a song I can’t stand. But we’re diverse, together. And only together.

ENDING WORLD HUNGER

I spoke to a virtual audience recently about how recruiters have the power and the influence to create more positive outcomes within their diversity recruiting and retention programs. During the workshop, a recruiter in the audience spoke up and said that finding solutions to end bias in hiring feels as difficult as ending world hunger. She meant that the problem of deeply rooted bias in hiring seems so pervasive, it feels much bigger than our individual capacity to extinguish it. It feels insurmountable. And this got me thinking about the very idea of world hunger.

Hunger and famine operate like relentless, untiring engines, churning away 24/7. I would imagine that there are as many plans out in the world for addressing world hunger as there are for addressing bias. Even if we could find a silver-bullet donation, like the $6 billion Elon Musk suggested (but did not donate) in 2021, it would only offer temporary relief, especially without any larger systemic or mindset changes.1

This is also true for eradicating bias in hiring and retention programs. I teach about diversity recruiting and retention out of both responsibility and necessity. The parallel between eliminating world hunger and eliminating bias is the shared need not only for a mindset shift, but also for continuous commitment and constant initiative rather than a one-off intervention. Just as hunger is a relentless machine, the quest for equitable representation at all levels in an organization is a perpetual journey. It’s not a motivational seminar you attend once and forget. It’s not a box you check and move on. It’s like marriage, where each day you must decide to say yes to doing the real work that sustains the commitment made on the wedding day. The decisions we make today—the ones we all individually make—are what will create sustainable equitable representation at a systemic level. Much like the battle against hunger, the struggle for representation is an ongoing process that requires continuous effort, constant nurturing, and unwavering dedication.

The reason I don’t simply throw in the towel in the face of these immense challenges is because I understand the massive potential that lies on the other side. Just as investing billions into navigating world hunger is about preserving human dignity and promoting a more equitable world, the commitment to increasing diversity is about harnessing the power of a variety of perspectives and eradicating historical barriers. Both are symptomatic of deeper systemic issues that will only be addressed through sustained collaboration and a profound shift in our societal values and structures.

YOU CAN CALL ME JENN

In a recent interview with Success magazine, I was asked for my perspective on the sea of career advice flooding social media, often dispensed by self-proclaimed experts. I told the journalist the biggest problem I see is that most people out there giving career advice have only played one or two of the many roles in the hiring and promotional process. These “experts” approach hiring and promotion from a single vantage point, so naturally they have limited perspective. This often leads to strategies that don’t work and ineffective advice. Just because you secured a job while in the role of a candidate doesn’t mean your advice from that vantage point will land the next person a role, too. And here’s the dangerous part: When the advice doesn’t work, who will the job seeker blame, you or themselves? Because the advice worked for you, most likely they’ll blame themselves. But we will get to that topic soon enough.

I’m Jennifer Tardy, but you can call me Jenn. Over the last seventeen years, I’ve played all the parts during the hiring process. I’ve sat on every conceivable side of the interviewing table. I’ve been the candidate who had four job offers in hand at once, as well as the candidate who was rejected after the initial phone screen. I’ve been the person making the business case fighting to get a candidate hired, and I’ve been the person on the opposing side defending why a candidate should not be hired. Even within an organization, I’ve been the recruiter and I’ve led recruiting teams. I’ve had my name come up during behind-closed-door conversations about new workplace opportunities, and I’ve sat at tables during behind-closed-door meetings where decisions were being made regarding who should be considered for a promotion.

I grew up in human resources. I’ve been in the trenches with all these roles, constantly refining approaches for attracting competitive talent and keeping them engaged, motivated, and loyal. This hands-on experience has given me a 360-degree view of the career life cycle of an employee, from the moment they consider joining the team to the time they move on to new adventures. And if that isn’t enough, I’ve played these roles across many different industries, from tech and education to energy, health care, railroad, and professional services. Each one of them gave me an essential perspective that I apply to my work today. I’ve seen a lot of things. So, unlike many of the individuals we witness giving generic, one-size-fits-all career advice online, the advice I share comes through a different lens, one that helped me understand that not all hiring processes are the same, which means not all candidate experiences will be the same.

And I carry this multifaceted perspective into the work my team and I deliver within our research and training firm, Jennifer Tardy Consulting (aka Team JTC), where our mission is to help employers increase diversity and retention without harm. Big brand names have turned to us to assist them in coming up with the exact steps to increase diversity and retention in their workplace. I’ve had straight-up, eye-to-eye conversations with C-suite executives about the bias in their hiring systems and how to mitigate them step by step. I’ve even turned down working with some blue-chip companies because their approach to diversity was less “thoughtful improvement” and more “PR disaster waiting to happen.”

Our work at Team JTC supports a breadth of experience on both sides of an issue: those of employers and job seekers. We stand at the unique intersection of the job market, where we closely collaborate with both. It’s critical to us to grasp what makes both sides tick.

When it comes to the challenges in today’s hiring and retention programs, it’s not just corporate boardrooms that should be under the microscope. We all have skin in this game. Workplace leaders are certainly accountable, but employees and job seekers share the responsibility too. I’ll be pulling back the curtain on all of this as we dive into the chapters ahead.

Team JTC’s vision boils down to accomplishing one thing: to normalize diversity recruiting and retention so that all workplaces get to realize the intelligence that comes with unique lived experiences fueled by increased representation.

Your answers to two key questions—“What’s the obstacle course?” and “What do we do about it?”—can potentially dismantle systemic barriers to job access. These questions, which we’ll revisit time and again, can be a powerful catalyst for dismantling the centuries of marginalization, bias, and discrimination deeply embedded in the hiring process.

We must not forget, as we journey through this book, that our real battle is against bias, not each other. It’s like we’re all teammates fighting against a common enemy. Everyone—and I mean everyone—has a part to play in increasing diversity and retention.

Listen, I geek out over this work. The guidance in this book comes from the thousands of people we’ve trained and conversations with them that have truly shifted their mindsets, from our research into a rich and deep history, and even from my own lived experiences and knowing what it feels like to be ambitious but always be perceived as different and how that has impacted my own career path. This is the lens through which I see the world of diversity recruiting and retention.

As a learner myself, I engage best when people speak in plain language and can mix their learning with levity and real stories of struggle and success. So my goal with this book is to leave you feeling like we’re having a conversation—just you and me. One friend to another. I’m sharing my own personal stories, our research, and tools and tips. If you notice that my tone is different from that of other practitioners, just know that it is intentional. All these methods are why our firm is award-winning and sought after. We create deep transformations in how organizations think about and approach the work of recruiting and retention.

ABOUT THE BOOK

The Equity Edge will spotlight biases that block an organization’s ability to increase diversity through its hiring and retention programs, viewed through the obstacles those programs surface. My biggest gripe with bias training today is that it is too generic, often leaving the learner to figure out for themselves how bias shows up in the daily work they do. I want to show you how bias shows up in the day-to-day activities of leaders in business, of leaders in human resources, of leaders in diversity, equity, and inclusion, of recruiters, and of interview teams, all of whom are working to increase diversity and retention. It’s important that you can identify bias when it is happening so that you can mitigate it on the spot.

Intriguingly, when we talk about bias, our minds often stop at the interviewing process. But bias is pervasive throughout the hiring and promotional processes. It is something that must be overcome so more individuals from underestimated communities can enter our workplaces and stay and grow within them. 

The Equity Edge is divided into three parts.

Part I, “Building the Framework,” establishes the infrastructure to help you grasp the fundamental components essential for increasing diversity and retention. Additionally, I introduce the concept of the obstacle course.

Part II, “The Hiring Obstacle Course,” takes us through the intricacies of the hiring process. Its aim is to help hiring managers and job seekers navigate the barriers within the recruiting machine and its myriad components.

Part III, “The Retention Obstacle Course,” delves into the challenges encountered by leaders and employees alike as they navigate promotions, lateral moves, high-profile projects, and other opportunities.

HOW YOU CAN BENEFIT

No matter what role you are in today, The Equity Edge can be a powerful tool to support you in increasing diversity and retention in your workplace. To get the most benefit, read the entire book, even the chapters that you think do not apply to you. But I also recommend that you place a special focus on the chapters that address issues where you find your workplace particularly struggling:

Need foundational information? Are you new to diversity recruiting and retention? Struggling with effective language to use when discussing these topics? Do you find it challenging to understand the historical context of bias and its connection to current diversity recruiting practices? Chapter One will help you build a solid foundation, teaching you how to communicate effectively and think critically about diversity recruiting.

Need help identifying barriers to the success of your diversity initiative? Not sure why your program isn’t working or what beliefs must be dismantled to remove obstacles to your program’s success? Chapter Two talks about unquestioned assumptions that keep workplaces stuck—and job seekers, too.

Want more information about the obstacle course? Maybe you have been curious about what the obstacle course really is and how it impacts marginalized communities. Check out Chapter Three, where I explore what it feels like to be ambitious but perceived as different (and how that scenario intersects with the obstacle course).

Struggling to source talent from marginalized communities? Are your outreach efforts failing? Can’t find top talent from untapped communities? Chapter Four offers unique sourcing opportunities and strategies to expand your talent pool, helping you discover where and how to find the best candidates.

Now that you’ve found them, you can’t get enough candidates to apply? Wondering how to make your organization an employer of choice and attract more applicants to your open positions? Chapter Five provides insights into building a compelling employer brand and crafting job postings that draw in top talent.

Unsure if your interviewing practices are compliant or inclusive? Do you have trouble understanding why marginalized candidates are leaking out of your interview process? Do you need help figuring out who is genuinely qualified for your organization? Chapter Six will help you identify and address the barriers in your interview process and refine your methods for evaluating candidates.

Insecure about selecting the right candidates? Are you struggling with how to ensure representation within your selection process without unintentionally doing something illegal or discriminatory? Chapter Seven offers strategies for fair and legal candidate selection, for promoting diversity without compromising compliance.

Not sure your promotional practices are equitable? Having difficulty thinking about representation in your promotional practices without causing harm to all employees? Chapter Eight will help you navigate the complexities of internal promotions, ensuring fair opportunities for advancement while maintaining a positive work environment.

Are talented employees leaving your organization as quickly as they are being hired? Do you find it challenging to create an environment where all employees feel like they belong while maintaining shared values? Chapter Nine provides strategies for building an inclusive culture that fosters belonging and retains top talent. 

Do you wish to dive deeper into this learning? Don’t skip the Resources for Continuing Education at the end of the book. I’ve got you covered! 

A LONG DAY AGO

Don’t forget to read the box in each chapter titled “A Long Day Ago.” This is a phrase used by my sons, Austin and Aiden, when they talk about something that happened in the past. Whether it was yesterday or three years ago, it’s all “a long day ago” to them. I particularly enjoy this phrase because it carries the sentiment that time is relative to the individual experience, and even if something happened in the past, it wasn’t all that long ago. It was simply “a long day ago,” so it still impacts us today. With these boxes, my goal is to share the history of how we began to think about the modern-day workforce or about all things hiring and retention, and why we use tools that today feel conventional, such as resumes, job descriptions, and interviews. I’ll also discuss how the workforce came to be, how women and people of color began entering the workforce, and how all of this connects to the evolution of recruiting practices and strategies. As we use these tools to assess qualifications, it’s crucial to understand where they originated and why.

ADVANCED LESSONS FOR THE JOB SEEKER

As I embarked on writing this book, I knew I couldn’t overlook those of you currently navigating the job market. It always struck me how frequently leaders, recruiters, and interview teams, after benefiting from my insights on hiring and retention, sought career coaching themselves. It’s clear that discussing diversity recruiting and retention should also include guidance for those in the midst of the job search journey.

If you’re eagerly seeking your next opportunity or eyeing that coveted promotion, don’t miss out on the “Advanced Lessons for the Job Seeker” box at the end of each chapter. Here, I’ll guide you through processing the chapter’s insights from the perspective of a job seeker. By connecting past events with present knowledge, I’ll unveil how hindsight can illuminate patterns that seemed invisible in the moment. It’s akin to donning glasses that reveal the future, albeit after the fact. Drawing from my own experiences, I’ll share actionable insights and strategies to empower you on your job quest. With these tools, you’ll navigate the job market with newfound confidence and craft strategies for career advancement. Understanding the interplay between past and present dynamics will position you to seize opportunities and propel your career forward.

As we turn the page to embark on this journey together, my wish is that you gain hundreds of lightbulb moments and tools to help you follow through on your workplace initiative to increase diversity. Remember that each chapter is designed to dismantle the obstacles preventing true diversity and inclusion in our workplaces. So as we move into “Part I: Building the Framework,” let’s get ready to delve into the foundational elements of diversity recruiting, setting the stage for everything that follows. By understanding these core principles, you’ll be better equipped to navigate and conquer the challenges ahead. Let’s start transforming our approach to hiring and retention, one insightful chapter at a time. The path to a more inclusive future starts here and now.
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