CONVERSATION ROADBLOCKS AND HOW TO SURMOUNT THEM
Do you want to talk about gender or racial bias, but fear saying something insensitive or hurtful?
Do you worry that conversations about social issues and events will do more harm than good?
Do you feel things are “not so bad” in your organization, and, candidly, struggle to fully grasp your
colleagues’ experiences?

Conversation roadblocks—assumptions, attitudes, or experiences that keep us from talking about our differences—can
prevent us from connecting, collaborating, and countering stereotypes and exclusionary practices.1 Acknowledging
and then addressing these roadblocks can help you better understand deep-rooted issues and overcome challenges
that would otherwise remain unresolved, buried, or unspoken.
Set small goals each day to hold yourself accountable and start a conversation. You may be uncomfortable or make
missteps, but keep going. You are human and don’t need to have all the answers to make an impact.
REMEMBER: DIALOGUE IS ACTION.

T H ER E I SN ’ T A PR O B LE M
ROADBLOCK

Gender differences don’t matter—I view women and men equally.
Research confirms that workplaces are not meritocracies.2 Gender bias, discrimination, and sexism3 are still
a reality for many women, especially women of color.4 Although you may not have experienced these issues
personally, it’s always good to realize that others in your workplace may have.
ROADBLOCK

We don’t see color—only people.
Everyone sees skin color—it’s a human reality. But this isn’t a bad thing. In fact, for people to feel included
and do their best work, they have to be able to bring their full selves to work, including their racial/ethnic
identity. Our differences should be honored and celebrated, not ignored.5
ROADBLOCK

Race and ethnicity do not matter in certain places.
Our racial and ethnic backgrounds are a huge part of who we are, and they influence how we view the
world. In today’s globalized workplaces, there is no homogeneity—and diverse viewpoints, experiences,
and identities are an asset.6

B E ACCO U N TA B L E
E V E RY DAY
Get uncomfortable. Write down every question that you
have about gender inequality. Where are you stuck? Use
this as a guidepost to push past your discomfort and help
you get advice or coaching in key areas.
Mix things up. Think about who you know least on your
team. Schedule time to connect about their experiences
at work and how you can enhance your working
relationship to develop trust and understanding.
Check yourself. Have you ever said “we only hire the
best person,” “everyone is the same here,” or “they just
don’t fit”? Explore how this type of coded language may
be inadvertently harmful.

S TA R T A
CO N V E R S AT I O N
Ask colleagues (of all genders and different cultural
backgrounds) if they have ever experienced or witnessed
biased behavior. What did it look like? What was said?
Ask colleagues how they think you can build trust by
having open discussions about biased behavior team
members may experience because of an aspect of their
identity (e.g., race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion,
language, or cultural background).7
In the next month, watch or listen to five videos or
podcasts8 on the topic of race and ethnicity. Or dive into
a blog or news story that covers race, ethnicity, social
class, or cultural background in a region you know little
about. Start a conversation with team members on the
topic to share and continue learning.

T H ER E WILL B E N E GATIVE CONSEQUENC ES TO M Y ACT I ONS
ROADBLOCK

It’s not safe to speak up.
When people don’t feel they have a safe space to speak up, and they can’t bring their full selves to work,
it’s nearly impossible for them to fulfill their potential and accomplish their best work.
ROADBLOCK

I will say something inappropriate—or worse, be viewed in a negative light (e.g., as racist or sexist;
not a team player).
Talking about our differences can be hard and uncomfortable. But these fears should not hold us back
from connecting with others and creating an inclusive culture. We have to embrace discomfort—get
comfortable being uncomfortable. The risk is worth it.
ROADBLOCK

People think I’m overly sensitive, and as a result I feel my experiences are minimized.
Sharing experiences of bias and exclusion can be difficult and painful for many people. As a listener,
take the time to truly acknowledge the speaker’s unique experiences, which will help them feel
more included.9

B E ACCO U N TA B L E
E V E RY DAY
Plan to “get real.” Have colleagues anonymously
write down 2-3 social norms or processes that prevent
them from speaking up. Then hold a working session
to dig into the central issues, rather than defaulting to
problem solving.
Embrace humility. Share a mistake you made with a
colleague, and be specific what you learned and will do
differently. This will help your colleagues learn and be
encouraged to do the same.
Start with empathy. Even though you may be on the
receiving end of a hurtful comment, consider asking
“Can you explain what your intention was in saying
[____]? Here is the impact on me.” Or try, “Can you
clarify… I may have perceived your words in a different
way than what you intended.” Seize these opportunities
for continued dialogue, demonstrating empathy, and
shared learning.

S TA R T A
CO N V E R S AT I O N
Notice who is being silent in meetings. Then follow
up one-on-one to find out why, and ask how you can
support them in making sure their voices are heard.
Ask a colleague: “If it’s okay, can I ask you for honest,
constructive feedback about words I’m unsure may be
hurtful or offensive to others?”
Ask your colleagues if they have ever felt that their
experiences were minimized. What happened? How did
it make them feel?

T H ER E’ S N O B E N E FIT TO TALK I NG
ROADBLOCK

Talking about our differences can only further divide us.
Ignoring our differences holds us back from doing our best work. We must openly discuss and value
what makes us different from one another to create an inclusive culture where people feel like they
belong and are valued for their unique perspectives.
ROADBLOCK

Talking won’t solve anything.
Listening to our colleagues and validating their experiences of bias and exclusion is a powerful step
toward inclusion. Importantly, learning about people as individuals can also challenge biases and
help positively resolve conflicts.10

B E ACCO U N TA B L E
E V E RY DAY
Learn from mistakes. Reflect on your last tough
conversation. Take lessons you’ve learned and in the
next 24 hours, try again. Do one thing different based
on what you learned.
Be a role model. When people open up to you about
their experiences, listen carefully, ask thoughtful questions,
and affirm their perspectives. As appropriate, share with
others how these dialogues impact you and your work.
Create shared responsibility. Identify a common goal with
colleagues to communicate across difference. Be specific
and ensure you put in place a strategy to follow up.

S TA R T A
CO N V E R S AT I O N
Ask colleagues what fears or assumptions prevent them
from having discussions about differences. Do they
assume that differences will be divisive? If so, why?
Ask colleagues how they think we can make progress
on these issues. What would make them feel more
comfortable opening up?
Invite colleagues to share examples of when they’ve
successfully worked through differences with another
person. What was key to their success?
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