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Companies in various industries look to 

“tech disruptors” for lessons on how to 

adopt and innovate new technologies, but 

what can traditional sectors learn from 

disruptors in terms of diversity? More than 

they might realize.

Diversity is a sensitive concept that can be 

difficult for any organization to incorporate 

with effectiveness. Traditional “check the 

box” strategies and mandated diversity 

training sessions often fail to engage 

employees and produce the results that 

companies anticipate. Striking the balance 

requires time and effort, and no change will 

come from leaders relying on the same, trite 

processes that have not worked in the past. 

Enter the “tech disruptors,” many of whom 

have implemented diversity initiatives 

that generated results. Some instituted 

original programs through their creativity 

and fortitude; others serve as cautionary 

examples of companies that do not act 

on diversity measures soon enough. We 

spotlighted four of these notable case 

studies in the ensuing paragraphs for other 

leaders to either learn from or emulate. We 

hope these examples will serve as models 

for companies in any sector looking to 

modify their diversity policies and mold 

themselves into more equitable and high-

achieving places to work.

AIRBNB’S HUMAN CAPITAL SOLUTION

Many know of Airbnb as the trailblazer that 

altered the Hospitality industry forever, 

but few may remember that the oft-exalted 

company found itself in a quandary over 

diversity back in 2016. The first rumblings 

came in January when a Harvard Business 

School study found that Airbnb guests with 

African-American names were approximately 

16 percent less likely to be accepted by 

hosts than guests with Caucasian names. 

The company further came under fire when 

reports of Airbnb hosts rejecting customers 

based on their race surfaced in the summer. 

Rather than shy away from the problem, 

Airbnb dedicated more human capital 

resources to improving diversity and 

achieved significant results. The company 

assembled a permanent product team of 

engineers, data scientists and researchers 

to address instances of discrimination 

occurring through the Airbnb app. The 

team accomplished this by removing profile 

pictures from the app’s initial booking 

process – fulfill ing a longtime request 

of many customers in the process – and 

changing the app’s features so users could 

report negative content in a more efficient 

manner, according to Airbnb’s September 

2019 diversity report.

The company also changed its internal 

leadership structure to reflect and reinforce 

its stance on diversity. Two months after the 

release of the Harvard study, the company 

hired David J. King II I  as its f irst Director 

of Diversity. The company created a policy 

during King’s tenure mandating that all 

candidate pools for senior-level positions 

include women and candidates from 

underrepresented backgrounds. The policy 

facil itated change; as of January 2019, 12.3 

percent of Airbnb’s US-based employees 

came from underrepresented populations, 

bypassing the company’s init ial goal of 11 

percent. 
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Airbnb serves as a stellar example of how 

a company’s willingness to devote human 

capital resources to diversity culminates 

in progress. The employees’ endeavors 

to reduce bias in the company’s product, 

policies and processes transformed Airbnb’s 

operations for the better. Leaders who hire 

employees to focus only on diversity will 

spur the positive change their organizations 

seek, to the benefit of consumers, employees 

and the company itself.

AMAZON.COM’S BOARD DIVERSITY POLICY

Amazon.com also found itself  with a 

diversity problem on its hands in recent 

years,  and the onl ine retai l  giant learned 

about the r isks that come with not 

responding to a cal l  for increased diversity.

Back in 2018, an activist group of 

shareholders named CtW Investment 

Group recommended that Amazon adopt a 

policy mandating that women and minority 

candidates be considered for open Director 

positions on Amazon’s Board. At the time, 

the company’s Board included only three 

women and all 10 of its Directors were white. 

Amazon’s Board rejected the proposal 

at first, saying that since the company 

already considered diverse candidates 

when recruiting Directors, establishing 

the recommended policy “would not be an 

effective and prudent use of the Company’s 

time and resources.”1  The declaration 

fomented a public outcry that caused the 

Board to reverse its position and approve 

1   https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/
data/1018724/000119312518121077/d514607ddef14a.htm

an official policy instituting Board diversity.

Today, Amazon’s 10 Directors include 

five women, two of whom are minorities. 

The conversion of half of the Board’s 

membership to diverse Directors within a 

year indicates that the company strove for 

improvement and the policy achieved its 

intended effects. However, the initial public 

consternation could have been avoided 

had Amazon adopted a policy to expand 

its Board diversity sooner. Companies that 

take proactive measures to transform their 

positive intentions into protocol will avoid 

public criticism and open their leadership 

teams to diverse candidates, and thereby to 

ideas and contributions that will benefit the 

companies in the future.

FACEBOOK’S LONG-TERM APPROACH

Companies seeking candidates for open 

positions often lament that the size of the 

diverse talent pool is too small, but few opt 

to address the systemic hindrances that 

prohibit the number of diverse applicants 

from growing. Facebook assumed 

responsibility and enacted a long-term 

strategy to cultivate diversity within its 

own ranks and offer greater access to 

opportunities for underprivileged individuals 

in society overall.

Four years ago, the social media behemoth 

recognized a problem facing its operations: 

the lack of access to education and 

resources in African-American and Latinx 

communities resulted in a lower number 

of individuals from those communities 

applying to jobs in the field of computer 

science. In response, the company released 



DISRUPTING WITH DIVERSITY HOW ALL INDUSTRIES CAN IMITATE THE SUCCESSFUL DIVERSITY PRACTICES OF ‘TECH DISRUPTORS’

4

a free TechPrep website to teach individuals 

ages 8 to 25 about computer programming 

and increase awareness of coding as a 

career among African-American and Latinx 

youths. By encouraging youths through the 

website, Facebook aims to grow the number 

of potential job applicants it could hire in 

the future. 

A year after TechPrep’s launch, the site had 

over half a million unique visitors from all 

50 states, according to Facebook’s 2016 

diversity update. The company began 

hosting traveling TechPrep Roadshows 

in the same year to introduce students to 

the website and, in many cases, the field 

of computer science itself. Time will tell 

whether the company’s efforts will result 

in more diverse applicants for its open 

positions.

“We know it will require [a] long-term 

commitment to close the opportunity gap,” 

said Maxine Williams, Facebook’s Global 

Chief Diversity Officer, in the company’s 

2016 diversity update. “Moving middle 

schoolers to new hires is a 10-year process.”

Creating evergreen initiatives such as 

TechPrep requires more dedication than 

implementing the diversity undertakings 

showcased in the preceding sections. 

Companies must allocate a substantial 

amount of capital to these offerings and 

resolve to spend years tracking metrics to 

gauge their success; however, TechPrep’s 

positive reception thus far indicates that 

companies that invest in such long-term 

strategies wi l l  not  lack for  ROI .  Businesses 

that  aspire to emulate Facebook’s 

example and f ix  intr ins ic divers i ty 

problems wi l l  make an impact  far  beyond 

their  industr ies and potent ia l ly  change 

indiv idual  l ives and the col lect ive society. 

WEWORK’S PAY INEQUITY LAWSUITS

The companies in the aforementioned 

examples focused on creating new diversity 

programs or policies, but organizations 

must also examine and amend their existing 

internal systems in order to promote 

diversity. The following example illustrates 

how monitoring and adjusting pay scales 

facilitates diversity within an organization.

Real estate disruptor WeWork made 

headlines this past summer when Lisa 

Bridges, WeWork’s former Senior Vice 

President of Total Rewards, brought a 

complaint against the company for equal 

pay violat ions and gender discrimination, 

among other charges. Bridges al leged in her 

June complaint that WeWork compensated 

women less than men, part icularly 

regarding equity compensation. 

Bridges discontinued her lawsuit prior to the 

resignation of WeWork’s former CEO Adam 

Neumann in September, but a little more 

than a month afterward, she joined a class 

action complaint against WeWork brought 

by Neumann’s former chief of staff, Medina 

Bardhi. Bardhi – who brought claims against 

the company for gender pay disparity, 

discrimination and retaliation – alleges in 

her October complaint that a collective of 

WeWork’s female employees received less 

compensation than male employees for 

performing the same or near-identical job 

duties.
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Bardhi brought her complaint to the EEOC, 

which has not yet filed suit. While the 

claims against WeWork are still pending, the 

multiple complaints serve as a stark reminder 

for companies to review their operational 

systems on a frequent basis and tailor 

them to ensure their employees receive fair 

treatment. Companies that conduct at least 

one pay study per year will determine the 

principal causes of pay inequity within their 

internal structures and reduce the likelihood 

of facing disparity allegations.

CONCLUSION: LEARNING FROM THE 
DISRUPTORS

Even the most innovative companies in the 

competitive marketplace struggle when 

attempting to develop diversity policies and 

practices that achieve exemplary results. 

A singular “no fail” method for refining 

a company’s approach to diversity does 

not exist. Only deliberation, unwavering 

financial support and persistence from 

leadership will result in business-specific 

strategies that foster and preserve diversity 

within organizations.

The most successful “tech disruptors” 

highlighted in this piece crafted immediate 

or long-term diversity initiatives that 

suited their individual business models. 

These disruptors oversaw diversity 

outreach programs with the inventiveness 

characteristic of the tech age and with the 

determination that drives entrepreneurial 

advancement in any era. The results 

demonstrate that companies do not need 

dazzling technology or trendy office spaces 

to attract and retain diverse employees; 

they only need to make a constructive 

effort inspired by a genuine desire for all 

individuals to find the workplace where 

they belong.
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Ferguson Partners

With an emphasis on the right fit,  

Ferguson Partners offers services in executive 

and Director recruitment. We also offer a full 

range of leadership services including CEO and 

senior executive succession planning, leadership 

assessment and coaching, and team effectiveness. 

FPL Associates

Focusing on a wide array of business needs, FPL 

Associates assists with the assessment, design and 

implementation of compensation programs. We also 

provide organizational, financial & strategic consulting, 

bringing a wealth of industry and category-specific 

expertise to a broad range of projects.

FPL is a global professional services firm that 

specializes in providing executive and Board  

search and  leadership, compensation, and  

management consulting solutions to the real  

estate and a select group of related industries. 

Our committed senior professionals bring a 

wealth of expertise and category-specific 

knowledge to leaders across the real estate, 

infrastructure, hospitality and leisure, and healthcare  

services sectors.  
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