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IBM expanded minority markets dramatically by promoting diversity 

in its own workforce. The result: a virtuous circle of growth and 

progress.

 

When most of us think of Lou Gerstner and
the turnaround of IBM, we see a great busi-
ness story. A less-told but integral part of that
success is a people story—one that has dra-
matically altered the composition of an al-
ready diverse corporation and created millions
of dollars in new business.

By the time Gerstner took the helm in 1993,
IBM already had a long history of progressive
management when it came to civil rights and
equal employment. Indeed, few of the com-
pany’s executives would have identified work-
force diversity as an area of strategic focus. But
when Gerstner took a look at his senior execu-
tive team, he felt it didn’t reflect the diversity
of the market for talent or IBM’s customers
and employees. To rectify the imbalance, in
1995 Gerstner launched a diversity task-force
initiative that became a cornerstone of IBM’s
HR strategy. The effort continued through
Gerstner’s tenure and remains today under
current CEO Sam Palmisano. Rather than at-
tempt to eliminate discrimination by deliber-
ately ignoring differences among employees,

IBM created eight task forces, each focused on
a different group such as Asians, gays and lesbi-
ans, and women. The goal of the initiative was
to uncover and understand differences among
the groups and find ways to appeal to a
broader set of employees and customers.

The initiative required a lot of work, and it
didn’t happen overnight—the first task force
convened almost two years after Gerstner’s ar-
rival. But the IBM of today looks very different
from the IBM of 1995. The number of female
executives worldwide has increased by 370%.
The number of ethnic minority executives
born in the United States has increased by
233%. Fifty-two percent of IBM’s Worldwide
Management Council (WMC), the top 52 exec-
utives who determine corporate strategy, is
composed of women, ethnic minorities born in
the United States, and non-U.S. citizens. The
organization has seen the number of self-iden-
tified gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender
executives increase by 733% and the number of
executives with disabilities more than triple.

But diversity at IBM is about more than ex-
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panding the talent pool. When I asked Gerst-
ner what had driven the success of the task
forces, he said, “We made diversity a market-
based issue.…It’s about understanding our
markets, which are diverse and multicultural.”
By deliberately seeking ways to more effec-
tively reach a broader range of customers, IBM
has seen significant bottom-line results. For ex-
ample, the work of the women’s task force and
other constituencies led IBM to establish its
Market Development organization, a group fo-
cused on growing the market of multicultural
and women-owned businesses in the United
States. One tactic: partnering with vendors to
provide much-needed sales and service sup-
port to small and midsize businesses, a niche
well populated with minority and female buy-
ers. In 2001, the organization’s activities ac-
counted for more than $300 million in revenue
compared with $10 million in 1998. Based on a
recommendation from the people with disabil-
ities task force, in October 2001 IBM launched
an initiative focused on making all of its prod-
ucts more broadly accessible to take advantage
of new legislation—an amendment to the fed-
eral Rehabilitation Act requiring that govern-
ment agencies make accessibility a criterion for
awarding federal contracts. IBM executives es-
timate this effort will produce more than a bil-
lion dollars in revenue during the next five to
ten years.

Over the past two years, I have interviewed
more than 50 IBM employees—ranging from
midlevel managers all the way up to Gerstner
and Palmisano—about the task force effort
and spent a great deal of time with Ted Childs,
IBM’s vice president of Global Workforce Di-
versity and Gerstner’s primary partner in guid-
ing this change process. What they described
was a significant philosophical shift—from a
long tradition of minimizing differences to am-
plifying them and to seizing on the business
opportunities they present.

 

Constructive Disruption

 

Gerstner knew he needed to signal that diver-
sity was a strategic goal, and he knew that es-
tablishing task forces would make a powerful
impression on employees. Early in his tenure,
Gerstner had convened various task forces to
resolve a range of strategic choices and issues.
He used the same structure to refine and
achieve IBM’s diversity-related objectives.

Gerstner and Childs wanted people to un-

derstand that this was truly something new.
IBM had a long practice of being blind to dif-
ferences and gathering demographic informa-
tion only to ensure that hiring and promotion
decisions didn’t favor any particular group. So
this new approach of calling attention to differ-
ences, with the hope of learning from them
and making improvements to the business,
was a radical departure. To effectively deliver
the message and signal dramatic change, IBM
kicked off the task forces on Bastille Day, July
14, 1995. “We chose Bastille Day…because it’s
considered to be a historic day of social disrup-
tion,” Childs told me. “We were looking for
some constructive disruption.”

Each task force comprised 15 to 20 senior
managers, cutting across the company’s busi-
ness units, from one of the following demo-
graphic employee constituencies: Asians;
blacks (African-American and of African de-
cent); gays/lesbians/bisexuals/transgender in-
dividuals (GLBT); Hispanics; white men; Na-
tive Americans; people with disabilities; and
women. To be eligible, members had to meet
two criteria: executive rank and member of
the constituency. (Three of the groups—peo-
ple with disabilities, Native Americans, and
GLBT—didn’t have enough representation in
the executive ranks to fill the task forces, so
membership also included midlevel manag-
ers.) Members were chosen by Ted Childs and
Tom Bouchard, then senior vice president of
human resources, based on their knowledge
of and experiences with the top executive
team. In particular, Childs sought executives
who had spoken to him or to a colleague in
his office about their own experiences and
perceptions that diversity was an untapped
business resource; he persuaded those individ-
uals to participate by describing the effort as
a chance to make a difference and eliminate
some of the roadblocks they may have faced
in their careers.

Each task force also had two or more execu-
tive cochairs who were members of the constit-
uency. For these roles, Childs and Bouchard re-
cruited high-performing, well-respected senior
managers and junior executives who were at
least at the director level. Each task force was
also assigned an executive sponsor from the
WMC, who was charged with learning about
the relevant constituency’s concerns, opportu-
nities, and strategies and with serving as a liai-
son to top management. The executive spon-
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sors were senior vice presidents, and most
reported directly to Gerstner. They were se-
lected by Bouchard and Childs based on their
willingness to support the change process and
on the potential for synergies within their
given business areas.

The first sponsor of the women’s task force,
for instance, was the senior vice president of
sales and marketing worldwide. Childs knew
that the company’s senior executives be-
lieved that potential buyers in many coun-
tries outside of the United States wouldn’t
work with female executives and that this
could interfere with women’s success in inter-
national assignments. By connecting this SVP
with the women’s task force, Bouchard and
Childs hoped these barriers could be better
understood—and that opportunities for
women to advance in the sales organization
might improve. Similarly, the SVP for re-
search and development was asked to sponsor
the people with disabilities task force, with
the expectation that if he could get closer to
the day-to-day experiences of people with dis-
abilities in his own organization, he would
gain new insights into the development of ac-
cessible products.

Sponsors were not necessarily constituents
of their groups. The sponsor for the white
men’s task force was a woman; the sponsor for
the women’s task force, a man. Indeed, there
was a certain advantage to having sponsors
who didn’t come from the groups they repre-
sented. It meant that they and the task force
members would have to learn from their dif-
ferences. A sponsor would have to dig deep
into the issues of the task force to represent its
views and interests to other WMC members.

In addition to having a sponsor, cochairs,
and members, each task force was assigned
one or two HR employees and a senior HR
executive for administrative support, as well
as a lawyer for legal guidance. The groups
also received logistical and research support
from Childs’s Global Workforce Diversity or-
ganization, which was responsible for all of
IBM’s equal employment and work/life bal-
ance programs.

Once the task forces had been set up and
launched, Bouchard sent an e-mail to every
U.S. employee detailing the task forces and
their missions and underscoring how impor-
tant the initiative was to the company. In his
message, he acknowledged IBM’s heritage of

respecting diversity and defined the new effort
in business terms. Here’s an excerpt from the e-
mail:

 

To sustain [IBM’s recognition for diversity
leadership] and strengthen our competitive
edge, we have launched eight executive-led
task forces representing the following IBM
employee constituencies.…We selected
these communities because collectively they
are IBM, and they reflect the diversity of our
marketplace.

 

He also encouraged employees to respond
with specific suggestions for how to make IBM
a more inclusive environment. Childs then
compiled more than 2,000 responses to the e-
mail and channeled them to the appropriate
task forces. As a result of these suggestions, the
task forces focused on the following areas for
evaluation and improvement: communica-
tions, staffing, employee benefits, workplace
flexibility, training and education, advertising
and marketplace opportunities, and external
relations.

The initial charge of the task forces was to
take six months to research and report back to
the CEO and the WMC on four questions:
What is necessary for your constituency to feel
welcome and valued at IBM? What can the cor-
poration do, in partnership with your group, to
maximize your constituency’s productivity?
What can the corporation do to influence your
constituency’s buying decisions, so that IBM is
seen as a preferred solution provider? And
which external organizations should IBM form
relationships with to better understand the
needs of your constituency?

At first, skepticism prevailed. Here’s what
one white male executive told me:

 

This whole idea of bringing together people
in the workplace and letting them form these
groups was really repugnant on its face to a lot
of people, and of course IBM had been a non-
union company in the United States for a long,
long time. I mean, having groups was like let-
ting them into your living room.

 

And from a black executive:

 

I was somewhat skeptical, and there was a
level of reluctance in terms of how successful
this would ultimately become in IBM, given
some of the complex issues around the topic
of diversity.

 

The groups faced other challenges as well.
When the women’s task force met for the first
time, many members were relieved to hear

IBM estimates one of its 

accessibility efforts will 

produce more than a 

billion dollars in revenue 

during the next five to 

ten years.
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that some of their colleagues were sharing sim-
ilar struggles to balance work and family; at
the same time, some of IBM’s women believed
strongly that female executives should choose
between having children and having a career.
The dissenting opinions made it more difficult
to present a united front to the rest of senior
management and secure support for the
group’s initiatives.

Task force members also disagreed on tac-
tics. Some within the black task force, for in-
stance, advocated for a conservative approach,
fearing that putting a spotlight on the group
would be perceived as asking for unearned
preferences, and, even worse, might encourage
the stereotype that blacks are less capable. But
most in the group felt that more aggressive ac-
tion would be needed to break down the barri-
ers facing blacks at IBM.

In both cases, members engaged in lengthy
dialogue to understand various points of view,
and, in light of very real deadlines for report-
ing back, were forced to agree on concrete pro-
posals for accomplishing sometimes compet-
ing goals. The women’s group concluded that
IBM needed to partner with its female employ-
ees in making work and family life more com-
patible. The black group decided it needed to
clarify the link between its concerns and those
of the company—making it clear that the
members were raising business issues and that
the task force effort was not intended to favor
any group.

During the six months of the initial phase,
Childs checked in with each group periodi-
cally and held monthly meetings to ensure
that each was staying focused. The check-ins
were also meant to facilitate information
sharing across groups, especially if several
were grappling with similar issues. The task
forces’ work involved collecting data from
their constituencies, examining internal archi-
val data to identify personnel trends, and re-
viewing external data to understand IBM’s
labor and customer markets. Their most criti-
cal task was to interpret the data as a means
of identifying solutions and opportunities for
IBM. Task forces met several times a month,
in subcommittees or in their entirety, and at
the end of the research period, Childs met
with each group to determine its top issues—
or the “vital few.” (See the exhibit “The Vital
Few Issues: Employees’ Biggest Diversity Con-
cerns.”) These were defined as the issues and

concerns that were of greatest importance to
the group and would have the most impact if
addressed. Childs and the task force cochairs
also realized that not addressing these issues
would hamper the credibility of the initiative
with frontline employees.

On December 1, 1995, the task forces met to
share their initial findings. Again, the date was
chosen with the idea of sending a message to
employees: It was the 40th anniversary of Rosa
Parks’s refusal to give up her seat on a bus in
Montgomery, Alabama, to a white passenger.
That act, of course, led to her arrest and ig-
nited the Montgomery bus boycotts that ush-
ered in the modern U.S. civil rights movement.
Just as the Bastille Day launch signaled a re-
lease from old ways of thinking, the timing of
this meeting indicated a desire for a radically
new approach to diversity.

Several of the task forces shared many of
the same issues, such as development and pro-
motion, senior management’s communication
of its commitment to diversity, and the need to
focus on recruiting a diverse pool of employ-
ees, especially in engineering and science-
related positions. Other concerns were specific
to particular groups, including domestic part-
ner benefits (identified by the GLBT task force)
and issues of access to buildings and technol-
ogy (raised by the people with disabilities task
force). Overall, the findings made it clear that
workforce diversity was the bridge between
the workplace and the marketplace—in other
words, greater diversity in the workplace could
help IBM attract a more diverse customer set.
A focus on diversity was, in short, a major busi-
ness opportunity.

All eight task forces recommended that the
company create diversity groups beyond those
at the executive level. In response, IBM in 1997
formed employee network groups as a way for
others in the company to participate. The net-
work groups today run across constituencies,
offering a variety of perspectives on issues that
are local or unique to particular units. They
offer a forum for employees to interact elec-
tronically and in person to discuss issues spe-
cific to their constituencies. (For more on these
groups, see the sidebar “Engage Employees.”)

Another recommendation, this time put
forth by the women’s group, aimed to rectify a
shortage in the talent pipeline of women in
technology, identifying young girls’ tendency
to opt out of science and math in school as one

It became clear that 

workforce diversity was 
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of the causes. To encourage girls’ interest in
these disciplines, in 1999 a group of women en-
gineers and scientists in Endicott, New York,
ran a pilot “EXITE” (Exploring Interests in
Technology and Engineering) camp. The pro-
gram brought together 30 middle-school girls
for a week that summer to learn about science
and math in a fun, interactive way from female
IBM employees. In 2000, the women’s task
force replicated the program in five other loca-

tions throughout the United States, reaching
400 girls, and in 2001 the program expanded
internationally. In 2004, IBM will have a total
of 37 EXITE camps worldwide—15 in the
United States, one in Canada, eight in Asia-
Pacific, six in Europe, and seven in Latin Amer-
ica. After the girls attend camp, they are as-
signed an IBM female scientist or engineer as a
mentor for one year.

Since 1999, IBM has reached 3,000 girls
through EXITE camps. In 2003 alone, 900 girls
attended, and in 2004, 1,100 will have gone
through the program. In collaboration with
IBM’s technology group, the women’s task
force also created a steering committee fo-
cused on retaining women in technology cur-
rently at IBM and attracting female scientists
from universities.

As for external initiatives that arose from
the task forces, IBM’s Market Development
(MD) unit came directly out of the groups’ re-
sponses to the third question: What can IBM
do to influence your constituency’s buying de-
cisions, so that the company is seen as a pre-
ferred solution provider? It became clear that
IBM wasn’t well positioned in relation to the
market’s fastest growing entrepreneurial seg-
ments—female- and minority-owned busi-
nesses. The MD was formed as a unit of the
Small and Medium-Sized Business Sales and
Marketing organization. Initially, the group
helped IBM revamp its communications strat-
egy for reaching female- and minority-owned
companies. Its role has since evolved into iden-
tifying and supporting sales and marketing
strategies aimed at these important segments.

The MD’s efforts have directly translated
into hundreds of millions of dollars in new rev-
enue. More important to IBM’s senior execu-
tives, the MD is elevating the company’s over-
all level of cultural competence as it responds
to the needs of IBM’s diverse customer base. A
case in point is advertising, where the MD con-
vened teams from the task forces and the ad-
vertising department to create constituency
casting guidelines and other communications.
These changes have helped ensure appropriate
representation of constituencies in all aspects
of the company’s marketing, with the guide-
lines forming the basis for ongoing discussions
about how to reach and relate effectively to
IBM’s diverse customer base.

The people with disabilities task force
(PWD), which initially focused on compliance

 

The Vital Few Issues: Employees’ Biggest 
Diversity Concerns

 

Charged with getting to know their constituencies’ needs and concerns, IBM’s eight 
diversity task forces gathered data on personnel trends as well as labor and customer 
markets for their respective groups. Interpreting that information led to the list of is-
sues below—what IBM calls the “vital few,” as identified by each of the task forces. 
The task force members then used the vital few to shape their thinking about possi-
ble business and development opportunities.

 

Asians

 

Stereotyping

Networking and Mentoring

Employee Development and Talent 
Pipelines

Target Advertising and Marketing

 

Blacks

 

Representation, Retention, and Net-
working

Education and Training

Target Advertising and Marketing

 

People with Disabilities

 

Recruiting

Target Advertising and Marketing

Centralized Fund for Accommodations

Benefits Review

New World HQ Building (Accessibility)

Online Help for Self-Identification

 

White Men

 

Executive Accountability

Education and Awareness

Aging

Work/Life Balance

 

Women

 

Networking

Career Advancement

Succession Planning

Work/Life Balance

Flexibility as a Business Strategy

Executives’ Personal Commitment to 
Advancing Women

Target Advertising and Marketing

 

Gays/Lesbians/Bisexuals/
Transgender Individuals

 

Domestic Partner Benefits

Education and Training

Networking

Target Advertising and Marketing

Online Help for Self-Identification

 

Hispanics

 

Recruiting

Employee Development and Talent 
Pipelines

Target Advertising and Marketing

 

Native Americans

 

Recruiting

Community Outreach

Networking
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with accessibility laws, began in 2001 to think
about making the leap from compliance to
market initiatives. That same year, Ted Childs
arranged for each task force to meet with se-
nior management, including Sam Palmisano,
then IBM’s president. The PWD task force
leaders took the opportunity to point out the
tremendous market potential in government
contracts if IBM made its products more acces-
sible. Palmisano agreed, and PWD received the
green light it needed to advance its projects.

One reason for the increased focus on acces-
sible technology was that in June 2001, the U.S.
Congress implemented legislation mandating
that all new IT equipment and services pur-
chased by federal agencies must be accessible.
This legislation—known as Section 508—
makes accessibility a more important decision
criterion than price in many bid situations,

thus creating an opportunity for accessibility
IT leaders to gain market share, charge a price
premium, or both, from federal buyers. In ad-
dition to legislation, other indicators made it
clear that the demand for accessibility was
growing: a World Health Organization esti-
mate of more than 750 million disabled people
across the globe, with a collective buying
power of $461 billion, and an increase in the
number of aging baby boomers in need of ac-
cessible technology.

IBM believes that business opportunities
will grow as countries around the world im-
plement similar legislation. Furthermore, the
private-sector opportunity for accessible tech-
nology could be far greater than that of the
government as companies address a growing
aging population. IBM’s worldwide Accessibil-
ity Centers comprise special teams that evalu-
ate existing or future IBM technologies for
their possible use in making products accessi-
ble. There are now a total of six IBM Accessi-
bility Centers, in the United States, Europe,
and Japan.

 

Pillars of Change

 

Any major corporate change will succeed only
if a few key factors are in place: strong support
from company leaders, an employee base that
is fully engaged with the initiative, manage-
ment practices that are integrated and aligned
with the effort, and a strong and well-articu-
lated business case for action. IBM’s diversity
task forces benefited from all four.

 

Demonstrate leadership support. 

 

It’s be-
come a cliché to say that leadership matters,
but the issue merits discussion here because
diversity is one of the areas in which executive
leadership is often ineffectual. Executives’ es-
poused beliefs are frequently inconsistent
with their behavior, and they typically under-
estimate how much the corporation really
needs to change to achieve its diversity goals.
That’s because diversity strategies tend to lay
out lofty goals without providing the struc-
tures to educate senior executives in the spe-
cific challenges faced by various constituen-
cies. In addition, these strategies often don’t
provide models that teach or encourage new
behaviors.

IBM has taken several approaches to help-
ing executives deepen their awareness and un-
derstanding. To begin with, the structure of
the task forces—how they operate and who is

 

Engage Employees

 

IBM’s diversity task forces asked that the 
company allow employees who were not 
at the executive level to get more in-
volved in the effort. The company did, 
and diversity councils and employee 
network groups were born.

The diversity councils, groups of em-
ployees across diverse constituencies, 
were created specifically to address local 
or unique diversity issues. Through 
these 72 councils, IBM seeks to ensure 
that its workforce represents an environ-
ment that visibly encourages and values 
the contributions and differences of em-
ployees from various backgrounds. The 
objectives include heightening em-
ployee awareness, increasing manage-
ment sensitivity, and making the most 
out of a diverse workforce. For example, 
within IBM’s R&D and engineering 
units, specific efforts have focused on 
women and minority retention and de-
velopment in technology-related jobs.

The network groups came out of a 
grassroots initiative driven by employ-
ees and have a broader scope than the 
task forces or councils. IBM has 160 
such groups, in which employees inter-
act electronically and in person to 
discuss issues specific to their constitu-

ency. The black networks, for instance, 
have been helpful in connecting em-
ployees who are working in areas of the 
company where there are few blacks. 
Those who are part of the networks, 
especially at facilities located far from 
urban areas, feel less isolated and re-
port greater job satisfaction.

While diversity councils and em-
ployee network groups are independent 
from the task forces, all three frequently 
collaborate. The women’s task force has 
started diversity councils and employee 
network groups globally, all of them in 
close communication with the task 
force. One area of focus has been the im-
portance of mentoring women globally. 
IBM regions have tailored programs to 
the needs of women in various locations. 
The goal is to ensure that they receive 
advice, guidance, and support and share 
knowledge that is relevant to other con-
stituencies. This has been accomplished 
via Web-based mentoring, job shadow-
ing, and group mentoring. Additionally, 
material is available on IBM’s intranet 
on how to have effective mentoring rela-
tionships. Several Web lectures have 
also been developed on this topic.
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on them—immerses executive sponsors in the
specific challenges faced by the employee con-
stituency groups. The groups are a formal
mechanism for learning, endorsed at the high-
est levels of the company.

Second, the chief diversity officer, Ted
Childs, acts as a partner with the CEO as well
as coach and adviser to other executives. In ad-
dition to educating them on specific issues, as
he did when the company decided to offer do-
mestic partner benefits, Childs also works to
ensure that they behave in ways that are con-
sistent with the company’s diversity strategy. A
senior executive described Childs’s role as a
coach and teacher:

 

I know that he’s had a number of conversa-
tions with very senior people in the company
where he’s just sat down with them and said,
“Listen, you don’t get it, and you need to get it.
And I care about you, and I care about this
company. I care about the people who are af-
fected by the way you’re behaving, and so I
owe it to you to tell you that. And here’s how
you don’t get it. Here’s what you need to do to
change.”

 

And third, Gerstner and later Palmisano not
only sanctioned the task force process but ac-
tively sought to be role models themselves. A
number of the executives I interviewed were
struck by Gerstner’s interest and active involve-
ment in the development of high-potential mi-
nority and female senior managers and junior
executives; he took a personal interest in how
they were being mentored and what their next
jobs would be. He also challenged assumptions

about when people could be ready for general
management assignments. In one case, Gerst-
ner and his team were discussing the next job
for a high-potential female executive. Most felt
that she needed a bigger job in her functional
area, but Gerstner felt that the proposed job,
while involving more responsibility, would add
little to the candidate’s development. Instead
she was given a general management assign-
ment—and the team got a signal from the
CEO about his commitment to diversity. His
behavior communicated a sense of apprecia-
tion and accountability for people develop-
ment. Indeed, accountability for results be-
came as critical in this domain as it was for all
business goals.

Gerstner also modeled desired behaviors in
his interactions with his direct reports. One of
them told me this story:

 

During a board of directors dinner, I had to
go to [my daughter’s] “back-to-school night,”
the one night a year when you meet the teach-
ers. I had been at the board meeting that day. I
was going to be at the board meeting the next
day. But it was the dinner that posed a prob-
lem, and I said, “Lou, I’ll do whatever you want,
but this is the position I am in,” and…he didn’t
even blink. He said, “Go to back-to-school
night. That is more important.” And then…he
told the board at dinner why I wasn’t there and
why it was so important…to make it possible
for working parents to have very big jobs but
still be involved parents. He never told me that
he told the board. But the board told me the
next day. They…said, “You should know that
Lou not only said where you were but gave a
couple minute talk about how important it
was for IBM to act in this way.”

 

CEO leadership and modeling didn’t stop
when Gerstner left. One senior executive who
is a more recent arrival to the WMC described
how Palmisano communicates the importance
of the diversity initiative:

 

Executive involvement and buy-in are criti-
cal. Sam has played a personal and very impor-
tant role. He personally asked each task force to
come and report its progress and agenda to
him. He spent time with the [task force that I
sponsor] and had a detailed review of what we
are doing on the customer set. What are we fo-
cused on internally? How can he help in his
role as CEO? He’s really made it clear to the se-
nior-level executives that being good at [lead-
ing the diversity initiative] is part of our job.

 

Go Global

 

More than 50 years have passed since 
IBM’s first written equal opportunity 
policy called for equity in hiring “regard-
less of race, color, or creed.” This policy, 
signed in 1953 by then-CEO T. J. Watson, 
Jr., was written as a result of the com-
pany’s desire to build manufacturing 
plants in the South. Watson remarked 
that there would be “no separate but 
equal facilities”—one year before the 
Brown decision ending “separate but 
equal” public education and 11 years 
ahead of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

With this kind of history, what is the 

future of diversity at IBM, and where is 
it heading? Chief diversity officer Ted 
Childs is now developing a global strat-
egy to better address issues facing the 
company around the world. Included in 
that strategy is a definition of diversity 
that encompasses global cultures. In Eu-
rope, for instance, IBM is trying to be 
more mindful of the growing number of 
ethnic minorities. In Asia-Pacific, the 
programs try to address the differences 
between countries and regions. All of 
these efforts are essential as global 
boundaries continue to dissolve.
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Engage employees as partners. 

 

While the
six-month task force effort was consistent with
IBM’s history of promoting equal opportunity,
the use of the task force structure to address
issues of diversity represented a significant cul-
ture shift. IBM was an organization that had
discouraged employees from organizing
around any interest not specifically defined by
the requirements of their jobs. The idea of em-
ployees organizing to advocate was anathema.
One white male executive said, “Does this
mean that we can have a communist cell here?
Are we going to have hundreds and hundreds
of these?” The skepticism reached up to the
highest levels: When Childs first proposed the
task force strategy, Gerstner asked him one
question: “Why?”

But in the end, IBM’s task force structure
paved the way for employee buy-in because ex-
ecutives then had to invite constituent groups
to partner with them in addressing the diver-
sity challenge. The partnerships worked be-
cause three essential components were in
place: mutual expectations, mutual influence,
and trust.

When the task forces were commissioned,
Childs and Gerstner set expectations and made
sure that roles and responsibilities were unam-
biguous. Initially, the task forces’ charters were
short, only six months (the groups are still ac-
tive today), and their mission was clear: to ex-
plore the issues, opportunities, and strategies
affecting their constituencies and customers.
Once this work was done, it fell to the corpora-
tion’s senior executives to respond and to re-
port on the task forces’ progress at various
junctures to the WMC. Gerstner and Childs fol-
lowed up with the task force sponsors to en-
sure that the groups were gathering meaning-
ful information and connecting it to the
business.

The task forces’ work has evolved to focus
on more tactical issues, and the organization
has demonstrated its willingness to be influ-
enced, committing significant resources to ef-
forts suggested by the groups. Trust was also
built as the task force structure allowed em-
ployees more face time with executives—ex-
ecutives they would likely not have had a
chance to meet—and provided new opportu-
nities for mentoring. According to one task
force participant:

 

What got me to trust that this was a real
commitment by the WMC was when I saw

them ask for our advice, engage us in dialogue,
and then take action. They didn’t just do what-
ever we said, but the rationale for actions was
always shared. It made me feel like our opin-
ions were respected as businesspeople who
bring a particular perspective to business chal-
lenges.

 

The task force structure has been copied on
a smaller scale within specific business units.
Even without a mandate from corporate brass,
most units have created their own diversity
councils, offering local support for achieving
each unit’s specific diversity goals. Here, too,
the employee partnership model prevails.

 

Integrate diversity with management prac-
tices. 

 

Sustaining change requires that diversity
become an integrated part of the company’s
management practices. This was a priority for
Gerstner, who told me:

 

If you were to go back and look at ten years’
worth of executive committee discussions, you
would find two subjects, and only two, that ap-
peared on every one of the agendas. One was
the financial performance, led by our CFO. The
second was a discussion of management
changes, promotions, moves, and so on, led by
our HR person.

 

In my interviews, among the most fre-
quently mentioned diversity-related HR prac-
tice was the five-minute drill, which began
with Gerstner’s top team and has cascaded
down from the chairman to two levels down
from CEO. The five-minute drill takes place
during the discussion of management talent at
the corporate and business unit levels. During
meetings of the senior team, executives are ex-
pected at any moment to be able to discuss
any high-potential manager. According to in-
terviewees, an explicit effort is made to ensure
that minorities and females are discussed
along with white males. The result has been to
make the executives more accountable for
spotting and grooming high-potential minority
managers both in their own areas and across
the business. Now that it’s been made explicit
that IBM executives need to watch for female
and minority talent, they are more open to
considering and promoting these individuals
when looking to fill executive jobs.

Managing diversity is also one of the core
competencies used to assess managers’ perfor-
mance, and it’s included in the mandatory
training and orientation of new managers. As
one executive responsible for designing parts
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of this leadership curriculum commented, “We
want people to understand that effectively
managing and developing a diverse workforce
is an integral part of what it means to manage
at IBM.”

Both Gerstner and Palmisano have been
clear that holding managers accountable for
diversity-related results is key. Gerstner noted,
“We did not set quotas, but we did set goals
and made people aware of the people in their
units who they needed to be accountable for
developing.” And Palmisano said, “I reinforce
to our executives that this is not HR’s responsi-
bility; it is up to us to make sure that we are de-
veloping our talent. There is a problem if, at
the end of the day, that pool of talent is not di-
verse.”

 

Link diversity goals to business goals.

 

From the beginning, Gerstner and Childs in-
sisted that the task force effort create a link be-
tween IBM’s diversity goals and its business
goals—that this would be good business, not
good philanthropy. The task force efforts have
led to a series of significant accomplishments.

For instance, IBM’s efforts to develop the
client base among women-owned businesses
have quickly expanded to include a focus on
Asian, black, Hispanic, mature (senior citi-
zens), and Native American markets. The Mar-
ket Development organization has grown reve-
nue in the company’s Small and Medium-Sized
Business Sales and Marketing organization
from $10 million in 1998 to hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in 2003.

Another result of the task forces’ work has
been to create executive partner programs tar-
geting demographic customer segments. In
2001, IBM began assigning executives to de-
velop relationships with the largest women-
and minority-owned businesses in the United
States. This was important not only because
these business sectors are growing fast but be-
cause their leaders are often highly visible role
models, and their IT needs will grow and be-
come increasingly more sophisticated. Already,
these assignments have yielded impressive rev-
enue streams with several of these companies.

The task force effort has also affected IBM’s
approach to supplier diversity. While the com-
pany has for decades fostered relationships
with minority-owned businesses as well as
businesses owned by the disabled, the work of
the task forces has expanded the focus of IBM’s
supplier diversity program to a broader set of

constituencies and provided new insights on
the particular challenges each faced. The pur-
pose of the supplier diversity program is to cre-
ate a level playing field. It’s important to note,
though, that procurement contracts are
awarded on the merits of the bid—including
price and quality—not on the diversity of the
vendor. In 2003, IBM did business worth more
than $1.5 billion with over 500 diverse suppli-
ers, up from $370 million in 1998.

 

• • •

 

The cynics have come around. One black exec-
utive said, “Yes, I think [the initiative] has
been extremely effective if you look at where
we started back in the mid-nineties. I can tell
you that I was somewhat skeptical [at first].”
Another commented on the growing accep-
tance of the effort across IBM: “You can see
that support actually changed over time from
‘I’m not sure what this is about’ to…a com-
plete understanding that diversity and the
focus on diversity make good business sense.”

Perhaps the best evidence of the task forces’
success is that the initiative not only continues
but has spread and has had lasting impact. In
more than one instance, after an executive be-
came a task force sponsor, his or her division or
business unit made significant progress on its
own diversity goals. Leaders of some of the
task forces described seeing their sponsors
grow in their ability to understand, articulate,
and take action on the issues identified by their
groups. One executive described how the task
force sponsor experience had been important
for him as a business leader and personally, as
well as for IBM:

 

There is no doubt that this is critical for how
we manage the research organization, be-
cause of the need for diverse thought. It has af-
fected me substantially because…I became in-
volved with diverse populations outside of IBM
that I may well not have been connected with
if it hadn’t been for my involvement with the
task force. I’m on the Gallaudet University
[school for the deaf ] board. Without the task
force, I would have never thought of it. And so
this has been a terrific awakening, a personal
awakening.…Since it’s focusing particularly on
accessibility, we can help in a lot of ways with
technology for accessibility, and Gallaudet
turns out to be, for the subset of people who
are hearing impaired, a terrific place to proto-
type solutions in this space.

 

Such comments were not atypical. In many

Managing diversity is 

one of the core 

competencies used to 

assess executives’ 

performance.
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instances, the sponsorship experience was de-
velopmental in important and unexpected
ways. Having eight task forces means that in a
group of 52 top leaders, there is always a criti-
cal mass strategically connected to the issues.
Today, more than half of the WMC members
have been engaged with the task forces in the
role of sponsor or task force leader prior to
being promoted to the senior executive level.

For IBM, that makes good business sense.
The entire effort was designed to help the com-
pany develop deeper insights into its major

markets, with a direct tie to two of Gerstner’s
central dictates. One: IBM needed to get closer
to its customers and become more externally
focused. Two: It needed to focus on talent—at-
tracting, retaining, developing, and promoting
the best people. On both measures, the com-
pany has come a long way.
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