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Putting Value
in Values
Differences
Many corporate leaders are actively
talking about diversity and inclusion,
but are they walking the walk?

Arguably, both the COVID-19 pandemic and the fight against racial injustice
have brought into sharp focus a host of systemic inequities that have
impacted employees who are racial and ethnic minorities for far too long.
From healthcare disparities to professional
headwinds, these recent crises combined
have underscored the ways in which many of
these employees face barriers to success not
experienced to nearly the same degree by
most of their colleagues. Some leaders were
already working to address these inequities,
but others have now started to reckon with
the lack of diversity and inclusion within their
own organizations. Part of that work involves
actively and intentionally seeking out—and
empowering—greater diversity in the backgrounds
and viewpoints of their talent. But with so many
different organizational priorities all requiring
attention, just how important is diversity and
inclusion to managers and their employees?

managers and employees have, over the last six
years, rated valuing differences as less important
than other leadership competencies.

One way to explore this issue is to look at how
people have rated the skill and importance of
the competency Values Differences, one of 12
competencies that make up the success profile of
an InclusiveTM Leader. This competency assesses
the extent to which individuals recognize the value
that different perspectives and cultures bring to
an organization. What we’ve found is that both

Do people value diversity and inclusion? Are they
effective in recognizing and valuing differences? In
an environment with multiple and varied priorities,
how often is Values Differences regarded as critical
for success? Does valuing differences translate
into better performance? Moreover, do people in
different regions regard the competency as more
or less important? To provide insights across
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It’s the gap between the talk and the walk, our
experts say. And given the buzz around diversity
and inclusion, these findings offer a sobering
look into the reality of which competencies
organizations emphasize most in their everyday
talent decisions—and which ones, like Values
Differences, are sacrificed as a result. “Most
organizations have failed the ultimate test of true
inclusion—valuing the differences,” says Alina
Polonskaia, global leader of Korn Ferry’s Diversity
& Inclusion practice.

Our methodology

Thought Leadership

regions, we used the KF360 competency
assessment data from 2014 to 2020 to look at
these questions.
We analyzed ratings of behavioral competencies
made in our KF360 multi-rater surveys,
which provide employees with feedback on
up to 38 competencies from the Korn Ferry
Leadership Architect (KFLA) competency
framework as a means to identify strengths
and areas for development and improvement.
We looked at data from 43,707 people, from
1,844 organizations across seven regions and 12
industries, who completed a KF360 assessment
and were assessed on Values Differences.
Ratings by the feedback recipients themselves
(self-ratings) were analyzed separately from the
assessment of those who provided feedback
(total-other ratings). All participants were
rated on their skill level and the vast majority of
participants (roughly 79%) were also rated for
how important Values Differences is in their role.
(Both skill and importance were rated on fivepoint scales.) Participants’ managers were also
asked to complete several additional questions,
including ratings of the participants’ current
performance, readiness for promotion and
potential for advancement in the organization.
One key metric for our analysis was the
difference between ratings of Values Differences
and ratings of all other competencies on which
the participant was assessed (“gaps”). Positive
gaps indicate that Values Differences was
rated higher than the average score for other
competencies, while negative gaps indicate
it was rated lower. We also used Cohen’s (an
effect size used to measure the standardized
difference between two means) to evaluate the
size of the gaps.
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Values Differences is consistently
rated lower in importance.
Our research shows that although skill ratings for
Values Differences are fairly typical compared to
other competencies (albeit slightly lower), ratings
of importance consistently show a negative gap.
In other words, leaders aren’t necessarily seen as
lacking in skill when it comes to valuing differences,
but it isn’t regarded as an important competency
compared to others.

Figure 2
In most industries, people are only slightly less skilled in
Values Differences versus 37 other competencies. The gap
in importance ratings is also more pronounced in some
industries compared to others.

These trends, we’ve found, hold across regions
(see Figure 1) and industries (Figure 2), with
similar patterns occurring in self-ratings of skill and
importance.
Figure 1
Across all regions, skill gaps between Values Differences and
37 other competencies are small, but the gaps in importance
ratings are large.

across job levels. Although people do not lack
skill in valuing differences, when compared to 37
other competencies, Values Differences is not seen
as particularly vital to a person’s role. Indeed, we
found that the perceived relative importance of
Values Differences decreases as job level increases
(see Figure 3), with the gap far more pronounced
for senior leaders than it is for individual
contributors.
Figure 3
Across management levels, skill gaps in Values Differences
compared to 37 other competencies show directional
differences, whereas gaps in importance ratings increase as
job level goes up.

Though all industries rate Values Differences as
less important, the gap is more prominent in some
industries than others. Of the 12 industries analyzed,
we found Consumer Goods and Services to have
the largest negative gap, followed by Professional
and Business Services.
There are also differences by industry in skill ratings,
with Natural Resources showing the largest gap
of the 12 industries. The Public/Non-Profit sector,
however, deviated from the industry trend, showing
a small positive gap in skill ratings for Values
Differences.
Similar to region and industry, a gap in perceived
relative importance of Values Differences exists
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It also seems Values Differences is not perceived by
managers as a key contributor to their employees
getting ahead. Our analysis shows that Values
Differences has weaker relationships with manager
ratings of performance, promotability, and
potential as compared with 37 other competencies
of the KFLA (see Figure 4). Across the KFLA,
Values Differences is ranked near the bottom for
its correlations with overall performance, readiness
for promotion, and potential—35th, 36th, and 37th,
respectively. However, it should be noted that,
like other competencies, when the skill is deemed
important, people are somewhat more skilled
in that area—perhaps because an emphasis in
importance results in more awareness, more focus,
or more development, if not all three.
Figure 4
Employee skill at Values Differences has only a modest
relationship with manager ratings of overall performance,
readiness for promotion, and potential—notably lower than 37
other competencies.

It’s time to place more value in
Values Differences.
There is a paradox: leaders claim that diversity
is critical for organizational success, yet they do
not truly value it when assessing their colleagues.
As our data reveals, most organizations have
not, historically, placed much value on Values
Differences, particularly for senior leadership
roles. Instead, more traditional leadership qualities,
such as Drives Results, Ensures Accountability,
and Decision Quality, become emphasized as a
predictor of success.
But given the current crises, and subsequent
focus on D&I, it’s time for leaders—and their
organizations—to rethink their position on Values
Differences. “After all, studies have proven, time
and again, that diversity boosts a company’s
bottom line,” says Andrés Tapia, senior client
partner, and Korn Ferry’s global Diversity, Equality
& Iinclusion (DE&I) strategist. “Organizations that
embrace different perspectives and cultures not
only outperform the competition, but they are
also shown to be more engaged, more innovative,
and more profitable.” Indeed, recent studies
have shown that diverse organizations are 70%
more likely to capture new markets, while those
companies with ethnically diverse teams are 33%
more likely to see better profitability than their less
diverse competitors. Furthermore, research from
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Values Differences: A critical
competency of inclusive leaders
In interacting with diversity around
them, inclusive leaders build
interpersonal trust, take the views of
others into account, and are adaptive.
And Values Differences is one of 12
key competencies that make up the
success profile of an InclusiveTM Leader.
In fact, Values Differences is a key
competency in building interpersonal
trust in Korn Ferry’s The Inclusive
LeaderTM framework*, which captures
crucial elements of what it takes
to be effective at leading a diverse
and inclusive organization. Values
Differences provides a deeper dive on
a critical part of this model because
the competency asks specifically about
people’s perception of diversity and
inclusion.
*Korn Ferry’s The InclusiveTM Leader model is
grounded in a variety of data, including analysis
of our FC-IRT self-assessment data.

the Korn Ferry Institute has found that valuing
diversity and inclusion shows positive correlations
with social responsibility, employee engagement
and development, innovation, and overall
organizational effectiveness in the Drucker
Institute’s Management Top 250, published each
year in the Wall Street Journal.
Leaders who not only value diversity, but actively
seek out different cultures and viewpoints will
continuously drive stronger business results
and innovation within their organizations. They
will also create more open, honest, and trusting
workplaces. After all, Values Differences is a key
competency of inclusive leadership, and integral to
building interpersonal trust. Without trust, leaders
cannot lead effectively. “The tendency to avoid
or merely tolerate differences is the underlying
problem when it comes to interacting with people
who are different than we are,” says Mike Hyter,
chief diversity officer at Korn Ferry. “It results in
substandard relationship connections and lower
quality of effort.”
We see here that executives do not lack skill
in Values Differences. But as recent events
highlight, companies can no longer afford to
de-emphasize this competency as critical for
leadership. Companies can raise its importance by
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building awareness, changing individual mindsets,
and promoting structural inclusion by designing
inclusive processes and practices. “Further
developing the capacity to value differences is a
huge opportunity for leaders,” Hyter says.
Ultimately, to thrive in a world full of disruption,
organizations will need to consider Values
Differences as a key leadership competency,
particularly when it comes to succession planning
and promotion decisions. Despite the pledges and
talk about the importance of diversity and inclusion,
many organizations today still have further
opportunity to consider the importance of Values
Differences for their leaders.
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global organizational
consulting firm. We work with
organizations to design their
organizational structures, roles, and
responsibilities. We help them hire the
right people and advise them on how
to reward, develop, and motivate their
workforce. And, we help professionals
navigate and advance their careers.
About the Korn Ferry Institute
The Korn Ferry Institute, our research
and analytics arm, was established to
share intelligence and expert points
of view on talent and leadership.
Through studies, books, and a
quarterly magazine, Briefings, we aim
to increase understanding of how
strategic talent decisions contribute
to competitive advantage, growth,
and success.
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