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Abstract 

Promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) remains a critical driver 
of industry competitiveness, innovation, and long-term organizational 
success. Research consistently shows that DEI fosters stronger market 
positioning, enhances customer and employee engagement, and 
contributes to financial growth for grant-supported organizations. 
However, in environments where DEI initiatives face resistance or 
outright opposition, grant professionals and organizational leaders must 
find innovative ways to integrate inclusive practices while aligning with 
broader institutional goals. This paper outlines practical strategies for 
grant professionals to frame DEI regarding business performance, 
regulatory compliance, and workforce development. It also provides 
insights on crafting persuasive grant narratives emphasizing DEI’s 
measurable impact without triggering resistance. Successfully 
advocating for DEI in challenging climates requires a combination of 
strategic messaging, data-driven justification, and the ability to connect 
DEI principles with an organization’s core mission and values.

Introduction 

Despite growing political and cultural opposition in some sectors, the 
case for continuing—and even expanding—DEI initiatives remain strong. 
Organizations prioritizing DEI consistently outperform their competitors 
in market share, innovation, employee satisfaction, and financial growth. 
Yet, in an era where DEI efforts are scrutinized, defunded, or 
rebranded, grant writing and program development professionals must 
navigate these challenges with agility.

Grant professionals can adopt the following strategies for effectively 
communicating DEI’s benefits to key stakeholders—clients, supervisors, 
and boards—and crafting responses to DEI-related questions in grant 
applications. The goal is to integrate inclusive practices that align with 
organizational priorities and demonstrate that DEI initiatives are integral 
to workforce and community development efforts.
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Strategy #1: Reframing the Conversation

•	 Focus on Business Outcomes: Highlight how diverse  
perspectives drive innovation, improve problem-solving, and  
enhance market competitiveness. Frame DEI as a strategy for 
achieving better business results rather than a moral or political 
imperative. Organizations seeking funding should highlight how  
diverse teams enhance problem-solving, drive creativity, and  
improve customer engagement. 

•	 Use Neutral Language: When direct DEI terminology triggers  
resistance, consider using alternative phrasing such as: 
 
	 •  “Inclusive leadership” instead of “equity” 
	 • “Workplace excellence” instead of “diversity” 
	 • “Collaboration and innovation” instead of “inclusion” 
 
These adjustments allow organizations to maintain their DEI  
commitments while aligning with existing corporate language.

•	 Expand Definitions of Diversity: DEI is not just about race,  
ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation – it also includes factors 
like:  

		  • Neurodiversity (e.g., ADHD, autism spectrum disorder)
		  • Physical disabilities
		  • Linguistic diversity (e.g., English as a Second Language)
		  • Socioeconomic backgrounds
		  • Lived experiences, such as military service or recovery
		  from substance use disorder

This broader framing reduces resistance while keeping inclusion efforts 
intact.

Strategy #2: Embedding DEI in Broader Organizational Initiatives

•	 Workforce Development and Talent Retention: Implement  
mentorship programs and leadership development initiatives that 
naturally support DEI goals without being labeled as such.

	 Leverage grant funding to provide upskilling opportunities for  
	 underrepresented groups, reinforcing the business case for an 
	 inclusive talent pipeline.
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•	 Customer-Centric Approaches: Advocate for market research on 
diverse customer bases, framing it as a competitive advantage.  
Instead of directly referencing DEI, focus on how accessible  
product design and multilingual services improve the customer  
experience.

•	 Build Inclusive Policies Without the Label: Focus on fairness and 
meritocracy in hiring, promotions, and performance evaluations. For 
example, implement blind hiring practices or standardized evaluation 
criteria. Research suggests that blind recruitment effectively reduces 
bias in hiring (Vivek, 2022), while standardized evaluation criteria 
help mitigate performance-reward bias (Castilla, 2008), leading to 
better talent acquisition and retention.

Strategy #3: Leverage Data and Metrics to Build the Case

Data is a powerful tool for demonstrating DEI’s impact. For instance, 
research indicates that people with disabilities have roughly $1.2  
trillion in disposable income (Girkar, 2024), and LGBTQ+ individuals 
hold an estimated $3.7 trillion in global purchasing power (Wolny, 2019). 
Companies with gender-diverse leadership teams are 25% more likely 
to outperform their competitors financially (Dixon-Fyle, Dolan, Hunt, & 
Prince, 2020). By presenting DEI as a revenue-driving strategy, grant 
professionals can gain buy-in from skeptical stakeholders.

Strategy #4: Cultivate Grassroots Efforts

•	 Employee Resource Groups: Encourage informal networks that 
foster peer support and collaboration. 

•	 Peer-Led Training: Promote workshops on cultural competence, 
emotional intelligence, and teamwork as part of professional  
development. 

•	 Focus on Community Engagement: Partner with external  
organizations that support diverse communities. Frame this decision 
as a corporate social responsibility rather than DEI.

Strategy #5: Engage Leadership and Gain Internal Buy-In

For DEI efforts to thrive, leadership support is crucial. Grant  
professionals should:

•	 Identify executive allies who understand the value of diverse  
perspectives. 
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•	 Frame DEI initiatives as part of broader organizational success  
metrics like employee engagement, productivity, and financial  
performance. 

•	 Use success stories from industry leaders to illustrate DEI’s  
business impact.

•	 Share how diverse teams and/or inclusive practices have positively 
impacted the organization, using examples that resonate with  
stakeholders.

Strategy #6: Stay Compliant While Innovating

Navigating legal and regulatory challenges requires adaptability.  
Organizations should:

•	 Stay informed about local and federal compliance requirements. 

•	 Integrate inclusive practices under legal workforce protections and 
corporate social responsibility rather than DEI branding. 

•	 Monitor the evolving legal and cultural landscape. Be ready to pivot 
strategies while maintaining a commitment to fostering an inclusive 
workplace.

This approach allows organizations to sustain DEI efforts within r 
estrictive environments.

Strategy #7: Promote Psychological Safety

Encourage an environment where employees feel valued and heard. 
Research indicates that inclusive leadership enhances employees’ 
sense of meaningful work by creating psychological safety and  
encouraging learning from errors (Shafaei & Nejati, 2023).  
Psychological safety also positively impacts team learning behaviors 
and productivity (Patil, Raheja, & Mittal, 2023).

Strategy #8: The Business Case for Sustaining DEI Efforts

Despite rising ideological opposition, leading companies continue  
investing in diversity, equity, and inclusion due to clear, evidence-based 
advantages across financial performance, innovation, workforce  
engagement, and brand integrity.
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Three Corporate Case Studies

1.	 Apple Inc. – Reaffirmed its DEI commitment by rejecting shareholder 
proposals to dismantle its DEI programs (U.S. Securities and  
Exchange Commission, 2025).

2.	 Costco Wholesale Corporation – Defends its DEI policies as  
essential to workforce engagement and customer satisfaction  
(Tabassum & Kerber, 2025). 

3.	 Ancestry & MITRE Corporation – Both organizations use data  
analytics to guide DEI implementation (Ancestry.com, n.d.; Knight, 
2024). Ancestry tracks demographic data and fosters inclusivity via 
Employee Resource Groups, while MITRE integrates DEI metrics 
into its innovation and performance systems to ensure alignment 
with strategic goals.

 
Commonly Known Benefits of Sustaining DEI

1.	 Financial Performance 
Companies in the top quartile for gender and ethnic diversity on 
executive teams are 33–39% more likely to outperform industry 
peers financially (Dixon-Fyle, Dolan, Hunt, & Prince, 2020). Diversity 
positively correlates with profitability and value creation (Kang et al., 
2016). 

2.	 Innovation and Decision-Making 
Diverse teams generate 19% more innovation revenue (Lorenzo 
et al., 2018), and inclusive teams make faster and more effective 
decisions (Rock & Grant, 2016). Gender and racial diversity also 
improve creativity and solution quality (Page, 2007). 

3.	 Talent Attraction and Retention 
Organizations that demonstrate DEI commitment are more  
attractive to Millennials and Gen Z talent, with inclusive cultures 
boosting retention by 3–5 times (Deloitte University Press, 2017; 
Shore et al., 2011). 

4.	 Employee Engagement and Productivity 
Psychological safety in diverse workplaces promotes three and a 
half times greater innovation potential and stronger performance 
outcomes (Bersin, 2015; Edmondson, 1999). Inclusive cultures lead 
to two and one thirds higher cash flow rates per employee  
(Dixon-Fyle, Dolan, Hunt, & Prince, 2020). 
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5.	 Risk Management and Brand Equity 
Companies with diverse boards are more likely to be rated highly for 
ethics, less prone to fraud, and better able to respond to reputational 
challenges (Credit Suisse Research Institute, 2016; Post & Byron, 
2015).

The DEI commitments of Apple, Costco, Ancestry, and MITRE reflect a 
broader strategic trend: organizations that sustain DEI realize  
measurable advantages in innovation, financial performance, workforce 
engagement, and public trust. Academic literature affirms these  
outcomes, underscoring that supporting DEI is not just an ethical 
choice, but also an economically sound and competitively essential one.

Conclusion

While the political and cultural landscape surrounding DEI is shifting, its 
business value remains undeniable. Grant professionals and program 
designers must navigate this environment with strategic messaging, 
data-driven justification, and alignment with organizational priorities. By 
embedding DEI principles into the broader workforce, and  
market-driven and innovation strategies, organizations can sustain  
inclusive practices while driving measurable success. Despite  
resistance, the most forward-thinking institutions continue integrating 
DEI, not as a political statement, but as a competitive advantage.
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