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The power of “I”

Who is responsible for prioritizing equity? Organizations that prioritize 
equity can often attract and retain more top talent; build stronger 
teams; and foster collaborative, innovative, and productive team 
cultures.1 But, prioritizing equity requires understanding the roles all 
individuals (the “I”)—from senior executives to frontline workers—can 
play. This report explores how each of us, as individuals, can identify  
and recognize the importance of our role, responsibility, and power  
to advance equity.

Deloitte’s DEI InstituteTM surveyed full- 
and part-time adult (18+) US workers 
from companies with a minimum of 500 
employees, across five industry categories.
 
•	� More than 73% of respondents agree or 

strongly agree on the business priority, 
the benefit, and that “everyone” should 
play a role in advancing equity. 

•	� Yet only 59% agree or strongly agree 
that they have a personal responsibility 
to advance equity for all (Figure 1).

•	� Additionally, while most respondents 
(83%) believe that leadership support 
to advance equity is critical, only 61% 
actually feel supported to take action.

Deloitte 
defines equity 
as the outcome 
of diversity, inclusion, 
and anti-bias actions 
wherein all people have 
fair access, opportunity, 
resources, and power to thrive, 
with consideration for, and/or 
elimination of, historical and  
systemic barriers that have existed  
in society.
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Figure 1: Respondent agreement with equity-related beliefs

Achieving equitable outcomes  
for all should be a business priority 73.9% 14.4%11.8%

Taking action to advance equity  
benefits everyone 74.4% 16.2%9.4%

Everyone (across all levels of my 
organization) should play a role  
in advancing equity

75.9% 16.3%7.8%

I have a responsibility to take action to 
advance equity for all within my organization 58.6% 27.6%13.8%

Disagree/
Strongly 
Disagree

Agree/ 
Strongly  
Agree 

The power of “I”

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree
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I work for a very large company as an 
individual contributor. My actions alone 
do not have the power to effect equity 
in my organization.

I do not seek out equity at work because 
we don’t choose our groups and 
[colleagues] we work with week to week. 
I have zero decision making [power].

[There is] little opportunity for  
a mid-manager to impact equity.

Qualitative responses also revealed that workers  
feel that they lack the power to drive equity:

Deloitte’s DEI InstituteTM proposes that everyone, 
across all levels of an organization, can play a 
role in advancing equity. After all, the workforce, 
marketplace, and society are made up of all of us—
individuals who can, and do, influence each other. 

Whether through lending access and influence on 
existing efforts, or actively supporting new initiatives, 
every individual can make a difference. Understanding 
one’s role means acting within an individual’s capacity 
and joining others to drive equitable outcomes.

The power of “I”
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Practices to advance equity

We have identified seven practices to 
develop a holistic approach to awareness 
and action, across all encounters, whether 
professional or personal (Figure 2). They 
serve as a helpful guide to use and revisit 
when seeking to understand how to 
engage in daily circumstances or contexts. 

Our survey revealed that more than a third of 
respondents never or rarely engage in five equity-
related behaviors (Figure 3). Therefore, we offer 
suggestions on how to engage in practices to advance 
equity and have provided self-reflective questions to 
prompt ongoing curiosity and growth. Continuous 
self-reflection can be challenging, so frequently 
revisiting these ideas may be helpful. The goal is to 
make a practice of this work, leading to an overall 
mindset shift that will guide the habits individuals 
develop, the choices they make, and the impact they 
have on those around them.

Figure 2: Seven practices to advance equity
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I take notice of situations where my team members are not provided the resources 
they need to succeed, based on their identities.

I recognize how other persons with identities unlike mine may face barriers to 
advancement at my organization.

I speak up about behavior, processes, or policies that may exclude or disadvantage 
some persons at my organization, even if I feel uncomfortable doing so.

When navigating different situations, I look to see whether any demographic groups 
are underrepresented/absent (at high impact meetings, conferences, for rewards and 
recognitions, etc.).

When collaborating, I actively seek out colleagues with identities different than mine.

When building teams, I include persons representing a wide range of identities that 
bring diverse perspectives.

When making a decision, I solicit the perspective and input of others.

When making a decision, I deliberately solicit the perspectives and input of persons  
of a wide range of identities impacted by the decision.

Figure 3: Respondent frequency of engaging in equity-related behaviors
33.3%

39%

35%

42%

44%

38%

21%

12%

29%

61%

65%

58%

56%

62%

79%

88%

71%

  Never/Rarely      Often/Always

Practices to advance equity
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OBSERVE: Take notice – Identify patterns in outcomes

How can “I” Observe?

Take time to notice how things work 
for individuals with different identities, 
experiences, and perspectives. Through 
this new lens, strengthen this awareness 
by listening to others with experiences 
different from your own, demonstrating 
empathy, and asking questions to build 
an understanding of all the seemingly 
innocuous things that can contribute to 
equity in the workplace. Understand that 
your own experiences may not be typical  
and that those of others are worth 
exploring to understand how things really 
work—especially where the connection 
between everyday individual behaviors 
and systemic outcomes may not be 
clearly apparent to you. Notice whether 
systems and social structures may assign 
disadvantage to individuals with some 
identities and not others. If the practices, 
policies, protocols, and processes seem 
fine, yet do not result in fair outcomes for 
everyone, ask yourself why. 

Why should “I” Observe?

You cannot solve a problem you do  
not notice. 

By failing to take notice, you may not 
realize how current systems may produce 
different outcomes for individuals with 
different identities, how you might 
unconsciously enable unjust outcomes, 
and how this impacts the experiences 
of others—experiences that might differ 
greatly from your own. This is how the 
status quo is often maintained, ultimately 
perpetuating cycles of inequity.
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Ask yourself:

What is happening around me that does not seem quite right? 
Observe whether processes, practices, policies, and operating protocols 
might be contributing to “how things are.”

What perspective or input might I be missing, when considering 
everyday work decisions and the impact of those decisions on others? 
How are different perspectives incorporated into the decision-making 
process? What impact might those perspectives have on the decision  
or outcome? Does the decision lead to the same outcomes for everyone? 
How? Why?

What happens when “I” Observe?

By noticing who is disadvantaged by the  
status quo, you can be in a better position  
to identify opportunities, to disrupt the 
patterns of inequitable outcomes, and to 
understand the necessities of communities  
in need of support, allyship, or advocacy.

OBSERVE
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How can “I” Acknowledge? 

As you are noticing what is happening 
around you, be vulnerable and honest 
with yourself about all the support and 
resources that were, or were not, available 
to you. We* understand that hard work and 
fortuitous connections influence results. 
But we should also consider how differing 
circumstances can lead to very different 
outcomes, and how systemic advantages 
or disadvantages may prescribe outcomes 
for individuals. Practice by continuously 
seeking to understand, learn, and make 
connections to the potential root causes. 

Your own history often sets the context for 
how you got to where you are, how your 
experiences influence your perspective, and  
how that context and experience inform 
what you believe is possible. Embark on a 
genuine exploration of your influence to 
make change. Keep an open mind and be 
flexible as you clarify for yourself what you 
are willing to watch happen, and what you 
are willing to challenge. 

Why should “I” Acknowledge?

If the rules and practices at work or in 
your community have a disproportionate 
impact on some individuals and result 
in different outcomes, they may be 
inherently inequitable. Learning why these 
rules were established, by whom, and why 
they still stand is critical to understanding 
whether and why inequity may exist and 
persist. It is important to understand 
the connections of how history has 
contributed to where we are today. This 
journey of self-reflection is intended 
to address inequities that may be so 
ingrained that they are almost invisible, 
and to help you find ways to challenge 
and/or overturn them.

*Moving forward, unless otherwise explicitly 
mentioned, ‘we’ refers to all individuals in the 
broader society, holistically.

ACKNOWLEDGE: Make it plain to yourself – Reflect on your own journey
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Ask yourself:

How have I benefited from the status quo? How have I been 
disadvantaged? 
If accepted practices at your company put you or some colleagues at an 
advantage or disadvantage, think about the personal growth or external 
support you would need to challenge those practices. What would 
happen if you stepped outside of your comfort zone?

When I consider how I influence and affect others and the ways  
we are all impacted by history, how do I see my own connection  
to potential inequity? 
Acknowledge if your actions (or lack of action) intentionally or 
unintentionally contribute to the inequity. This can help you understand 
the root causes of inequitable outcomes. 

ACKNOWLEDGE

What happens when “I”  
Acknowledge?

This self-reflection can help you understand 
how and why particular outcomes may 
differ from others. Keep an open mind as 
you identify potential inequities at work 
or in society—and consider whether you 
may be open to challenging them. Although 
reflection can be uncomfortable, use this 
awareness-building process to take more 
thoughtful actions toward advancing equity.
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How can “I” Question?

Stay curious. Make a deeper and personal 
connection with why challenging the status 
quo at this moment is important to you. 
Begin by understanding that equitable 
outcomes for yourself are often connected 
to equitable outcomes for others. 

Humility and honesty with yourself 
about what you do and do not know 
can help you identify where you may 
have more to learn, and seek new and 
different experiences to expand your 
understanding.

Why should “I” Question?

Even when you have reflected on how 
individuals may contribute to inequitable 
systems, you may lack the personal 
connection and motivation to act in a 
meaningful way. As a result, you may 
not see a meaningful impact from your 
actions, which may cause you to stall or 
give up. Others may read your actions as 
forced or inauthentic. Not feeling truly 
motivated to understand the inequities 
within your work communities can also 
stifle progress.

QUESTION: Find your why – Follow your curiosity 
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What happens when “I” Question?

This level-setting can help you discover  
where you can begin to be more curious. 
Through that, you may attain a clearer sense 
of your responsibilities and your power to 
effect change.

Ask yourself:

How do I feel when I allow myself to reimagine what is possible? 
Honest self-reflection and openness to what could happen often 
make you feel more connected to those around you, increasing your 
motivation to pursue equity. 

How may following my curiosity connect to my sense  
of purpose and responsibility? 
Once you attain clarity on your ability to effect change and your 
responsibility to do so, it can prepare you to take actions, large and small. 

QUESTION
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How can “I” Challenge?

It can often be difficult to change our 
minds, especially when we have been 
taught to view the world in particular 
ways. Our beliefs shape our experiences 
and behavior. 

Practice by proactively challenging 
beliefs—your own, and those that 
underpin the values and behaviors that 
support the status quo. 

This is often uncomfortable and our inner 
critic naturally resists. If you are willing 
to sit in your discomfort long enough to 
challenge your beliefs, you may find other 
underlying values at odds with your goals 
and intentions. You will be preparing 
to change behaviors and move beyond 
dealing with surface issues to examine 
and address root causes. 

Why should “I” Challenge?

Core beliefs shape assumptions about the 
world around you, yet they may have been 
a part of you for so long that you never 
really examined or questioned them. 
Take time to challenge long-held beliefs, 
recognizing that they may be based on 
your personal experiences, perspectives, 
education, and community.

These beliefs are powerful, but you will 
feel more power when you challenge 
those beliefs with facts. You may want  
to start by learning from and with others 
that will prompt you to self-reflect. Self-
reflection provides an opportunity to 
identify and examine your tenets and 
analyze whether your beliefs limit your 
perspectives and/or disadvantage those 
around you. 

CHALLENGE: Shift your perspectives – Reassess your beliefs 
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What happens when “I” Challenge?

With continuous reflection stimulated  
by experiences, learnings, cultures, and 
beliefs that are different from your own,  
a new perspective may emerge that  
makes space for change. 

Further, challenging yourself—your core 
beliefs and assumptions by committing 
to learning—may help you become more 
receptive to other people and viewpoints. 
These new voices and knowledge resources 
can help you grow, be more willing to act,  
and find ways to reframe the existing 
condition when it fails to serve the goals  
of equity. 

Ask yourself:

What can I learn about people with experiences different from 
mine, and how can I use these diverse perspectives to inform  
or evolve my beliefs? 
Be open when others voice their concerns or share their experiences. 
Avoid minimizing these or explaining them away. It offers an opportunity 
to learn to consider alternate points of view.

What underlying beliefs inform my values and behaviors? 
Exploring beliefs and assumptions you may have never questioned  
is an important step in recognizing the root causes of inequity.

Am I comfortable receiving honest feedback? What do I do with  
the feedback I receive?
Often, you may resist feedback that asks you to acknowledge where  
you have fallen short and where you can improve. 

CHALLENGE
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ACCEPT: Own your role – Embrace your responsibility

How can “I” Accept?

Identifying your responsibility in the 
pursuit of equity means taking ownership 
and accountability for what is within 
your spheres of influence. Be intentional 
in the actions you take and clarify how 
those actions can address root causes 
that result in equitable outcomes. This 
can be a long and sometimes arduous 
process. Remain committed to what you 
can do in the short term, while aiming 
for long-term impact. Owning your role 
means understanding and accepting your 
personal responsibility, capacity, and 
power to make change.

Why should “I” Accept?

If you were assigned an important 
business task, you would give it 
careful consideration, making sure you 
understood all aspects so you could 
take full ownership. Similarly, you should 
prepare to understand your own role in 
advancing equity through your formal  
and informal roles. Doing so requires  
you to take thoughtful action aligned  
with shared goals.
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What happens when “I” Accept?

Embracing a well-defined role strengthens 
all these practices to advance equity and 
can help you respond in a meaningful way. 
Give yourself the space and time to get 
there. When you understand your own 
role, you may be better prepared to find 
opportunities to fill gaps and connect with 
others to help hold yourself accountable.

Ask yourself:

How can I make equity a goal in my decisions and interactions? 
Examine the outcomes of recent decisions and understand how the 
impact may differ across cohorts or stakeholders. Learn more about 
what specific considerations would have led to more equitable outcomes 
within and across those groups. 

How do I respond when actions do not have the intended impact?  
It is human nature to take credit for successes and to attribute 
unintended outcomes to someone or something else. Reflect on what 
went wrong or was missing in the approach or execution. Examine how 
effective change is implemented in your organization and how to apply 
lessons learned at the next opportunity. 

ACCEPT
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How can “I” Act?

To make meaningful change, start with 
what and whom you know. As you push 
yourself from your comfort zone to your 
challenge zone, explore the difference 
between actions that are comfortable 
and those that have real impact. 

Being bold may mean facing challenges. 
What’s more, those bold actions will 
build momentum and have the power 
to transform. As you allow different 
perspectives and experiences to inform 
your actions, be intentional in how you 
address the root causes of inequity. 

Focus on the long-term impact and 
remind yourself that today’s action can be 
one of many building blocks for realizing 
transformational and sustainable change.

Why should “I” Act?

The goal here simply is to start. Try not 
to get overwhelmed by the assumption 
that steps toward equity must be big 
and complex. Even a small step can be 
powerful, if enacted with the right level  
of awareness. 

ACT: Take small steps to bold actions – Build sustainable momentum

Deloitte’s DEI Institute™ 20The power of “I” in equity



What happens when “I” Act?

Our research shows that when individuals 
decide to act with the intention of 
addressing equity, they are more likely 
to be successful.2 However small, the 
meaningful actions you take can lead to 
powerful endeavors. Even at the early 
stages, intentional actions can create 
impact and begin to build momentum 
toward further change. 

Ask yourself:

How do I call others in when I witness inequitable or  
noninclusive behavior? 
Responding to exclusionary behavior can be difficult, even intimidating. 
Start by asking yourself whose comfort you are most concerned about  
in these instances—your own, those engaged in the inequitable behavior, 
or those impacted by it—and consider the consequences of inaction.

How do I take (and facilitate) actions that address root causes  
to help drive more equitable outcomes? 
Thinking of the activities that resulted in the status quo is important 
when planning to act. Examine how the solution can be applied to 
the root cause and be careful not to urgently look past an immediate 
imbalance. What might be the benefits of addressing the root causes? 
What might be the flaws and consequences of not doing so?

ACT

Deloitte’s DEI Institute™ 21The power of “I” in equity



CONNECT: Champion together – Commit to collective success

How can “I” Connect?

There are likely other individuals who 
have similar ideas. Recognize and engage 
with those who have been involved in 
and committed to change. Connect and 
join with people of different identities, 
perspectives, strengths, and talents to 
envision, strategize, and execute bold 
actions. To address seemingly unsolvable 
problems may require creativity and 
innovation, where diversity is only the 
first step to making the most tangible and 
impactful difference.

Consider how you can amplify the 
efforts of others and how your ideas are 
amplified through different influential 
channels. Consider where you can listen 
and leverage your social capital. Make 
connections between these efforts and 
learn how active allyship can support 
mutually reinforcing efforts and goals. 

Why should “I” Connect?

It may be daunting to set out to make 
a difference on your own. There may 
be resistance and ingrained barriers 
when attempting to disrupt the status 
quo. Working with others provides 
an opportunity to leverage varied 
experiences and can help attain a deeper 
understanding of systemic issues and  
how to potentially address them.
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What happens when “I” Connect?

Connecting in these ways can make you 
more aware of the power of collective 
action. As you engage with others in your 
efforts, others will, in turn, seek to enlist 
you in theirs. Think about ways to support 
the efforts and success of colleagues as 
you would your own. As you connect with 
others to multiply impact, you may be 
surprised at how easy it is to find allies. 
Finding allies will help you move from 
passive behavior to proactive cooperation 
and advocacy.

Ask yourself:

How can I support collective success? 
This is where it is important to remember the goal—to address inequity, 
not to promote a self-serving personal agenda. 

Am I comfortable sharing my power and decision-making with 
others? And if not, why not? How might I maximize my impact by 
working in collaboration with others? 
Remember that we can learn from individuals who are already on this 
journey. Always consider the impact that we might be able to collectively 
achieve, that you may not be able to have alone.

CONNECT
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More than one-third of respondents 
indicated they never or rarely 
recognize inequitable patterns, 
barriers, and challenges that others 
face, and do not speak up against 
inequities (Figure 3 on page 9). Active 
allyship is most effective when we 
observe patterns and acknowledge 
inequities, anticipating situations 
and focusing on pragmatic and 
effective actions to advance equity. 

 

•	Emphasis on intentionality over urgency 
 
When prioritizing intentionality over 
urgency, individuals enable more time 
to better understand and assess the 
impacts of their efforts. Taking this time 
to pause, reflect, and dive deeply into 
each of the seven practices may allow for 
more meaningful progress.  
 

 
 

•	Continuous momentum 
 
The likelihood of equity efforts stalling  
may decrease, and day-to-day experiences 
of workers and organizational cultures 
may start to shift as leaders push for 
long-term solutions. 

Outcomes of engaging in the practices

Two primary positive outcomes may occur when 
individuals act with thoughtfulness and introspection:
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Getting 
started
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Practice daily. Assess your equity-related 
behaviors (see appendix for details). 
Reflect on how the practices can be 
applied in interactions and decision 
making. Keep an open mind about 
your personal growth. With continuous 
and intentional engagement, these 
practices may become embedded in 
your daily work and influence your 
recommendations and decisions.  
Your actions may also influence your 
colleagues to do the same. 

Meaningful progress takes bold actions to 
address systemic issues and root causes. 
It requires individuals willing to examine 
their own assumptions, understand how 
systems reinforce the status quo, align 
their purpose and commitment with 
what is required, and have the courage 
to address systemic inequities—built 
into processes, policies, and everyday 
decisions. It requires harnessing the 
power of the individual to move from 
asking “Who is responsible for prioritizing 
equity?” to “How can I contribute to 
advancing equity?” 

When we take bold action collectively,  
we can build an equitable future.

Getting started 
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Appendix
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Start with a personal assessment

Consider using the assessment tool (on p.29) to develop 
a better understanding of your baseline engagement 
in equity-related behaviors. In committing to the seven 
practices to advance equity, you may decide to retake this 
assessment, periodically, to acknowledge your progress 
and identify areas where you can continue to improve.   
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Seven practices to 
advance equity Equity-related behavior Never Rarely Often Always

OBSERVE
I proactively seek to understand if my colleagues within my organization feel included

I proactively seek to understand if my colleagues feel like they have equitable opportunities and outcomes

ACKNOWLEDGE
I proactively remind myself of any unearned benefit and power that others and myself may have due 
to an aspect of identity

I remain conscious of systems in place that could cause some groups to be at a disadvantage

QUESTION
I proactively seek to understand the experiences among marginalized identity groups

I proactively seek to understand different cultural perspectives to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion

CHALLENGE
I proactively adapt my actions to address the needs of people from marginalized identity groups

I proactively incorporate ideas and perspectives of people from marginalized identity groups

ACCEPT
I proactively do everything within my power to correct and mitigate my behaviors that could result 
in inequitable outcomes

I find ways to speak up when I hear my colleagues say something that could be perceived as discriminatory

ACT

I proactively include people from marginalized identity groups in key business decisions

I proactively challenge the status quo to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion

I proactively modify my behaviors in an effort to reduce opportunities for inequities and biases

CONNECT

I frequently monitor the composition of my team(s) and broader networks to create equitable exposure 
and opportunity

I frequently celebrate the accomplishments of people from marginalized identity groups

I empower people from marginalized identity groups to contribute to key business decisions

© 2024 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights reserved.

Start with a personal assessment3
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Additional information

Methodology

A third-party research vendor interviewed 965 full- and part-time adult workers of 
US companies with 500 or more workers from July 17 through August 02, 2023. The 
survey vendor used its Probability Panel to capture data across five broad industry 
categories: Consumer; Energy, Resources & Industrials; Financial Services; Life Sciences 
& Healthcare; and Technology, Media & Telecom. Data was weighted to represent the 
residential adult population of the United States. The margin of sampling error for the 
complete set of weighted data is ± 3.8 percentage points. Weighting and further data 
analysis were accomplished using the R package. 
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Contact us 

To discuss any of the ideas presented here, please send an email to: Deloitte’s DEI Institute:  
USDEIInstitute@deloitte.com 
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This publication contains general information only and neither Deloitte nor any of the other authors or parties 
involved with this publication, is by means of this publication, rendering accounting, business, financial, 
investment, legal, tax, or other professional advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such 
professional advice or services, nor should it be used as a basis for any decision or action that may affect 
your business. Before making any decision or taking any action that may affect your business, you should 
consult a qualified professional adviser. Neither Deloitte nor any of the other authors or parties involved with 
this publication, shall be responsible for any loss sustained by any person who relies on this publication.
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