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Welcome to The Conversation, a new feature that explores current events through a business lens, appearing each
month in Knowledge@Wharton High School, an online business journal for high school students published by the
Wharton Global Youth Program.
The global pandemic has added great uncertainty to our lives in the past six months, and yet many high school students
have raised a collective voice of assurance about one important issue: racism in America.
The May 25, 2020 death of George Floyd, a Black man in Minneapolis, Minnesota, sparked protests that spilled into the
streets of urban and suburban centers across the U.S., often led by teens rallying around the Black Lives Matter
movement. “It really takes action in order for real change to come,” said Foyun D., 16, in a New York Times article about
a group of high school students in Katy, Texas, who banded together to organize and lead an activism march in their
town.
The fight for justice and equality is also strong in the business world. In fact, Black Lives Matter has increased the focus
on racial inequalities in the workplace. At the Wharton School, which often leads the conversation on global business
issues and trends, students, professors and administrators have long researched and innovated around diversity, equity
and inclusion – or DEI — in business. DEI is a movement of its own.
Nia Robinson, a Wharton junior and co-founder of the Wharton Equity, Diversity and Inclusion Group, a new student
initiative for fostering diversity and inclusion at Wharton, provides a snapshot of DEI: “At the most basic level, diversity
is who is in the room [what differences are represented around the table?]; inclusivity is who has influence in the room
[do all voices have the opportunity to contribute?]; and equity is do we have fair practices for those in the room [for
example, are men and women paid an equal wage?].”
“The truth is, when something isn’t your reality, you don’t see it.” — Gwen Houston, Diversity Expert

While companies are seeing the value of DEI and different perspectives by recruiting more minorities and doing special
training to help people understand the deep biases they have, progress has been slow. For example, among the CEOs of
Fortune 500 companies (big companies in the U.S.), less than 1% are Black, and they are all male.
Stephanie Creary, an identity and diversity scholar in Wharton’s management department, recently spoke with diversity
expert Gwen Houston, a former Chief Diversity Officer for several large corporations, including Microsoft and
Campbell Soup.
In the interview, part of the Knowledge@Wharton podcast series Leading Diversity at Work, Houston said, “Our
workplaces are a microcosm of broader society. What’s happening in the world finds its way into the work
environment.” Creary added: “We actually bring those same selves to work…you see people acting and engaging in
racist, sexist, homophobic ways outside of the workplace, and it’s very hard for us to imagine that they wouldn’t be
doing those same things inside of the workplace. And when that happens, that’s why we have inequity and lack of
opportunity.”
Wharton made its own headlines in the area of DEI at the end of February 2020, when the University of Pennsylvania
appointed Erika H. James as the new dean of the Wharton School. James, who took over her role July 1, is the first
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woman and African-American to lead Wharton
in its 139-year history. Soon after, she appeared on NPR’s All Things
business.
Considered radio program. “I think that if wehttps://kwhs.wharton.upenn.edu
can create social media platforms, if we can put people on the moon and if
we can have self-driving cars, there’s very little that we can’t do,” said James, who is known for her workplacediversity research. “So, the fact that we have not yet created a more diverse work environment means that we simply
haven’t prioritized it.”
Wharton is continuing to prioritize the conversations happening in society and business, from impact investing that has a
positive impact on women to fair finance that promotes widespread economic prosperity. Most recently, Wharton
undergraduate students gathered online in July for a town hall meeting about racism in America. Students also worked
with the dean’s office and other administrators to create a new Seeds of Business course for incoming freshmen from
historically underrepresented backgrounds who may not have had the same exposure as other high school students to
business ideas and concepts.
Robinson, who was happy to learn about her employer’s weekly diversity speaker series while interning at Boston
Consulting Group this summer, says that the conversation around these important issues is really only the beginning. “At
this stage in the game, people know about the inequities and the lack of diversity and inclusion,” she said. “After we
have conversations, we need to think about where we have the empathy for change. Where are the barriers and how can
we eliminate those barriers?”
Houston also underscores the importance of empathy, or learning to understand people’s experiences on a deeper level.
“The truth is, when something isn’t your reality, you don’t see it,” said Houston. That’s why education and empathy
are so important, especially at the top of the organizational chart. Once the unconscious bias is exposed, acknowledged
and understood, change can begin.
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