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Companies across the globe are striving for a more caring and responsible relationship with employees and the 
communities in which they operate. But are they doing enough to make sure that diverse hires thrive within the 
organisation? And that employees from under-represented groups feel included as valued, appreciated contributors? 
Four diversity and inclusion champions share their views on these topics and explain how corporate treasurers can help to 
create a productive and inclusive work environment.

Diverse and inclusive teams are now widely recognised as being beneficial to businesses. With true diversity and inclusion (D&I) 
comes the potential for: improved performance, better understanding of customers, greater innovation, improved employee 
recruitment and retention, not to mention brand enhancement1.

It comes as little surprise then that, according to research by Boston Consulting Group (BCG), up to 98% of large companies (above 
1,000 employees) currently run D&I programmes2. Nevertheless, BCG also reports that three-quarters of employees in under-
represented groups, such as LGBTQ colleagues, ethnic minorities and women, do not believe they have personally benefited from 
the D&I investments their employers have made3. 

 This suggests that while organisations may be making progress on the diversity front, progress on inclusion is not necessarily 
so rapid. As Lance Kawaguchi, Managing Director, Global Head – Corporates, Global Liquidity and Cash Management, HSBC, 
comments: “A lot of companies are active around diversity, but not necessarily inclusion – yet you can’t have one without the other. 
Acknowledging the benefit of having different perspectives in decision-making and building a workforce that is representative of 
the organisation’s customers is a great first step. However, we also have to ensure that employees’ differences are valued and that 
everyone is enabled to thrive at work.”

How then can companies move beyond basic diversity and inclusion compliance towards embedded and embodied D&I values? 
And what is the role of the treasurer in supporting true D&I?

1 https://www.ciphr.com/advice/5-reasons-diverse-workforce-matters/
2 https://hbr.org/2019/02/survey-what-diversity-and-inclusion-policies-do-employees-actually-want
3 https://hbr.org/2019/02/survey-what-diversity-and-inclusion-policies-do-employees-actually-want
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Elephant in the room
According to BCG, one of the major obstacles to efficient D&I 
programmes is bias. Julianne Lee, Managing Director, Group 
Public Affairs, HSBC, also sees this as a significant challenge 
– especially unconscious bias. “We all carry unconscious bias 
with us, based on our own life experiences. It can take the 
form of associating capability with attractiveness, or similarity 
with cultural fit, or gender-specific attributes,” she explains. 

One of the major challenges with unconscious bias, says 
Lee, is that it can lead to “group think, which can hinder true 
diversity and inclusion”. Kawaguchi agrees, adding: “Mindsets 
in banking tend to be quite homogenous. Employees with 
different ways of thinking are often unconsciously boxed off – 
labelled as ‘millennials’, for example. This creates unnecessary 
distance in the workforce. We need to make sure our mindset 
is dynamic and truly reflects the clients that we serve.”

To help mitigate unconscious bias, Lee suggests recognising 
it in oneself as a first step. “There is a wonderful Harvard-
hosted website, Project Implicit, which offers a free test for 
unconscious bias. I discovered that my own unconscious bias 
is skewed towards associating profession, money and career 
with male attributes, which I found interesting because my 
own personal choices and my family choices have been more 
progressive,” she notes.

Alongside unconscious bias, a lack of proactive support 
around D&I can lead to disconnects in the workforce. Hannah 
Winterbourne MBE, Global Lead - Transaction Monitoring 
Resource Management, Financial Crime Risk Operations & 
FCTM, HSBC, explains: “As individuals and teams, sometimes 
we believe that not being negative towards someone is the 
same as being inclusive. Not being homophobic or racist, for 
example, isn’t enough.” This is especially true “when it comes 
to attributes you can’t necessarily see – as with LGBTQ or 
neurodiverse employees,” she notes.

“As a transgender woman, I know full well that there might 
be someone in your team who is different but doesn’t feel 
comfortable talking about it because you haven’t taken any 
active steps to show that you are inclusive of that type of 
person. In turn, this can have a detrimental effect on the 
individual’s performance, and also on the team’s overall 
performance,” adds Winterbourne. “So, proactivity has to be 
part of any D&I strategy, in my view.”

Thinking differently
Picking up on the neurodiversity point (see box 1 for an 
overview of workplace neurodiversity), Charlie Eckton, 
Business Psychologist and Coach, Genius Within CIC, 
notes: “Creating a safe space for neurodiverse employees 
to bring their true selves to work has to start at the top of 
the organisation – it is important for leaders to demonstrate 
awareness and understanding around neurodiversity, not to 
just leave it to HR!”

Kawaguchi could not agree more. “As a leader, I see it as my 
role to educate the team on themes such as neurodiversity, 
which is why we recently invited Charlie to present to 
a number of Global Liquidity and Cash Management 
colleagues on the topic. I also instil in my team that they 
must respect all differences within the workplace, whether 
that be neurodiversity, disability, gender, religion or ethnicity, 
regardless of their personal views.”

In addition to leadership support, a candid review of whether 
the environment is “creating disabilities out of differences” can 
also be helpful in ensuring proper inclusion of neurodiverse 
employees, says Eckton. “This circles back to the points made 
earlier around unconscious bias,” she explains.

The power of having role models should not be 
underestimated as an inclusivity tool, either, believes Eckton. 
“Often there is a lack of openly recognised neurodiverse talent, 
and it would be extremely helpful to see more role models at 
different levels across the company,” she notes. Indeed, role 
models can be inclusivity advocates for all underrepresented 
groups, believes Winterbourne. Nevertheless, she stresses the 
need for more “everyday” role models to improve relatability 
and inclusiveness. “Anyone who is getting on and living a 
happy life can be a role model – not just those at the top of the 
tree,” she comments.

In addition to role models, support networks and communities 
within the workplace can help to promote inclusivity. 
Winterbourne says: “It’s all about giving people a choice of 
avenues to seek support. Communities where they know they 
will be accepted can be a safe place for them to find help and 
advice, rather than going to their line manager, for example.” 
That said, Winterbourne stresses that these networks “should 
always operate in conjunction with the chain of command”.

Lee adds: “These networks are so important. In fact, Lance 
[Kawaguchi] and I first met within the wider Embrace network 
at HSBC, which covers ethnicity and race, and we shared our 
experiences of career development as people from minority 
backgrounds. Networks and events such as this provide an 
excellent opportunity to crowdsource ideas and share insights, 
in a safe environment.” 

Winterbourne highlights the importance of not becoming 
siloed within these groups, however. “If, for example, you 
are an LGBTQ person within the workplace, and you join the 
LGBTQ network and go to LGBTQ events, you can find that 
you are operating in a bubble. Cross-pollination is critical, 
therefore, and it would be great to see more collaboration 
between networks such as LGBTQ and BAME [black, Asian 
and minority ethnic] going forward. This will help everyone to 
understand differences and lead to greater inclusivity in the 
wider business.”
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What is neurodiversity?
In simple terms, neurodiversity means that the brain works in diff erent ways for people who have:

 Dyslexia
 DCD/Dyspraxia
 ADHD (Attention Defi cit and Hyperactivity Disorder)
 Autism and Asperger’s syndrome
 Tourette Syndrome
 Acquired Brain Injury
 Chronic neurological conditions
 Mental Health needs

These are the most typically occurring conditions in the workplace, although there are others.
Some of the common diffi  culties associated with neurodiverse conditions include:

 Time management
 Planning and prioritising
 Organisation
 Getting distracted by background noise
 Working Memory weaknesses, i.e. the ability to hold multiple things in your attention at one time
 Processing Speed, i.e. the ability to focus attention and visually scan and sequence information

Everyone with a neurodiverse condition is diff erent; they often have particular strengths in:

 Seeing the big picture
 Thinking outside the box
 Connecting ideas
 3D thinking
 Generally being creative and inventive

Source: Genius Within
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Cascading an 
inclusive culture
Achieving true inclusivity in the workforce also requires a 
functional ‘speak up’ culture within an organisation – one 
which applies from the bottom to the top, believes Kawaguchi. 
“Sometimes there is a perception that ‘speaking up’ is an 
option for people only at certain levels of the company. 
This is detrimental to inclusivity. Everyone needs to know 
that no matter who they are, or how junior they are, their 
concerns will be heard and acted upon where appropriate, 
without recrimination.” 

Another important ingredient of inclusivity is ensuring all 
team members are onboard, even if they think that D&I issues 
do not affect them personally. Kawaguchi comments: “It’s 
about embracing and supporting groups that you might not 
be part of yourself – whether that be the LGBTQ community 
or colleagues with disabilities, for example – for the benefit 
of those individuals and the team as a whole. Being inclusive 
can lead to greater wellbeing in the workplace and increased 
productivity and performance, which is ultimately beneficial 
for everyone.” This, says Kawaguchi, is true in all departments 
within an organisation, including treasury. 

Treasurers can be part of D&I by taking charge of the culture 
within their department and challenging outdated ways of 
thinking or behaving, he notes. “This is a great way to add 
value to the organisation, as well as future-proofing your 
workforce, and creating a more enjoyable work environment for 
everyone,” he says. 

Switching up a gear
Despite the progress made around D&I, there is still a long 
journey ahead – and Kawaguchi believes a call to action 
is required. “It’s time to take the D&I conversation to the 
next level and really question where organisations are at. 
Oftentimes, people are afraid to speak up or challenge because 
they don’t want to upset the status quo. But we won’t achieve 
true diversity and inclusion within the workforce without 
ruffling some feathers. It’s time to walk the walk, not just talk 
the talk,” he concludes.
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For more information on how HSBC can help 
meet your needs please contact your local 
HSBC representative or visit gbm.hsbc.com

True Diversity & Inclusion: 
Top Tips
Consistency. D&I is not a one-off project. “It needs to 
be a consistent focus for the business, at offsites, team 
meetings and in day-to-day interactions,” says Lee.

Courageous Integrity. “Organisations have ingrained 
behaviours and thinking. There will be resistance 
to change around D&I. But you have to do what is 
correct for your team and what is morally right,” 
comments Kawaguchi.

Inclusive leadership. “Not only is it important to have 
leaders that understand D&I and support it in all its 
forms, but leaders must also grasp that there is no 
longer a separation between home and work,” says 
Winterbourne. “As such, ‘inclusive leadership’ means 
managing an individual by understanding what makes 
them tick both personally and professionally.”

Proactivity. “Do not wait for an issue to occur,” advises 
Eckton. “Adjustments can be made proactively and 
this is the optimal path towards systemic inclusion – 
whereby individuals do not feel as though a special 
effort is being made to include them. Organisations 
should be on the front foot and ensure inclusion is 
simply business as usual.”

This article is based on a roundtable discussion held 
at HSBC in November 2019. To hear the full discussion, 
please subscribe to TMI’s podcast channel, 
TreasuryCast via Spotify or Apple Podcasts, 
or visit www.treasury-management.com/podcast
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