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Paradox Strategies
Leveraging Cutting-Edge Research to 
Drive Innovation

I
n a 2014 Ted Talk that has since been seen by more than 2.5 
million viewers, Linda Hill, a professor at Harvard Business 
School differentiated between two types of genius: solo and 
collective. She argued a leader’s job is to focus on collective 

genius – to unleash the talents and passions of many people, and 
harness these to carry out useful work. In launching her own 
advisory and consulting firm, Paradox Strategies, she has put 
words into action. Hill and her colleagues at Paradox, including 
other HBS professors and industry veterans, help leaders 
worldwide to build teams rich in diversity, successful at driving 
growth, and invested in improving the lives of their co-workers, 
customers, and communities. 

Paradox works at the intersection of innovation and 
inclusion, showing how effective leaders deliver growth and 
performance by embracing an organization’s collective talents. 
In this interview with Manage HR Magazine, Hill and two 
Paradox managing partners, Cheryl Whaley and Taran Swan, 

share insights into strategies for nurturing individual differences 
to unleash an organization’s full potential.

Could you provide our readers with a brief overview 
of what Paradox Strategies does?
In the most general terms, we demonstrate the link between 
diversity and innovation. There is no question that a diverse and 
inclusive work environment can help an organization attract top 
talent and drive innovation. But you can’t take for granted that 
this will happen naturally. To realize the benefits of diversity and 
inclusion, organizations need to follow best practices. Paradox 
helps companies and other groups define these approaches in 
the context of their own particular circumstances. We might 
do this through leadership coaching, workshops for boards, or 
an app, but whatever the tactic, our three pillars are innovation 
and agility; leadership development; and diversity, equity and 
inclusion.

Our definition of diversity includes a wide range of possible
identities, from racial to sexual orientation to whether a person
is partially sighted or uses a wheelchair. When we talk about
inclusiveness, on the other hand, we mean a culture where
differences are valued and a workplace where everyone enjoys
equal access to opportunity. We link the moral case for diversity
and inclusion with business imperatives – not just as an abstract
concept, but through concrete policies and practices.

To develop these policies and practices, Paradox looks
to academic research; to hone and tailor them, we tap into
successful executives’ experiences and perspectives.

You also landed on our top 10 list last year. How has
your work changed since we last spoke?
As the world emerges from the Covid-19 pandemic, companies
are keen to become more agile and innovative: they have seen
the need for flexible thinking and action. But they can’t do it
without embracing diversity of thought within their ranks; this
is what prepares them to cope, even to thrive, in environments
like today’s, rife with uncertainty.

Linda, in your book “Being the Boss,” you discuss the
imperatives for becoming a great leader. How do
those connect to the drive for diversity?
The book underpins the importance of diversity in leading
innovation.  I was focused on the factors behind successful
innovation at the time, and noticed that the way most people
conceived leadership would lead to styles that stymied rather
than supported innovation. For example, many people think good
leaders create a vision, communicate it, and inspire people others
to try to achieve it. Although setting a vision is important, at
Paradox we teach leaders to co-create that future collaboratively.
We also found one of the main reasons high-potential individuals

derail is that they can’t manage their network properly – a skill
left off of a typical leadership checklist. For these reasons, we
came up with a simple yet powerful framework of leadership
that involves three imperatives: manage yourself, manage your
network, and manage your team.

“Manage your network” helps leaders manage their
relationships with people over whom they have no formal
authority, but who are hugely important for getting a job done.

We have a number of ways of applying this framework
practically. For example, women and people of color may
find managing their network tricky if they are having trouble
building credibility with peers. This is something that Paradox
might tackle through our “being the boss” microlearning tool –
one of our products that has turned out to be enormously popular
with our clients.

What are some challenges your clients face in
building an inclusive and diverse work culture, and
how do you help them mitigate those?
Although many organizations want to embrace diversity,
they often fail to do so methodologically. We help companies
identify the source or sources of ethnic or racial bias in their
organizations, in part by looking at where the negative effects
manifest – whether that be in hiring, retention, promotion, or
elsewhere.

For example, we have found that senior managers often hire
people like them. Because we tend to be drawn to people like

Many people think their 
organization is dealing with
a selection problem, when 
really it’s a development 

problem. The research shows 
that stars are made, not born
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School differentiated between two types of genius: solo and
collective. She argued a leader’s job is to focus on collective

genius – to unleash the talents and passions of many people, and
harness these to carry out useful work. In launching her own
advisory and consulting firm, Paradox Strategies, she has put
words into action. Hill and her colleagues at Paradox, including
other HBS professors and industry veterans, help leaders
worldwide to build teams rich in diversity, successful at driving
growth, and invested in improving the lives of their co-workers,
customers, and communities.

Paradox works at the intersection of innovation and
inclusion, showing how effective leaders deliver growth and
performance by embracing an organization’s collective talents.
In this interview with Manage HR Magazine, Hill and two
Paradox managing partners, Cheryl Whaley and Taran Swan,

share insights into strategies for nurturing individual differences
to unleash an organization’s full potential.

Could you provide our readers with a brief overview
of what Paradox Strategies does?
In the most general terms, we demonstrate the link between
diversity and innovation. There is no question that a diverse and
inclusive work environment can help an organization attract top
talent and drive innovation. But you can’t take for granted that
this will happen naturally. To realize the benefits of diversity and
inclusion, organizations need to follow best practices. Paradox
helps companies and other groups define these approaches in
the context of their own particular circumstances. We might
do this through leadership coaching, workshops for boards, or
an app, but whatever the tactic, our three pillars are innovation
and agility; leadership development; and diversity, equity and
inclusion.

Our definition of diversity includes a wide range of possible 
identities, from racial to sexual orientation to whether a person 
is partially sighted or uses a wheelchair. When we talk about 
inclusiveness, on the other hand, we mean a culture where 
differences are valued and a workplace where everyone enjoys 
equal access to opportunity. We link the moral case for diversity 
and inclusion with business imperatives – not just as an abstract 
concept, but through concrete policies and practices. 

To develop these policies and practices, Paradox looks 
to academic research; to hone and tailor them, we tap into 
successful executives’ experiences and perspectives.  

You also landed on our top 10 list last year. How has 
your work changed since we last spoke?
As the world emerges from the Covid-19 pandemic, companies 
are keen to become more agile and innovative: they have seen 
the need for flexible thinking and action. But they can’t do it 
without embracing diversity of thought within their ranks; this 
is what prepares them to cope, even to thrive, in environments 
like today’s, rife with uncertainty. 

Linda, in your book “Being the Boss,” you discuss the 
imperatives for becoming a great leader. How do 
those connect to the drive for diversity? 
The book underpins the importance of diversity in leading 
innovation.  I was focused on the factors behind successful 
innovation at the time, and noticed that the way most people 
conceived leadership would lead to styles that stymied rather 
than supported innovation. For example, many people think good 
leaders create a vision, communicate it, and inspire people others 
to try to achieve it. Although setting a vision is important, at 
Paradox we teach leaders to co-create that future collaboratively. 
We also found one of the main reasons high-potential individuals 

derail is that they can’t manage their network properly – a skill 
left off of a typical leadership checklist. For these reasons, we 
came up with a simple yet powerful framework of leadership 
that involves three imperatives: manage yourself, manage your 
network, and manage your team. 

“Manage your network” helps leaders manage their 
relationships with people over whom they have no formal 
authority, but who are hugely important for getting a job done. 

We have a number of ways of applying this framework 
practically. For example, women and people of color may 
find managing their network tricky if they are having trouble 
building credibility with peers. This is something that Paradox 
might tackle through our “being the boss” microlearning tool – 
one of our products that has turned out to be enormously popular 
with our clients.  

What are some challenges your clients face in 
building an inclusive and diverse work culture, and 
how do you help them mitigate those?
Although many organizations want to embrace diversity, 
they often fail to do so methodologically. We help companies 
identify the source or sources of ethnic or racial bias in their 
organizations, in part by looking at where the negative effects 
manifest – whether that be in hiring, retention, promotion, or 
elsewhere. 

For example, we have found that senior managers often hire 
people like them. Because we tend to be drawn to people like 
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ourselves, this creates a sort of self-perpetuating homogeneity 
at the top, with White people often constituting over 80 percent 
of senior management, even in companies that are quite diverse. 
We help organizations change 
this by implementing more 
defined hiring and promotion 
processes.  

Getting this right is not 
just a moral imperative: it 
widens your talent pool in a 
number of ways. Our research 
indicates that millennials 
look at a company’s diversity 
before deciding whether to 
join – and they do not want 
to work for an organization 
that is not diverse. This is in 
part because they wonder if it 
will be innovative enough. In 
other words, they understand 
intuitively the link between 
a diverse company and a 
dynamic company.  

Changing processes, 
especially HR processes, 
in an organization 
can meet with internal 
resistance. How do you 
get around this? 
When it comes to building a diverse culture within the 
organization, companies come with diverse pain points. We 
start by conducting a rigorous, data-driven assessment of 
the clients’ work culture using a proprietary assessment tool 
called re:Route™. It helps us understand the critical features 
of the client’s work environment. We know whether the client 
encourages diverse thoughts and opinions, and we understand 
the mindsets and behaviors of the workforce. As many of our 
clients employ an in-house diversity and inclusion specialist, we 
work with them and use their data. We also insist upon having 
access to the leaders at the very top.  

Most companies do not have a common language for talking 
about culture and may also lack the data that would help start 
the conversation. We tell our clients not to jump to a solution 
before diagnosing the core issue, and that the diagnosis is really 
an educational process, giving people a common language to 
initiate tough conversations around organizational culture.  The 
framework, language, and data from the re:Route™ survey is 
tremendously helpful to companies in developing this common 
language and arriving at a common diagnosis.  These elements 

provide the required foundation for developing a customized 
change agenda that senior management owns and to which they 
will be individually and collectively held accountable. 

Could you share an instance 
that highlights the benefits 
brought to one of your clients 
after implementing your unique 
strategies?

We worked with one of the 
Pfizer’s leaders who ran the 
company’s vaccine trials. He 
also ran the company’s Pan-
Asian Employee Resource 
Group (ERG). The professional 
relationships he made as an 
executive sponsor of Pfizer’s 
ERG enabled him to complete 
the vaccine trial in record 
time. He used his professional 
network in the Philippines and 
other Asian countries to onboard 
people. The same network also 
helped him navigate the havoc 
caused by the pandemic around 
the globe. He used re:Route™ to 
understand how the Pfizer supply 
chain team could become more
agile and innovative, especially 
during the pandemic. As he came 
to understand the power of the 

global network, he leveraged his professional relationships to 
get the job done. In our work, we try to help people recognize 
and use these connections.

What does the future hold for Paradox Strategies?
Our goal is to deliver solutions in our three focus areas 
(innovation and agility, leadership development, and diversity, 
equity, and inclusion) from the boardroom to the individual 
employee.  To achieve this objective, we continue to scale our 
programs.  Part of the scaling is a push towards digital solutions, 
but also thinking about how to bring successful formats to 
new audiences. We are currently testing the Collective Genius 
Experience™, a day- or half-day-long simulation, which allows 
participants to practice in real-time the tangible behaviors that 
drive innovation and inclusion.  Additionally, as a companion 
product to our organizational assessment re:Route™, we are 
currently developing re:Mind™, an individual assessment tool. 
We also plan to develop certificate programs for assessments, 
allowing coaches and consultants to use our material in their 
training programs. 

Cheryl Whaley

CXO In s i gh t s

MENTORING
THROUGH
A LENS OF DIVERSITY 
AND INCLUSION
By Celeste Warren, Vice President Global Diversity and Inclusion COE, 
Merck

W
e all understand the 
important role that 
mentoring plays in 
strengthening the 

workforce within companies. Mentoring
provides an opportunity to cultivate strong 
leaders and professionals within the 
organization.

So, I don’t appear to be presumptuous,
I’ll level set on how I define mentoring. 
Traditionally, mentoring is a relationship 
between a more experienced leader and 
an employee focused on supporting their 
professional growth and development.
Typically, the two meet to discuss issues, 
challenges, and opportunities the mentee 
may be facing.

One of the dimensions of the mentor-
mentee relationship that isn’t readily
explored is the nuance of mentoring 
someone who is different from you in
how they identify themselves. In times 
such as these, this is an important aspect 
of mentoring that sometimes is ignored in 
traditional mentoring programs.

In this day and age, mentoring 
relationships can become strained. For 
example, in the #MeToo era, men voiced
concerns over mentoring women for fear 
of false accusations of sexual harassment 
or inappropriate behavior. Business leaders
might be hesitant to mentor employees 
from other countries for concerns of cultural 
and language challenges. White leaders

may have concerns of mentoring those of 
different ethnic backgrounds for concerns
of offending or being insensitive to concerns
they face in their respective communities.  
This was of particular concern during the 
murders of George Floyd and Breonna
Taylor in 2020.  Baby Boomers sometimes
shy away from mentoring those from 
different generations.

On the surface, these concerns may 
seem extreme, but nonetheless, they are
valid to those experiencing them. Here are 
a few suggestions to help overcome these 
challenges.

Address them head on through 
courageous conversation and inclusive 
dialogue.

• If you are a mentor, reach out to a
peer (or a D&I leader) who you trust to 
talk about your concerns. I have had males 

talk to me about their concerns mentoring 
women, and we start with understanding 
the basis of the fear and then expanding the 
conversation from there until we can get to 
some solutions.

• If you have a longstanding mentor-
mentee relationship currently, talk to your
mentee about how you are feeling and 
listen to their perspective on the situation. 
Mentor-mentee relationships are most
optimal when there is a flow of information 
and thoughts that are shared between the 
two parties. 

Look for opportunities to stretch your 
inclusive muscles as a leader.

• There are plenty of articles, books,
webinars, and podcasts on inclusion and 
inclusive leadership that you can learn from.

• Set up coffee with an employee who is
“different” from you and get to know them
and learn from them, contract with them 
ahead of time as to your purpose, and I’m 
sure they would be proud to talk about their 
heritage, their culture, their background (and 
while you’re at it, ask them about their career 
aspirations as well to make it a two-way 
conversation)

The mentoring relationship is too 
important as a component of a company’s
inclusion strategy to be eroded. The mentor
is a critical source of support and a valuable 
tool to grow our future leaders. We must do 
whatever we can to preserve this aspect of our 
employee development practices. 

One of the dimensions of the 
mentor-mentee relationship 

that isn’t readily explored 
is the nuance of mentoring 
someone who is different 

from you in how they 
identify themselves


