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Resilient organisations don’t retreat from equity – they double down on it.

By leading with evidence, conviction, and humanity, Australian organisations 

can build workplaces that are both fairer and stronger for everyone.

The challenge before us isn’t resistance – it’s reconnection.

In a time of fatigue, fear, and retreat, inclusion calls us to lead with clarity 

and conviction – to stay the course when it’s easier to turn away.

Because inclusion is not a gesture of goodwill; it’s a strategy 

for resilience, innovation, and trust.

When belonging becomes how we lead and how we work, organisations 

don’t just survive uncertainty – they shape what comes next.





WHY THIS REPORT?
DAWN EMSEN-HOUGH 
Director, ACON’s Pride Inclusion Programs

For more than 15 years, Pride in Diversity has been the recognised leader in advancing LGBTQ+ 
workplace inclusion in Australia. Through our programs and partnerships, we have set national 
benchmarks, helping to create safer and more inclusive workplaces for LGBTQ+ employees while 
advancing equity, inclusion, and belonging more broadly. Today, however, this leadership is 
exercised in a climate where inclusion efforts are increasingly contested, both globally and locally.

What began internationally as targeted opposition to trans inclusion quickly broadened into resistance 
to LGBTQ+ workplace inclusion more generally. This soon morphed into a wider “anti-woke” campaign, 
and today has crystallised into a global backlash against diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). These 
currents are no longer distant, they are being felt in Australia, influencing public debate, corporate 
practice, and the broader environment in which organisations pursue inclusion.

The National Conversation was established to explore these dynamics and their implications for 
Australian workplaces. The project draws on the voices of more than 320 contributors, bringing 
together both the strategic insights of organisational leaders and the practical experiences of those 
delivering DEI on the ground. This includes over 90 in-depth interviews with CEOs, C-suite executives 
and board directors, a national survey of 171 DEI practitioners, and a Town Hall Summit with 
approximately 45 DEI leaders including Catherine Hunter, CEO Diversity Council Australia; Deborah 
Homewood, then CEO Australian Disability Network, Nareen Young, Associate Dean, Indigenous 
Leadership & Engagement UTS and Alan Joyce, former Patron, Pride in Diversity. Collectively, these 
perspectives provide one of the most comprehensive examinations to date of the challenges and 
opportunities shaping workplace inclusion in Australia.  

On behalf of Pride in Diversity, I extend sincere thanks to every individual who contributed their time 
and expertise. The findings presented here are grounded in your voices, whether through executive 
interviews, practitioner surveys, or the Town Hall summit, and they form the foundation of this report. 
Your willingness to engage so openly and thoughtfully has made this work possible.  

And a special shout out to the Capgemini team for co-facilitating the Town Hall Summit and assisting 
with the analysis of those discussions; and Macquarie University for generously hosting the Town Hall 
Summit at their Sydney campus.

As you read this report, I encourage you to view its findings not only as a reflection of the 
challenges we face, but as a call to action for continued leadership and courage. The voices 
captured here demonstrate the resilience, commitment, and innovation already at work within 
Corporate Australia. 

As always, Pride in Diversity stands steady in its commitment to work with you as, together, we  
shape workplaces where equity, inclusion, and belonging are not just protected, but strengthened. 
Please reach out to us, regardless of how you shape your DEI initiatives for ongoing LGBTQ+  
expertise and guidance.
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10 REPORT INTRODUCTION

REPORT 
INTRODUCTION
PROJECT BACKGROUND 
AND RATIONALE

Pride in Diversity has been at the forefront of 
LGBTQ+ workplace inclusion in Australia for the 
last 15 years. In recent years, however, this work 
has been destabilised by a growing wave of 
antagonism, both locally and internationally.

This backlash first gained visibility in the United 
Kingdom, where Stonewall’s Diversity Champions 
program was subjected to sustained public criticism. 
These attacks were soon understood to be part of a 
coordinated global anti-trans movement. Australia 
quickly became a site of targeted disruption, with 
Pride in Diversity facing deliberate campaigns aimed 
at undermining its efforts, particularly around the 
inclusion of trans women.

Member organisations were subjected to coordinated 
misinformation campaigns, public pressure to 
withdraw membership, and an influx of Freedom 
of Information requests probing expenditure on 
LGBTQ+ inclusion. False narratives were circulated 
in mainstream media, including claims that Pride in 
Diversity facilitated the placement of men in women’s 
domestic violence shelters – a clear attempt to 
weaponise public fear against trans inclusion.

What began as opposition to trans inclusion rapidly 
expanded to broader critiques of LGBTQ+ inclusion. 
Public rallies shifted from anti-trans to explicitly 
anti-LGBTQ+. The initial focus of this research project 
was to examine the impacts of these movements on 
LGBTQ+ inclusion in Australian workplaces, and to 
explore organisational responses.

However, within a relatively short period, the anti-
LGBTQ+ movement converged with a broader 
“anti-woke” campaign. Supported by legislative 
developments in the United States, this evolved into 
a powerful anti-DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) 
movement with global implications. 

The dismantling of DEI initiatives in the US. created a 
climate of uncertainty, prompting some organisations 
to scale back or conceal their commitments, 
particularly in relation to LGBTQ+ inclusion. In many 
cases, LGBTQ+ programs were publicly cancelled, 
even if internal efforts persisted.

Given the interconnectedness of anti-trans, anti-
LGBTQ+, and anti-DEI agendas, this project necessarily 
broadened its scope. The initiative, The National 
Conversation, seeks to investigate how these global 
currents are shaping diversity and inclusion practice 
in Australia. Specifically, it explores:

•	 Whether US based corporate withdrawals 
from DEI will have a ricochet effect in Australia, 
particularly among multinational companies 
headquartered in the US;

•	 The extent to which anti-woke and anti-DEI 
movements are influencing local practice;

•	 Whether DEI will continue to serve as a central 
framework for Australian employers, given 
existing legislative protections; and

•	 The potential long-term implications on the 
future practice of DEI in corporate Australia.

By embedding inclusion within everyday 
organisational practice, engaging 
constructively with dissenting perspectives, 
and equipping leaders to anticipate and 
respond to opposition, DEI in Australia 
can navigate the present turbulence and 
progress toward a more resilient and 
cohesive future.

A NOTE RE: LANGUAGE

The terms DEI (Diversity, Equity & Inclusion) and D&I (Diversity & Inclusion) have been used  
interchangeably in this document. To enable factual reporting of commentary, we were 
unable to standardise this throughout the report.
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METHODOLOGY AND 
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

This study employed a multi-method design to 
capture a broad spectrum of perspectives on the 
current and emerging challenges to diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) in Australia. 

Particular attention was given to ensuring inclusivity 
in participation: individuals were invited regardless of 
their affiliation with Pride in Diversity, and efforts were 
made to engage participants representing a wide 
range of views, both supportive of and opposed to 
DEI initiatives.

Data for this study were drawn from three principal 
sources:

•	 More than 90 in-depth interviews with board 
directors, CEO’s and C-suite executives, and in a 
few instances, their direct reports;

•	 A national survey completed by 171 DEI 
practitioners;

•	 A one-day Town Hall Summit held in Sydney, 
which convened approximately 45+ Senior 
DEI Leaders including Catherine Hunter, 
CEO Diversity Council Australia; Deborah 
Homewood, then CEO Australian Disability 
Network, Nareen Young, Associate Dean 
Indigenous Leadership & Engagement UTS and 
Alan Joyce, former Patron, Pride in Diversity.  

REPORT STRUCTURE

The report opens with an Executive Summary,  
which highlights the Overview of Findings by Group.

The Executive Summary provides an overall synthesis 
of key insights, response themes, priority actions, 
questions for reflective practice, and an overview of 
how Pride in Diversity will continue to work with you 
on LGBTQ+ inclusion going forward.

Building on this foundation, the report then examines 
each of the three data sources in greater depth. 
Readers are guided from the strategic perspectives of 
senior leaders, through the practical experiences of 
DEI practitioners (via the national survey), and finally 
to the collective insights of cross-sector dialogue (the 
Town Hall Summit).

Each section presents the questions explored, along 
with a thematic analysis of responses, offering both 
depth and context to the findings.

HOW TO USE THIS REPORT

This report is extensive and we acknowledge that 
not all readers will have the time or need to review 
it in it’s entirety. 

For a concise overview please refer to the Executive 
Summary on pages 14-20. Readers seeking a more 
detailed and data rich analysis are encouraged to 
consult Section 3 which contains the comprehensive 
findings from the three participant groups.

PARTICIPATION BIAS AND 
INTERPRETATION OF SURVEY 
RESULTS

While early commentary has suggested that some 
firms are retreating from their commitments to 
DEI, the survey of DEI practitioners tells a different 
story, with only 2% reporting such retreats by their 
employers. 

This apparent disjuncture may be partly explained 
by participation bias. Organisations that have already 
scaled back or abandoned DEI may no longer employ 
practitioners in these roles—or those remaining 
may feel discouraged from taking part. As a result, 
the survey sample is likely to reflect the perspectives 
of organisations still engaged in DEI, potentially 
producing an overly positive picture compared to the 
broader reality. 

Acknowledging this limitation helps situate the 
findings within the wider context of visible retreats 
from DEI activity, as documented in sources such as 
AWEI participation data.

Far from disappearing, DEI can evolve 
into a more resilient, relevant, and 
unifying force for workplaces and society.
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14 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS BY GROUP

Group 1: Executive Interviews (n=92)

The first part of this study focuses on 92 in-depth 
interviews with C-Suite executives and board 
directors, alongside a much smaller number of their 
direct reports. Their reflections provide a nuanced 
picture of how senior leaders are experiencing and 
responding to the current pushback against DEI.

Snapshot:

•	 The global anti-DEI movement, fuelled by anti-
trans sentiment and “anti-woke” rhetoric, has 
been amplified by political forces in the US and 
UK and is increasingly resonating in Australia.

•	 Multinational organisations are particularly 
exposed to overseas directives, with some 
reporting shifts in tone, slower pace, or 
language changes directed from global 
headquarters.

•	 Despite these headwinds, Australian 
respondents overwhelmingly affirmed DEI as 
critical to business performance, employee 
wellbeing, and long-term competitiveness.

In short, Australian executives continue to view 
diversity, equity and inclusion as central to 
organisational success, even as global debates and 
anti-DEI sentiment create headwinds. 

Across interviews, leaders emphasised the need to 
move beyond symbolic gestures and instead integrate 
equity into the structures of governance, accountability, 
and everyday business practice. They argued that 
performative initiatives risk fuelling cynicism, whereas 
systemic approaches safeguard progress and 
credibility, particularly during times of turbulence.

While few Australian organisations are retreating, 
many are carefully reframing their language –
anchoring inclusion in local notions of fairness, 
belonging, and the “fair go.”  This shift is not about 
dilution but about resilience: executives believe that 
positioning DEI as a universal benefit, while retaining 
targeted support for marginalised groups, is vital to 
sustaining trust. 

Boards and senior leaders were seen as pivotal in this 
moment, with visible allyship, authentic storytelling, 
and consistent communication regarded as essential 
in countering misinformation. Many acknowledged 
the need to prepare for dissent, ensuring that employees 
feel supported and safe while balancing universalist 
messages of inclusion with equity-focused interventions.

Ultimately, leaders remain pragmatic and resilient. 
For them, DEI is both moral and strategic – shaping 
reputation, talent, innovation, and long-term 
competitiveness. The consensus is clear: retreating 
now would risk decline, but reframing DEI in distinctly 
Australian terms of fairness and belonging offers a 
path forward that is both principled and pragmatic. 

EMERGING THEMES FROM 
EXECUTIVE DISCUSSIONS

1.    Strong Commitment, but Rising 
        Scrutiny

•	 Most leaders remain firm in their DEI 
commitments, with many boards and 
executives embedding DEI in strategy 
and KPIs.

•	 There is a sharper focus on risk, 
measurement, and proof of impact, 
reflecting board-level questions such 
as “have we gone too far?”.

2.    Backlash is Real but Uneven

•	 Executives expressed alarm at the 
global retreat from DEI, describing the 
anti-DEI movement as “abhorrent” 

•	 Pushback is most visible in middle 
management, in microaggressions. 
Some reported growing dissent in the 
voices of disillusioned majority identity 
groups, especially younger cohorts.

3.    Language and Framing Matter

•	 There is growing recognition that 
DEI must be re-framed to show the 
“benefit  to all.”  Shifts toward terms like 
inclusion and fairness resonate more 
broadly, while still ensuring equity for 
underrepresented groups.

DEI is both moral and strategic – shaping 
reputation, talent, innovation, and long-
term competitiveness.



15

D
ETA

ILE
D

 
A

N
A

LY
SIS 

3

A
W

E
I E

C
H

O
E

S 
A

N
T

I-D
E

I R
ISE

4

A
P

P
E

N
D

IX

5

PART 
A B C

Group 2: DEI Professionals (Survey n=174)

The DEI survey component of this study, which 
captured the perspectives of 174 DEI professionals 
and aligned leaders, indicates that organisational 
commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion 
remains robust despite increasing external pressures. 
The vast majority of organisations are sustaining 
or expanding their DEI initiatives, with only a 
negligible minority reporting a reduction in activity.

Across this group, a strong theme emerged that the 
nature of DEI work is undergoing change. In many 
organisations, language is being recalibrated, placing 
greater emphasis on inclusion, belonging, and 
fairness rather than “diversity” alone, and strategies are 
shifting from siloed pillars toward more integrated, 
intersectional approaches. These developments 

appear to reflect both organisational maturity and 
a sensitivity to political dynamics, particularly those 
emanating from the United States.

Respondents reported that the work of DEI is making 
tangible positive differences. Most see improvements 
in cultural outcomes such as belonging, safety and 
respect, and over half note positive business impacts, 
from talent attraction to leadership diversity. 

Successes are being driven by leadership 
commitment, employee resource groups, and 
structural reforms, alongside recognition through 
external benchmarks and awards. However, 
challenges remain significant. Chronic resourcing 
constraints, patchy executive accountability, systemic 
barriers, and the emotional toll on practitioners 
all limit momentum. Pushback, though typically 
from a vocal minority, is increasingly shaped by US 
“anti-woke” narratives, prompting greater caution in 
language and visibility.

Looking ahead, practitioners envision DEI becoming 
embedded within core business systems rather than 
standing apart. They emphasise reframing inclusion 
as a universal benefit, evolving language to reduce 
polarisation, and strengthening accountability 
through data and measurable outcomes

Although fatigue and risk are genuine challenges, 
the dominant outlook among leaders remains one 
of determination. Boards and executives continue 
to back DEI efforts, and most organisations are 
maintaining or strengthening their commitments 
rather than retreating. 

At this critical point, the general view is that the future 
of DEI practice will rely on three factors:

•	 The willingness of leaders to act with courage. 

•	 The allocation of sufficient and sustainable 
resources, and 

•	 A renewed focus on fairness and lived human 
experience as the foundation of inclusion.
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EMERGING THEMES 
CONTINUED

4.    Implementation Challenges

•	 There was a belief that some backlash 
reflects poor practice: tokenism, heavy-
handed quotas, or shaming narratives. 
Leaders acknowledged the need for 
greater sophistication and balance in 
DEI delivery.

5.    Pressure Points

•	 Trans inclusion has become a lightning 
rod issue1, with some organisations 
doubling down on support while 
others hesitate to provide training due 
to safety concerns.

•	 Financial pressures, leadership 
changes, and political rhetoric are 
shaping how organisations prioritise 
and communicate DEI.

6.    Tangible Benefits

•	 DEI initiatives have produced clear 
returns in talent attraction, retention, 
engagement, investor confidence, and 
client relationships. These commercial 
and reputational outcomes 
reinforce DEI as core business, not a 
discretionary add-on.

1 Lightning rod issue: an issue that attracts and absorbs powerful and especially negative or hostile feelings, opinions, etc., thereby diverting such 
feelings from other targets.

Chronic resourcing constraints, patchy 
executive accountability, systemic barriers, 
and the emotional toll on practitioners all 
limit momentum.
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Group 3: Town Hall Participants (n=45+)

The final part of this study involved a town 
hall meeting in Sydney bringing together 
approximately forty-five DEI practitioners, as well as 
leaders from not-for-profit organisations dedicated 
to diversity (Pride in Diversity, Diversity Council 
Australia, and Australian Disability Network).  

Discussions at this event focused on both the 
challenges and opportunities shaping the future of 
diversity, equity and inclusion in Australia. Participants 
were frank about the perceived forces fuelling 
backlash, from the import of US and UK  “culture wars,” 
misinformation amplified by social media, to the 
perception that DEI represents special treatment or 
political correctness. They also reported that broader 
socio-economic pressures and declining trust in 
institutions are also making inclusion work harder 
to defend, and that at times the profession itself has 
unintentionally contributed through overly symbolic 
or divisive approaches.

Against this backdrop, the workplace landscape 
is shifting. Organisations are softening language, 
emphasising belonging, wellbeing, and fairness, 
and some are retreating quietly, reframing DEI 
as compliance rather than strategy. Practitioners 
highlighted the toll this takes on marginalised 
staff, who often shoulder unpaid labour, and on 
younger cisgender men who increasingly report 
feeling excluded. There was also candid critique of 
professional practice, with calls to move away from 
jargon, guilt-driven messaging, and siloed events 
toward systemic integration and plain, values-based 
communication.

The strongest consensus was around reframing 
DEI as universal: something that benefits everyone 
through safer workplaces, flexible work, and cultures 
of respect. Storytelling, authentic leadership, 
and embedding inclusion in daily practice were 
seen as essential tools for making DEI tangible 
and sustainable. Rather than deepening “us vs. 
them” divides, practitioners urged empathetic 
engagement, co-design with lived experience, and 
acknowledgment of groups who feel left behind.

OVERVIEW OF COLLECTIVE FINDINGS

Across executives, board leaders, and DEI 
practitioners, there is strong consensus that 
diversity, equity and inclusion remains integral to 
organisational success in Australia, even as anti-DEI 
sentiment gains traction. 

Senior leaders emphasise the importance of 
moving beyond symbolic gestures toward 
systemic embedding of equity in governance, risk 
management, and leadership accountability. While 
some organisations are softening language to reduce 
polarisation, executives consistently frame DEI as 
both a moral imperative and a strategic driver of 
reputation, talent, and innovation. 

Similarly, practitioners highlight measurable cultural 
and business benefits, but also point to chronic 
under-resourcing, practitioner fatigue, and the 
corrosive influence of imported “culture war” narratives.

While there is strong momentum toward more 
integrated and intersectional strategies, participants 
emphasised that this cannot come at the expense 
of recognising inequities or addressing the specific 
challenges to inclusion and belonging that continue 
to persist. 

            CALL TO ACTION 

DEI in Australia must be reset with 
authenticity, courage, and a commitment 
to systemic change—while keeping focus 
firmly on those who continue to  
experience inequity. 

Grounding this work in fairness and shared 
human experience, and equipping leaders 
to anticipate and respond to resistance, will 
enable organisations to turn a period of 
turbulence into an opportunity for renewal 
and progress.

Far from disappearing, DEI can evolve into a 
more resilient, relevant, and unifying force 
for workplaces and society.

Participants highlighted that jargon, 
guilt-driven messaging, and performative 
campaigns risk alienating key constituencies 
and fuelling backlash.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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REPORT RESPONSE THEMES 

Responses can be summarised into the 
following themes:

1.    Sustained Commitment

Retreat is the greatest risk. Leaders 
cautioned that stepping back will 
erode competitiveness, while steady 
commitment strengthens talent, 
innovation, and reputation.

2.    Universal Framing with Equity 
        at the Core 

Messaging should emphasise that DEI 
strengthens workplaces for everyone, 
while continuing to tackle entrenched 
inequities. The language of fairness, and 
the “fair go”, resonates strongly.

3.    Evidence and Measurement

Robust data is essential to withstand 
scrutiny. Linking outcomes to business 
performance and reporting transparently 
reduces perceptions of tokenism.

4.    Engaging Senior Leaders

Especially majority identity groups in 
executive roles, some of whom may lack 
direct experience of exclusion. Strategies 
must appeal to their drivers while 
reinforcing shared responsibility.

5.    Embedding DEI in Everyday Practice

Beyond symbolic events, DEI must be lived 
through leadership behaviours, systems, 
and employee experiences that foster 
belonging, safety, and accountability.

6.    Resilience Against Backlash

Leaders must anticipate louder dissent. 
Framing DEI in terms of fairness, safety, 
and performance provides both a shield 
and a foundation for conviction.

There were also consistent calls for robust measurement, 
genuine authenticity, and visible leadership to ensure 
progress is both credible and sustainable.

The town hall discussions reinforced these findings 
while surfacing candid critiques of DEI practice 
itself. Participants highlighted that jargon, guilt-
driven messaging, and performative campaigns risk 
alienating key constituencies and fuelling backlash. 
They stressed the need to reframe DEI in plain, 
human-centred terms, anchored in fairness, respect, 
and belonging, while positioning inclusion as a 
shared benefit rather than a zero-sum exercise. 

The collective imperative is evident: DEI requires 
recalibration toward greater authenticity, universality, 
and systemic integration, while maintaining a clear 
focus on addressing inequities and supporting 
marginalised groups. 

By embedding inclusion within everyday 
organisational practice, engaging constructively 
with dissenting perspectives, and equipping 
leaders to anticipate and respond to opposition, 
DEI in Australia can navigate the present  
turbulence and progress toward a more resilient 
and cohesive future.

Looking ahead, practitioners envision 
DEI becoming embedded within core 
business systems rather than standing 
apart. They emphasise reframing inclusion 
as a universal benefit, evolving language 
to reduce polarisation, and strengthening 
accountability through data and 
measurable outcomes.
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTIVE 
PRACTICE 

The future of DEI in Australia will not be  
determined by rhetoric alone, but by the choices 
leaders make now. Executives were clear: this is a 
defining moment.

 Organisations that act with evidence, conviction, and 
authenticity will safeguard both their people and their 
competitive advantage. Those that hesitate, or retreat 
into tokenism, risk being left behind.

Resilience requires reflection. To move forward with 
clarity, it is worth asking: what does this moment mean 
for our organisation, our leaders, and our people?

The following questions have emerged as a result of 
this study.

1.    Strategic Positioning and Resilience

•	 How might global anti-DEI sentiment, 
particularly from the US, shape our approach 
over the next 2–4 years?

•	 Do we have legal, regulatory, or cultural 
safeguards in place to protect our DEI 
commitments from external rollbacks?

•	 Should DEI remain a standalone strategy 
in our organisation, or be fully embedded 
into business systems and KPIs to ensure 
sustainability?

•	 How do we, at board level, keep DEI on 
the agenda during periods of political or 
economic turbulence?

2.    Framing and Communication

•	 How do we talk about DEI in a climate where 
“woke” is increasingly weaponised?

•	 Can we reframe our language in terms of 
fairness, safety, and belonging, reducing 
polarisation without diluting commitments?

•	 Would softening language or avoiding terms 
such as “diversity” or “equity” strengthen or 
weaken the long-term impact of our work?

•	 Are we telling the right stories, both 
commercial wins and human narratives, to 
counter scepticism and misinformation?

REPORT RESPONSE THEME 
PRIORITY ACTIONS

Building on these themes, six priority actions 
stand out for organisations:

1.    Reframe and Localise Language

Anchor DEI in distinctly Australian terms of 
fairness, belonging, and a fair go, making 
inclusion relatable and universal.

2.    Embed Measurement and 
        Accountability

Strengthen use of robust metrics (eg. 
engagement surveys, AWEI, WGEA 
reporting) to demonstrate impact and 
protect programs.

3.    Invest in Leadership Capability

Equip boards and executives with skills 
to engage beyond compliance, and build 
authentic commitment among majority 
groups.

4.    Address Flashpoints Proactively

Anticipate contested issues, such as trans 
inclusion, with communication strategies 
that balance safety, education, and 
business outcomes.

5.    Strengthen Everyday Practices

Equip managers to respond to 
microaggressions, foster safe 
conversations, and ensure belonging is 
embedded daily.

6.    Double Down, Don’t Retreat

Use the current turbulence as a catalyst 
to reaffirm DEI as central to talent, culture, 
and competitiveness, not a discretionary 
add-on.

There were also consistent calls for robust 
measurement, genuine authenticity, and 
visible leadership to ensure progress is both 
credible and sustainable.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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3.    Balancing Universality and Equity

•	 Have we broadened our DEI focus to include 
all groups without losing sight of those most 
disadvantaged?

•	 Are our universalist messages (“for everyone”) 
inadvertently erasing the need for targeted 
interventions?

•	 How do we acknowledge and address 
perceptions of “reverse discrimination” 
without undermining equity?

•	 Are we meaningfully including faith, rural, 
disability, and other less-visible dimensions  
of diversity in our efforts?

4.    Leadership and Accountability

•	 What role should our executives and board 
play publicly in defending DEI, versus working 
internally?

•	 Are we closing the engagement gap between 
supportive senior leaders and more passive 
middle managers?

•	 Do we have clear mechanisms to hold leaders 
accountable for embedding DEI beyond ESG 
reporting?

•	 To what extent does visible diversity in our 
own leadership team drive credibility and 
lasting commitment?

5.    Trust, Culture, and Belonging

•	 How should we communicate external 
pushback inside our organisation, by 
reassuring, downplaying, or openly naming 
risks?

•	 Are our protections and supports strong 
enough for employees who feel targeted by 
anti-DEI sentiment?

•	 How are we measuring belonging in ways 
that go beyond engagement surveys?

•	 Do our daily behaviours, rituals, and practices 
consistently reinforce belonging, or does it 
remain mostly a policy commitment?

6.    Risk and Opportunity

•	 How vulnerable are our DEI programs to 
economic downturns, leadership changes, or 
shareholder pressure?

•	 Are we linking DEI to financial performance 
broadly enough, beyond talent attraction and 
retention?

•	 How effectively are we leveraging client, 
investor, and government expectations as 
protective anchors for DEI?

•	 Do we have strategies in place to depoliticise 
DEI without losing conviction and clarity.
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Executives also underscored the importance 
of preparing for internal dissent, 
strengthening employee supports, and 
balancing universal inclusion with targeted 
interventions for underrepresented groups.
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SIX ACTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEI

•	 Move from symbolic programs to structural 
integration.

•	 Build DEI expectations into governance, 
leadership KPIs, and risk frameworks.

•	 Treat equity as a performance standard, not 
a standalone initiative.

•	 Expect visible leadership from executives 
and board chairs.

•	 Equip majority-group leaders to champion 
inclusion credibly and confidently.

•	 Advocate authentically to build internal 
trust and external legitimacy.

•	 Use robust data to show progress and 
credibility under scrutiny.

•	 Link DEI metrics to engagement, retention, 
innovation, and customer outcomes.

•	 Be transparent in reporting to build 
confidence across all stakeholder groups.

•	 Anticipate flashpoints, such as trans inclusion 
or reconciliation, before they escalate.

•	 Prepare leaders to respond calmly, with 
empathy and clarity.

•	 Treat backlash as a moment to reaffirm values, 
not dilute them.

•	 Use plain, inclusive language grounded in 
fairness, safety, and belonging.

•	 Replace jargon or imported terminology with 
messages that resonate locally.

•	 Frame DEI as a shared benefit, not a zero-sum 
exercise.

•	 Hold steady in your DEI commitments, do not 
retreat in response to backlash.

•	 Reinforce the business case: inclusion 
strengthens reputation, innovation, and risk 
management.

•	 Communicate that consistency under 
pressure is a mark of credible leadership.

STAY THE 
COURSE WITH 
CONVICTION

REFRAME FOR 
CONNECTION

EMBED EQUITY 
SYSTEMICALLY

LEAD 
AUTHENTICALLY 
AND PUBLICLY

MEASURE 
WHAT 
MATTERS

BUILD 
RESILIENCE 
AND 
MOMENTUM

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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WORKING WITH PRIDE IN DIVERSITY 
FOR LGBTQ+ EQUITY, INCLUSION 
AND BELONGING

Pride in Diversity is committed to supporting 
Australian organisations in every aspect of 
LGBTQ+ inclusion. As the DEI profession evolves, 
so will we, ensuring LGBTQ+ inclusion remains a 
core and indispensable part of your DEI strategy.

Whether your organisation adopts a universal 
DEI framework or a more structured, pillar-based 
approach, we will partner with you to achieve 
excellence in inclusion and belonging, aligned  
with your culture and integrated with your strategy.

Our systemic methodology embeds equity and 
sustainability into your policies and practices, while 
our Index provides the benchmark to measure 
progress, celebrate achievements, and identify 
opportunities for growth.

At a time when public discourse is increasingly hostile 
toward LGBTQ+ communities, particularly trans and 
gender diverse people, this work has never been 
more critical. Inclusion is not optional; it is essential. 
Far from being sidelined, LGBTQ+ inclusion can 
and should be seamlessly woven into broader DEI 
strategies, strengthening cohesion and impact.

We will work alongside you to ensure LGBTQ+ 
employees are not rendered invisible but experience 
the same sense of safety, belonging, and respect 
that every employee deserves.

This work is vital to building workplaces  
that reflect fairness, respect, and the richness 
of diversity. 

If your organisation is not yet a member of Pride 
in Diversity, we encourage you to reach out to 
us directly for a conversation about how we can 
support you on this journey.
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Pride in Diversity has been instrumental 
in transforming Australian workplaces by 
embedding LGBTQ inclusion into the heart 
of corporate culture. Their evidence-based 
programs and strategic guidance empower 
organisations to foster truly equitable 
environments where everyone can thrive.

Jo McAlister (she/her) 
Chief Executive Officer 
Initiative

Our collaboration with Pride in Diversity 
supports our commitment to fostering an 
inclusive workplace that embraces diverse 
views and treats everyone fairly.

Glenn Morgan (he/him) 
CEO Australia | Managing Director 
Deutsche Bank Australia

Inclusion doesn’t happen by chance, it’s 
intentional. At Zurich, working alongside 
Pride in Diversity and continuing to support 
our Employee Resource Group, PrideZ, 
has ensured the creation of safe, visible 
spaces where LGBTQ+ employees can feel 
supported and empowered.

Evelyn Foong (she/her) 
Head of Audit at Zurich Australia & NZ 
Co Executive Sponsor – PrideZ

We're celebrating 15 years of 
leading LGBTQ+ inclusion.

15 years of LGBTQ+ people 
being able to bring their whole 
selves to work.
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DETAILED ANALYSIS A: 
EXECUTIVE AND 
BOARD INTERVIEWS
INTRODUCTION

This report is informed by more than 90 indepth 
interviews with C-suite Executives and Board 
Directors conducted between February and 
August 2025. Using open-ended questions, 
the interviews explored not only participants’ 
personal perspectives on diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI), but also how their organisations are 
responding to the growing backlash against DEI.

 The analysis considers the extent to which these 
external pressures are shaping leaders’ attitudes 
toward DEI and influencing their assessment of its 
ongoing strategic importance within their organisations.

Collectively, these reflections offer a nuanced 
picture of how senior leaders are experiencing and 
responding to the current pushback against DEI. 
To bring structure and clarity to this complexity, 
responses have been synthesised into key themes 
and illustrated with representative commentary, 
ensuring both the diversity of perspectives and the 
prominence of the most critical and widely shared 
viewpoints are captured.

EXECUTIVE VIEWS ON DEI IN 
A TIME OF PUSHBACK

Australian executives and board members continue 
to see DEI as indispensable to organisational success. 
Yet they are navigating an increasingly complex 
environment shaped by global political debates, local 
anxieties, and the rise of anti-DEI narratives.

A consistent theme across interviews was the 
rejection of tokenistic or symbolic gestures in favour 
of systemic, measurable, and business-integrated 
approaches. Leaders cautioned that performative 
efforts risk fuelling cynicism and backlash, and 
instead emphasised embedding equity standards 
into governance, risk, procurement, and leadership 
accountability, safeguarding progress even in times  
of turbulence.

Global debates, particularly those originating in the 
United States, are influencing Australian workplaces. 
While few organisations are retreating, some are 
softening language or adopting universalist framing, 
emphasising fairness, belonging, and the uniquely 
Australian notion of a fair go, to reduce polarisation. 
Executives noted that reframing DEI away from tokenism 
or shaming, and toward education, inclusion, and 
shared benefit, is critical for building resilience.

Certain challenges remain particularly acute. Rural 
and remote inclusion continues to lag, and trans 
inclusion has emerged as a flashpoint requiring 
careful, empathetic, and visible leadership. Leaders 
also recognised that marginalised groups, including 
religious minorities, are at heightened risk if public 
sentiment hardens further.

By embedding inclusion within everyday 
organisational practice, engaging 
constructively with dissenting perspectives, 
and equipping leaders to anticipate and 
respond to opposition, DEI in Australia 
can navigate the present turbulence and 
progress toward a more resilient and 
cohesive future.
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Boards and senior leaders were repeatedly identified 
as pivotal in sustaining momentum. Visible 
allyship, authentic storytelling, and consistent 
communication were highlighted as essential to 
counter misinformation and reinforce trust. Executives 
also underscored the importance of preparing for 
internal dissent, strengthening employee supports, 
and balancing universal inclusion with targeted 
interventions for underrepresented groups.

Despite intensifying pressures, most leaders remain 
pragmatic and resilient. For them, DEI is both a moral 
imperative and a business necessity, driving reputation, 
talent attraction, innovation, and long-term 
performance. The way forward, they argued, lies in 
reframing DEI as a universal benefit anchored in fairness, 
while ensuring equity for those who need it most.

DESPITE 
FATIGUE 
& RISK

...the dominant outlook among leaders remains 
one of determination. Boards and executives 
 continue to back DEI efforts, and most 
organisations are maintaining or strengthening 
their commitments rather than retreating.

SUMMARISED RESPONSE 
THEMES 

Responses can be summarised into the 
following themes:

1.    Turbulence Testing Leadership

The anti-DEI movement has created 
turbulence, but executives see this 
moment as more than a passing  
trend, it is a stress test for leadership.

2.    Steadfast Focus Will Produce Results

Organisations that remain steadfast, 
measure impact, and embed DEI into 
daily operations will emerge stronger and 
more credible. Those that retreat or rely on 
symbolic gestures risk long-term decline 
in talent, innovation, and trust.

3.    Fair Go Ethos

The Australian ethos of a fair go for all was 
seen as a uniquely powerful counter to 
imported polarisation. Leaders stressed 
that fairness must be expressed both as 
inclusion for all and as equity for those 
who continue to face systemic barriers.
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DETAILED THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF QUESTIONS & COMMENTARY

1.    Personal Views on DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

DEI as Critical and 
Transformative

Many participants described DEI as essential to business, 
culture, and society. They emphasised its role in creating 
safe, respectful, and productive workplaces. DEI was framed 
as both a moral imperative (“the right thing to do”) and a 
business enabler (“enhances performance by harnessing 
diversity of thought”).

•	 “Vitally important. 2 reasons. 1. It’s the right thing to do;  
2. I genuinely believe it enhances performance by harnessing 
diversity of thought and opinion.”

•	 “DEI is life changing not only for an organisation’s culture but 
for people from marginalised communities.”

Prevalence 
Majority of 
responses 
(~70%) 
strongly 
supportive.

Quotas, Targets, 
and Measurement

Mixed views emerged on numerical approaches.

•	 Some endorsed them: “Quotas and targets are a good way 
for organisations to think about DEI.”

•	 Others rejected quotas while supporting targets: “Targets 
are helpful in sharpening focus (not a fan of quotas).”

•	 Measurement frameworks (WGEA, Pride in Diversity’s 
AWEI) were seen as vital: “If we don’t measure it, it won’t 
change.”

Prevalence 
Common 
(~30%), often 
linked to 
debates about 
tokenism vs 
accountability.

Concerns About 
Tokenism and  
“Tick-Box” Mentality

Several participants warned against superficial approaches, 
quotas, events, or optics, that lack depth.

•	 “I’m an advocate for DEI, not an advocate for the tick box 
mentality it’s become.”

•	 “If DEI is done with a tick box mentality – it’s a waste of time, 
energy, money.”

•	 Others felt focus had drifted to symbolic actions: “Less of a 
focus on all the event stuff and more on the core work of DEI.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%), often 
expressed 
alongside 
support.

Scope of DEI – Too 
Narrow, Too Broad, or 
Misunderstood

Responses showed tension over what DEI should cover.

•	 Some argued it is too narrowly focused (especially on 
gender identity): “Excessive focus on gender identity, others 
equally important.”

•	 Others stressed it must broaden beyond single issues: 
“Not just about trans – about flexibility, parental leave, 
menopause, people of colour.”

•	 A recurring concern: misunderstanding of equity as 
preferential treatment: “People think others are getting what 
they are not.”

Prevalence 
Moderate, 
across diverse 
roles.

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Business Case vs 
Moral Case

Respondents debated whether the justification for DEI should 
rest on business outcomes or values.

•	 Some saw business value as self-evident “Diverse 
workforces are more productive, better outputs”.

•	 Others resisted a purely instrumental framing: “Even if it 
wasn’t [good for business], it shouldn’t be the justification for 
programs. It’s the right thing to do regardless.”

Prevalence 
Common 
theme, with 
nuanced 
disagreement.

Impact of US Politics 
and Global Trends

Several noted the influence of US discourse, particularly 
political backlash against DEI, and its potential spillover into 
Australia.

•	 “Socio political, US, worried about DEI. Interested to see how 
that will translate to Australia.”

•	 “DEI becoming more important due to the voice of US leaders – 
it’s opened the floodgates for people to share similar opinions.”

Prevalence 
Minority, 
but pointed 
concerns 
(~15%).

Challenges and 
Fatigue

Several participants expressed frustration about slow progress, 
lack of understanding, or the burden of doing DEI work.

•	 “We spend a lot of time talking about pockets of diversity, a 
bit too much, even about gender diversity. Sad reality is that 
there’s not many women in senior positions, people can talk 
about it forever, it doesn’t change that much.”

•	 “Working in this space can be difficult, not a lot of fun, hard 
stuff comes with it.”

Prevalence 
Not dominant, 
but notable 
(~20%).

Inclusion and Safety 
as Core Goals

Safety, belonging, and psychological security were repeatedly 
highlighted as outcomes of DEI.

•	 “Largest driving factor is inclusion. Feeling safe at work. 
Requires broader understanding of varying experiences.”

•	 “People should be able to turn up to work and do their best 
work…without fear, without overthinking.”

Prevalence 
Strong 
recurring 
thread (~50%).

Personal Lived 
Experience Driving 
Support

Many respondents grounded their views in personal identity 
(LGBTQ+, First Nations, migrant) or professional experience.

•	 “Don’t know anything other than being the ‘other’ (First Nations) 
– Huge need if we want to make this an equitable country.”

•	 “As LGBTQ+ person, DEI is really important as an employee of 
the business.”

Prevalence 
Frequent, 
adding 
authenticity to 
responses.

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Supportive vs sceptical of business case (moral vs ROI framing).

•	 Quotas vs targets vs cultural change as mechanisms.

•	 Symbolism vs systemic change (events vs deep structures).

•	 Broad vs narrow DEI scope (gender, race, LGBTQ+, disability, parental leave, socioeconomic background).

•	 Optimism vs fatigue (transformative potential vs limited progress).
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2.    Current Anti-DEI Movement

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Deep Concern and 
Disappointment

Most respondents expressed alarm, describing the anti-DEI 
movement as abhorrent, scary, horrific, or devastating. They 
saw it as undoing years of progress, legitimising prejudice, 
and emboldening hate speech.

•	 “All the amazing work that has been done over so many years 
is being thrown away.”

•	 “Scary. People who are anti-DEI have been waiting to jump on 
board with something to get rid of it.”

•	 “Outraged. Feel like we are walking backwards with our eyes 
facing forwards.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
majority 
(~70%).

Polarisation and 
Social Division

Executives worried about increasing polarisation and “culture 
wars.” Some linked this to US politics spilling over into 
Australia, making workplaces riskier for marginalised groups.

•	 “Could potentially create polarisation… Organisations 
may become challenged around this and not know how to 
approach this.”

•	 “We may in Australia become a more polarised society like 
what we see in the States.”

Prevalence 
Common 
(~40%).

Safety and 
Retrenchment of 
Inclusion

Several noted that previously safe spaces or initiatives  
(eg. trans inclusion training) are now harder to deliver, with 
microaggressions increasing.

•	 “Last year wouldn’t have worried about running trans training 
– now we don’t feel that we can create enough safety.”

•	 “Lot of micro aggressions in middle management now. Safety 
is being chipped away at.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Influence of 
US Politics and 
Corporate Retreat

Respondents repeatedly tied the anti-DEI movement to US 
leadership, US elections, and multinational rollbacks. Some 
were shocked at how quickly companies abandoned prior 
commitments.

•	 “On one hand it’s terrifying what is happening in the US and 
how immediately major companies are rolling back DEI.”

•	 “Deeply shocked how some of those commitments are not 
genuine, and how quickly organisations have moved on this 
(to remove or reduce DEI efforts).”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~50%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Perceptions of 
Tokenism or 
Overreach

A few responses acknowledged that backlash may partly 
reflect on how DEI was implemented, seen as tokenistic, 
shaming, or exclusionary.

•	 “Lot of judgement and shame has been put onto 
organisations, and they are understandably rejecting that.”

•	 “Have we left everybody behind in pushing so hard? If so, 
should we be surprised at the backlash?”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~15%), but 
important 
nuance.

Empathy for Drivers 
of Backlash

A small subset expressed understanding of the grievances 
fuelling anti-DEI sentiment, even while condemning its 
impacts.

•	 “Have some empathy for a cohort of people feeling angry… 
I can get why people may feel like we are wasting money 
on peripheral things when there are far more important 
problems.”

Prevalence 
Limited 
(~10%).

Resilience, Optimism, 
and Reframing

While most were alarmed, some sought to frame the backlash 
as an opportunity to recommit, reframe, or strengthen DEI.

•	 “I’m choosing optimism. Hoping it will lead to a correction.”

•	 “We need to partner and work together… It’s really calling on us 
as leaders to redouble our efforts.”

•	 “Important in these times to remain confident… we have been 
through tough times before.”

Prevalence 
Smaller group 
(~15%), but 
strategically 
significant.

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Fear vs resilience: Majority alarmed vs minority seeing opportunity to regroup.

•	 External (US) vs internal (Australia) drivers: Some stressed spillover from US, others argued Australia has 
stronger safeguards.

•	 Genuine backlash vs implementation critique: Some see it as pure hate; others admit DEI may have been 
delivered poorly, leaving people behind.

•	 Moral rejection vs pragmatic empathy: Most see anti-DEI as wrong; a few express sympathy for the 
economic and social anxieties fuelling it.
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3.    Key Issues Driving the Anti-DEI Movement

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Political Drivers 
(US Leadership, US 
Conservatism)

Many participants traced the anti-DEI movement to US 
political figures and culture wars. The US Administration was 
the most frequently named driver, with other conservative 
leaders also mentioned. Respondents saw their rhetoric as 
legitimising backlash globally.

•	 “Yes. T* (President). … All T*.”

•	 “Low hanging fruit for someone like T* – diversity is an easy 
scapegoat for anything that went wrong.”

•	 “Public discourse in US – problem being that the woke 
movement has gone too far.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~60%).

Fear of Losing 
Privilege / Power 
Retrenchment

Executives repeatedly linked anti-DEI sentiment to a 
perception among majority identity groups (and sometimes 
their children) that DEI threatens their opportunities.

•	 “Backlash – a group of people feel they have been prejudiced 
against – straight white males, don’t feel they have been 
given a fair shot.”

•	 “Opportunities for white males and their sons a big driver.”

•	 “White CIS gender men are driving this… still a lot of them do 
not understand the value of DEI.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Ignorance, 
Misunderstanding, 
and Lack of 
Education

Respondents pointed to widespread misconceptions about 
equity vs equality, meritocracy, and what DEI actually does.

•	 “Ignorance. People are feeling insecure, disempowered 
socially, politically, financially… They don’t understand what 
DEI is about, they’ve positioned it around US and THEM.”

•	 “Sense of special rights when it’s equal rights.”

•	 “People misunderstanding difference between equality and 
equity… steps seen as inherently unfair.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~50%).

Implementation 
Missteps / Tokenism

Some argued DEI practices themselves have contributed  by 
shaming, focusing too narrowly, or communicating poorly.

•	 “What we’ve done is sometimes blamed people and not 
systems… White men rhetoric is quite damaging.”

•	 “Some have pushed too far re: DEI agenda. Giving people 
more rope to hang us with.”

•	 “DEI practitioners have to take some responsibility for 
pointing the finger.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Cultural Distractions 
and “Scapegoating”

Several noted that DEI has become a convenient scapegoat 
for wider anxieties: cost of living, housing, job insecurity, 
social change.

•	 “People thinking that other communities are going to get one 
up over them – competition that capitalist society breeds.”

•	 “Cost of living and housing crisis… part of the narrative 
around conservatism.”

•	 “Diversity is an easy scapegoat for anything that went wrong.”

Prevalence 
Common 
(~30%).

Media, Social Media, 
and “Woke” Narratives

Media polarisation and algorithmic echo chambers were 
described as amplifying backlash.

•	 “Increasing degrees of polarisation on everything. Social 
media – anyone can have a platform… algorithms keep 
feeding people.”

•	 “Backlash linked to that ‘wokeness’ – ‘anti-woke’ movement.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Targeting of Specific 
Groups (Trans, 
LGBTQ+, Women, 
People of Colour)

Many noted that trans people and women are the flashpoints, 
with anti-trans rhetoric in sport repeatedly mentioned.

•	 “The impact on trans people is monumental – mental health – 
trans youth particularly.”

•	 “Trans athletes have become a talking point on such a grand 
level, distracting people from the bigger discussion.”

•	 “Removal of DEI is particularly going to impact people of colour 
and LGBT.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~50%).

Corporate Retreat 
and Weak Leadership

Executives criticised companies and leaders for abandoning 
DEI quickly under pressure.

•	 “VERY WEAK leadership… back down as soon as there’s the 
slightest bit of opposition.”

•	 “Perceived risk to business… organisations have changed their 
websites, removed DEI policies.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Polarisation and 
Culture Wars

The anti-DEI movement was linked to wider social 
polarisation, “us vs them” mentalities, and zero-sum thinking.

•	 “One of the challenges is how much more we see the ‘us and 
them’ conversation.”

•	 “Got to where we are for a myriad of reasons, remarkably 
complex and nuanced… landed in a space where there is a 
chasm.”

Prevalence 
Frequent 
(~35%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Blame on external forces (US politicians, far right) vs blame on DEI practitioners for poor execution.

•	 Focus on scapegoating and ignorance vs focus on deliberate manipulation by elites/media.

•	 Perceived zero-sum threat to majority identity groups vs framing DEI as equity and fairness for all.
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4.    International Offices – Mandates Re: DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

No Guidance or 
Interference

A substantial group said they had not received restrictions 
or directions from international offices. Many noted strong 
autonomy in Australia.

•	 “We have strong inclusive culture, a level of autonomy here.”

•	 “No – our HQ in Japan… we do what works in the Australian 
marketplace.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~40%).

Positive or 
Reinforcing Guidance 
from Global HQ

Some organisations reported that their US or global 
headquarters had actually doubled down on DEI 
commitments. Several pointed to mandatory performance 
metrics, CEO communications, or global DEI strategies.

•	 “Head office great with DEI in general… compulsory DEI in 
performance measures – we are not pulling back.”

•	 “Our offices in US doubling down – even more vocal in DEI 
efforts.”

•	 “Global execs clear about remaining firm in their ambition re: 
DEI.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~30%).

Emerging Tensions 
or Tonal Shifts

A smaller set of organisations noted subtle changes: slower 
pace, softened language, or anticipation of future directives 
from US HQs.

•	 “Last 6 weeks I’ve noticed a slowdown… tonal shift – from 
standing firm on DEI to ‘we will do what is right for our 
business’.”

•	 “We are having to remove the word diversity from 
presentations in case the US sees it.”

•	 “Most looking at alternative ways of talking about DEI.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~15%).

Conditional or 
Context-Dependent 
Guidance

Some described a nuanced position: global HQs set overall tone, 
but Australian operations localise implementation. Others 
said DEI was being reframed to avoid inflaming US politics.

•	 “Global leadership sets the tone… some discussion that we 
may need to consider the world around us in the way that we 
push DEI forward.”

•	 “Sense of trying not to inflame the situation in the US… 
targets/objectives still there.”

Prevalence 
Notable 
(~10%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Restrictions in  
Faith-Based or Values-
Based Organisations

One respondent reported being told explicitly not to support 
certain groups.

•	 “We built a DEI strategy, told it was great, but couldn’t look 
after sex and gender diverse people and people of diverse 
faiths.”

Prevalence 
Minority, but 
significant.

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Autonomy vs control: Many enjoy local independence; others are carefully watching US-driven signals.

•	 Doubling down vs slowing down: Some HQs have become more vocal, while others appear cautious or 
are shifting tone.

•	 Consistency vs adaptation: Global policies are often reaffirmed, but some local teams feel unsupported or 
have to reframe language.
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5.    Expectations of DEI Changes Within the Organisation

THEMATIC SUMMARY

No Major Change – 
Steady Commitment

Many respondents said there’d be no significant changes, citing 
strong leadership, legislative obligations, or embedded culture.

•	 “The Australian legislative environment helps us here… still 
bound to do what is right in Australia so it doesn’t matter 
what anyone else is doing.”

•	 “No changes here  – firm and clear. CEO has spoken… to 
reassure people.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~45%).

Positive Evolution 
and Integration

Some saw the current climate as an opportunity to evolve 
DEI: embedding equity standards into core processes, moving 
beyond siloed programs, and broadening appeal.

•	 “Opportunity to think about this differently… DEI has been 
missing a big chunk of people.”

•	 “Changes will be more around language. May integrate work 
we do into systems a bit better.”

•	 “Need to be a lot more strategic… designing things from 
equity standards in mind from the beginning.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~25%).

Language and 
Framing Adjustments

A recurring theme was changing how DEI is communicated, 
with emphasis on universality and clarity. Some mentioned 
being “quieter” externally.

•	 “Yes, I think everyone is looking at changing language and 
making DEI comms clear on the fact the DEI benefits everybody.”

•	 “Apart from language, no other changes… may be slightly 
quieter about it now.”

•	 “Language may be something organisations have to think 
about. Maybe we need nuance in language.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~30%).

Focus on Specific 
Groups (Especially 
Trans Inclusion)

Several flagged trans people as “in the firing line,” requiring 
careful or increased focus.

•	 “Still trying to work that out. May be removing trans training 
as it doesn’t feel a safe enough space.”

•	 “Trans people are in the firing line, we’re going to be much 
more consciously focusing on Trans people … step it up.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~15%).

Caution and 
Retrenchment in 
Some Areas

A small subset spoke of becoming more conservative, 
reviewing initiatives, or responding to internal pushback.

•	 “Moving towards being more conservative.”

•	 “In response to internal backlash… we will combine all DEI 
into one internal committee to capture all things.”

•	 “Need to be careful that we don’t feel like we are forcing 
anything upon people.”

Prevalence 
Minor but 
notable 
(~10%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Financial and 
Leadership Pressures

A few mentioned external pressures (economic conditions, 
new CEO priorities) as shaping future DEI emphasis.

•	 “Some financial pressure.”

•	 “New CEO very different, doesn’t really talk about culture… very 
much focused on money, deals, growth.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Doubling Down 
and Visibility

A subset described accelerating or amplifying DEI efforts, 
often to signal commitment.

•	 “We didn’t have diversity before so we are going full steam 
ahead.”

•	 “Changes – only for the positive. Absolutely no backlash 
internally.”

•	 “Will be more overt, tell more stories, more vocal.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~15%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Steadfast commitment vs cautious retrenchment.

•	 Quieter language vs more overt visibility.

•	 Strategic embedding vs risk of overburdening staff with activity.

•	 Universal framing (DEI for everyone) vs spotlighting vulnerable groups (especially trans people).
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6.    Internal/External Pressures to Change DEI Focus in Australia

THEMATIC SUMMARY

No Pressure Reported The majority said they are not experiencing direct pressure, 
either internally or externally. Some acknowledged occasional 
questioning but no structural change.

•	 “No.”

•	 “Not entirely sure that everyone agrees with us – but no 
pushback.”

•	 “Not really. In a very male dominated industry, still a long way 
to go re: gender equality.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~50%).

Shift Toward 
a Universalist 
Approach

Several organisations noted advice or internal moves to 
position DEI more universally, reframing it as “for everyone” 
while emphasising the need not to lose equity focus.

•	 “Yes – people are going to a universalist approach… makes 
sense PROVIDING that we don’t lose focus building equity for 
those that don’t have it.”

•	 “We are looking at lens of universal DEI… strategy as a whole 
will be agnostic of pillared approach.”

•	 “No pressure – if anything a general view of shifting to a 
universalist approach to DEI. I’m all for that.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

External Political and 
Market Influences

Some cited US offices, shareholders, or the Australian election 
as shaping perceptions. Investors and clients were also 
described as applying pressure to maintain DEI.

•	 “Yes – in terms of US offices particularly – fear of unknown.”

•	 “Shareholder ranted and raved about us being too concerned 
with the woke agenda… but investors ask a lot of questions 
about ESG.”

•	 “Australian Election result – people feeling a lot more 
comfortable now re: DEI.”

•	 “Still seeing tender submissions with heavy component 
supporting clients with DEI outcomes.”

Prevalence 
Significant 
(~25%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Internal Pushback 
or Fatigue

Some respondents described more vocal employee 
resistance, often echoing anti-DEI rhetoric from the US/media.

•	 “Consistent bounce back from every event… people now 
comfortable to say what they wouldn’t normally say given 
the commentary in the US and media.”

•	 “Few old school senior men that question parental leave 
policies and why we have WGEA.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Financial Pressures 
and Prioritisation

At least one respondent reported DEI being deprioritised due 
to financial considerations.

•	 “Strategy got wiped. Deprioritised. Seen not to be core 
business when times were tough.”

Prevalence 
Minority, but 
important.

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 No pressure vs visible pushback: Some see stability, others experience louder dissent.

•	 Universal framing vs equity focus: Broadening DEI may bring more people along but risks erasing 
targeted support.

•	 Investor/client pressure to maintain DEI vs shareholder/media resistance: Market forces are pulling in 
different directions.

•	 Financial cuts vs legislative/regulatory reinforcement: Economic downturns can deprioritise DEI despite 
compliance obligations.
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7.    DEI Pushback as a Concern

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Yes – DEI Pushback 
Requires Active 
Attention

Many participants acknowledged that pushback is a real 
concern requiring vigilance, conversations, and proactive 
action.

•	 “Yes because we want to keep going forwards, not 
backwards.”

•	 “Yes – behaviour you walk past is the behaviour you condone. 
This is one of the most important conversations we need to 
be having.”

•	 “Having lots of conversations re: risks, opportunities, how to 
navigate etc.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~50%).

No – Not an 
Organisational 
Concern

Several felt pushback was not something they needed 
to worry about directly, either because DEI was seen as 
self-evident fairness or because they hadn’t experienced 
significant resistance.

•	 “No – diversity is all about fairness, equity. Keep the message 
simple to employees.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Mixed or Context-
Dependent Views

Some saw it as a concern in society or in other markets 
(particularly the US), but not internally. Others felt it was 
outside their sphere of influence, or something to watch 
without panic.

•	 “Outside of business – yes; in business, not a concern for us.”

•	 “I do concern myself with it… but it’s not within my sphere of 
influence to change.”

•	 “Not within our organisation, definitely concerning in terms 
of factions.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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THEMATIC SUMMARY

Specific Worries 
– Trans Inclusion, 
Religious 
Discrimination,  
Job Security

Some highlighted particular issues where pushback could 
have harmful impacts.

•	 “Have a concern for trans people – a group that is hit the 
hardest.”

•	 “Yes. Worry about religious discrimination, tone coming back 
up.”

•	 “Lot of people… worried about jobs, about really important 
work they have been doing getting pulled away.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~15%), but 
strategically 
important.

Practical Responses 
to Anticipated 
Pushback

A few organisations had already made tactical adjustments, 
eg. bolstering support structures.

•	 “We have committed additional resources to supporting our 
team members.”

•	 “We have alerted our employee assistance program partners 
to ensure they are on board.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Direct concern vs not an issue: Clear divide between those who see pushback as urgent vs those who 
view DEI as non-negotiable and therefore not threatened.

•	 Business vs societal lens: Some distinguish between risk to business operations vs broader cultural/
political threats.

•	 Broad vigilance vs targeted concerns: While most think generally about reputational or cultural risks, 
others focus specifically on vulnerable groups or structural risks (jobs, boards).
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8.    Senior Conversations Re: Anti-Woke or Anti-DEI Movement

THEMATIC SUMMARY

No Conversations / 
Not Aware

A significant number reported no senior-level conversations, 
either because DEI commitments are seen as stable, or 
because leadership hasn’t raised the topic.

•	 “No – don’t believe there have been any. Organisation 
reconfirmed its commitment globally, no need for 
discussions.”

Prevalence 
Very common 
(~40%).

Yes – Active  
Senior-Level 
Discussions

Others described direct involvement in executive/board-
level meetings focused on risks, opportunities, and 
communications.

•	 “Yes – had one recently… with changes in US, how do we 
maintain position so that this doesn’t shift?”

•	 “Yes, quite a few in our national inclusion committee. Some 
execs use the word woke.”

•	 “Yes. Just presented refreshed DEI strategy to exec committee 
last week. There was a slide specific to backlash.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Concerns About 
Scrutiny and 
Micromanagement

Some noted conversations that shifted focus from benefits to 
risks, leading to heightened scrutiny.

•	 “Never ceases to amaze me how the focus quickly shifts from 
the benefits to the risks when things get a little tough… 
scrutiny of everything we do has increased significantly.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~15%).

Navigating 
Microaggressions 
and Culture

A few mentioned leadership discussions on how to handle 
middle-management behaviours, microaggressions, or 
language; and about those most impacted with concerns 
about whether or not the culture supports them.

•	 “We are having conversations at a leadership level re: 
navigating microaggressions in middle management.”

•	 “Had a leadership discussion… lot of people from trans 
community really impacted.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Communications 
Strategy and 
Messaging

Several described leadership focus not on whether to 
continue DEI, but on how to talk about it publicly or internally.

•	 “Chief People Officer and CEO webcast talked about our 
stance… conversations were about how we communicate it 
to our people.”

•	 “Pushing for CEO to say something… but didn’t happen. It’s 
become politicised so there’s a nervousness.”

Prevalence 
Notable 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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HOW TO 
TALK 
ABOUT 
IT?

Pushing for CEO to say something… but 
didn’t happen. It’s become politicised so 
there’s a nervousness.

THEMATIC SUMMARY

International / US 
Influence

A few noted US leadership lean-out influencing Australian 
conversations, with executives balancing reassurance with 
caution.

•	 “Spoken about at management committee – our US office 
is being told to lean out… trying to reassure people nothing 
has changed.”

•	 “Topic brought up in the US… only question has been ‘will 
there be any change in policy globally?’”

Prevalence 
Minority, but 
strategically 
important 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 No conversations vs active senior-level focus – organisations are split, with some seeing no impact and 
others engaged in deliberate strategy.

•	 Benefit framing vs risk framing – some leaders highlight opportunities; others worry scrutiny is crowding 
out positive messaging.

•	 Commitment vs nervousness – leaders remain committed but are cautious in how and where they 
communicate.

•	 Local stability vs global influence – Australian teams feel insulated but aware of pressure points from  
US headquarters.
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9.    Public Organisational Stand on DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Clear and Public 
Reaffirmation of 
DEI

Some organisations have openly recommitted to DEI despite 
the anti-DEI climate. Actions included public statements from 
CEOs, PR campaigns, or investor communications.

•	 “At a very senior leadership level and very openly within our 
corporate community, we have stood up against this tidal 
wave and we’ve said we are not changing our approach.”

•	 “Our CEO and all senior executive signed an open letter to our 
staff worldwide committing themselves to supporting the 
LGBTQ+ community and other DEI initiatives.”

•	 “Recommitment by Global CEO at annual results.”

•	 “Yes, Group Chief Exec made a statement at an investor 
meeting recently.”

•	 “Our stance has been made even more prominent in our PR in 
the market in the US.”

Prevalence 
~35%.

No Public Stand,  
But Internal 
Messaging

Several organisations have opted for quiet reassurance 
internally while avoiding external positioning.

•	 “No. Only internal. It’s been delicately framed. Challenging 
times, here to support you. Nothing overt in the marketplace.”

•	 “It’s coming. We’ve had internal messaging.”

•	 “No organisational statements as a result of backlash.”

Prevalence 
~25%.

No Public Stand 
Taken

Others reported no public statements, either due to waiting, 
low perceived need, or preferring to highlight work rather 
than respond to politics.

•	 “No but have been publicising more in social media re: 
diversity activities – not because of any anti-DEI agenda, 
more to do with the fact that we are doing a lot of work.”

•	 “Not overtly.”

•	 “No – waiting.”

•	 “In the past, not specific to recent issues.”

Prevalence 
~30%.

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Industry / Client 
Influences

A few responses highlight the role of sector or client context 
in shaping visibility.

•	 “We work with the tech giants [named] where it’s been 
challenging conversations.”

•	 “Generally that happens in the US… haven’t seen anything re: 
US mandates.”

Prevalence: 
~10%.

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Visibility vs discretion – Some organisations are using high-profile public platforms (annual results, PR, 
investor meetings) while others are deliberately quiet, limiting statements to internal channels.

•	 Proactive vs reactive – A few are reaffirming DEI as a core value regardless of politics, while others are in 
“wait and see” mode.

•	 Sector differences – Tech sector links appear to bring more pressure, whereas other sectors avoid public 
positioning.
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Our CEO and all senior executive signed an 
open letter to our staff worldwide committing 
themselves to supporting the LGBTQ+ 
community and other DEI initiatives.

OPENLY 
AFFIRMING
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10.    Tangible Benefits of DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Talent Attraction, 
Retention and 
Pipeline

Many responses highlighted a stronger ability to attract 
diverse candidates and retain under-represented talent.

•	 “Breadth of hiring.”

•	 “Talent pipeline and being able to recruit really good talent – 
direct DEI impact.”

•	 “Women’s program… now able to retain a lot more female 
key talent. Able to attract more female leaders.”

•	 “Yes, engagement score, retention, pool of people we can 
hire from… doubled our turnover moving to a fully inclusive, 
belonging culture.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~60%).

Employee 
Engagement, 
Belonging and 
Wellbeing

Improved morale, psychological safety, and staff satisfaction 
were widely noted, often evidenced in engagement surveys.

•	 “Employee happiness standout – direct correlation to DEI.”

•	 “Psychological safety questions have increased… LGBTQ+ 
numbers are increasing so people safer.”

•	 “People engaged with support programs such as parental 
leave, miscarriage leave etc.”

•	 “Engagement metrics.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~55%).

Commercial, 
Client and Investor 
Benefits

Organisations described reputational gains, stronger client 
relationships, new markets, and investor confidence.

•	 “Investing in programs… opens up opportunities to be 
working alongside new clients in new regions.”

•	 “Positive results/impact from customers in the industry – 
super fund partners talk about the work we do in this space.”

•	 “Lots of investors that care about D&I wouldn’t put their 
money with us if we were not doing the right thing.”

•	 “Government tenders… DEI questions - makes a big 
difference if you can show that work.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Reputation and 
Employer Brand

Several noted that DEI directly improved reputation, brand 
equity, and graduate attraction.

•	 “Reputational impacts… young people are self-selecting.”

•	 “Good places to work – my voice study shows culture, 
acceptance, DEI, belonging.”

•	 “Our women’s program now been exported globally.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Innovation, 
Performance and 
Problem Solving

Some linked DEI to tangible performance gains, creativity, and 
resilience.

•	 “Increased profits. Good culture improves engagement, 
productivity, results, innovation, opportunity.”

•	 “Manifests in ideas – right combinations of people to identify 
and solve problems, spotting areas of community needs.”

•	 “Harvard Business Review has proven this… diversity of 
thought good in decision making.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Cultural Change and 
Inclusion in Practice

Examples included festivals, policy changes, and workplace 
shifts that made inclusion visible.

•	 “Big celebrations re: Lunar New Year – brought everyone 
together.”

•	 “Someone felt confident to talk about needing to go through 
an abortion process – different levels of conversation now 
than two years ago.”

•	 “Mardi Gras brought people together – across the community. 
People loved it.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Challenges / Hard to 
Quantify

A few noted positive cultural effects but admitted business-
line impact is hard to isolate.

•	 “Haven’t been able to quantify the benefits to the business 
from an income stream perspective.”

•	 “No, difficult to measure – but there is an underlayer of good 
feeling about us as a company because of DEI.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Measurable vs cultural impact: Some can point to metrics (engagement, retention, profits) while others 
rely on intangible cultural improvements.

•	 External vs internal value: For some, DEI drives client wins and investor confidence; for others, the value is 
primarily inside the workforce.

•	 Quantifiable vs anecdotal: Strong survey and recruitment data exists, but other benefits (like openness, 
conversations, morale) are harder to evidence.
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11.    Negative Impacts of DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Religious 
Discrimination and 
Faith Tensions

Some organisations reported challenges balancing DEI with 
religious inclusion, or tension between faith-based beliefs and 
other equity goals.

•	 “Conversation around ‘what is the right balance of your 
people who have a religious foundation over other elements 
of DEI’… nobody has the answer.”

•	 “People with religious beliefs ask why we are doing this.”

Prevalence 
Notable 
(~15%).

Perceptions of 
Tokenism / ‘Washing’

Concerns arose when DEI was seen as performative rather 
than genuine. This was linked to reputational damage.

•	 “Yes when it seen to be white washing, pink washing, black 
cladding… If an organisation isn’t really culturally safe, 
psychologically safe, people will talk about it for a long time.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~10%).

Division and 
Backlash

Some initiatives triggered polarisation or hostility, especially 
around race, gender, and politics.

•	 “During the voice… became very divisive internally. Language 
and arguments… impact on First Nation colleagues really 
negative.”

•	 “People saying it’s all too woke… They tend to leave.”

•	 “Comments ie. what about the white men? Where’s the 
white men club committee?”

Prevalence 
Strong (~30%).

Militancy / Over-
Correction

A few felt DEI could tip into unhelpful or aggressive 
behaviours that undercut inclusivity.

•	 “Angry people that accuse and blame others of homophobia 
or transphobia… There’s no room for militancy. When you 
start to get that, all the benefits… are lost.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Operational or 
Program Challenges

Occasional issues arose in practice, such as mismatched skills 
or poorly designed culture programs.

•	 “Hiring refugees, skill level wasn’t what was promised; but rare 
cases.”

•	 “Dynamic change – trying to push culture – doesn’t always 
work.”

Prevalence 
 Low (~5%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Minimal or No 
Negative Impacts

A large group reported no significant negative impacts, or 
only isolated “naysayer” comments.

•	 “Not aware of any.”

•	 “Occasionally in surveys someone will pipe up – but more 
around being woke, not so much DEI.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Fear, Silence and 
Scapegoating

Some staff felt unsafe to speak up, fearing backlash or being 
“othered.”

•	 “People don’t speak up – hesitate to step up when they are 
being ‘othered’… after a while, what’s the point.”

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Most respondents report no major harm, but a notable minority describe real challenges with division, 
tokenism, or backlash.

•	 Religious vs gender/sexuality inclusion appears as a growing point of friction.

•	 Militancy vs apathy – some staff push aggressively, others withdraw, both undermining inclusion.

•	 Visible vs hidden impacts – reputational and survey comments may signal problems not captured in 
formal metrics.

...what about the white men? 
Where’s the white men club 
committee?

TRIGGERED 
HOSTILITY
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12.    Board Views on DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Strong Support  
and Advocacy

Most boards were described as very positive, often 
embedding DEI into strategy, objectives, and governance.

•	 “Very positive – absolutely see it as critical and a key part of 
what we are here to support.”

•	 “Very strong advocates. New board members… chief board 
member came and had conversations with the business re: 
standing strong on DEI.”

•	 “Board treats DEI very personally… strong social commitment 
to Indigenous, they participate in pride and ethnic diversity.”

•	 “Super, super supportive. Refreshed strategy… board 
endorsed, appreciated us specifically addressing backlash.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~60%).

Commercial and 
Strategic Lens

Some boards explicitly view DEI through business, risk, and 
performance metrics.

•	 “They see it as an important priority. Have put a commercial 
lens on it.”

•	 “They believe that whatever you do must have intrinsic value 
– can’t just do it for tokenism.”

•	 “They view DEI positively… the effect that diversity has on 
metrics from a headcount perspective and risk, psychological 
safety, engagement etc.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Progressive and 
Curious Boards

A subset of boards were described as curious, learning-
oriented, and pushing for innovation in DEI.

•	 “We have a more progressive board – they think about what 
would create the difference in this space, they are curious, 
keen to learn.”

•	 “Generally, they push us to do more over time, particularly on 
gender.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Cautious or Nervous Some indicated boards were quieter or more nervous, 
balancing commitment with awareness of political risk.

•	 “Suspect our board is a bit nervous – bit quieter.”

•	 “Board supports DEI but also aware of risk, particularly US 
based.”

•	 “Attitude of ‘just keep the grass roots going, let’s not invest.’”

Prevalence 
Notable 
(~15%).

Minimal or No 
Engagement

A few reported no visible board-level discussion or even 
dismissive attitudes.

Prevalence 
Minority 
(~10%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Strong advocacy vs nervous caution: Most boards support DEI, but a small number show hesitation,  
risk-awareness, or avoidance.

•	 Commercial vs values framing: Some boards embrace DEI for ethical reasons, others emphasise business 
case and risk.

•	 Consistency vs variability: Within global networks, boards may take different positions depending on local 
culture (eg. UK supportive, US cautious).

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Courageous and 
Honest Conversations

Executives want boards to keep DEI on the agenda and lean 
into difficult discussions, rather than avoiding them.

•	 “More honest conversations.”

•	 “There’s a risk people will think it’s too hard… need to have 
the important conversations.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Measured, Sensible 
Approach

Boards are encouraged not to overreact to political pressure 
or headlines but to approach DEI with calm judgment.

•	 “Sensible approach – have a look from a commercial 
viewpoint.”

•	 “Step back, cool off a bit, let it settle before you start making 
rash decisions.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Consistency and 
Continuity

Executives would like boards to maintain existing DEI 
commitments and communicate confidence, internally  
and externally.

•	 “Should just carry on what they are doing in the organisations 
for the benefit of their organisation.”

•	 “If that means communicating out to the media – do it.”

•	 “I don’t think that the pendulum swing away from DEI is 
going to last that long.”

Prevalence 
Notable 
(~30%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Proactive vs steady-state: Some want boards to speak more boldly; others emphasise a calm, steady approach.

•	 Internal vs external stance: A few call for media/public reinforcement, while others suggest boards focus 
internally first.

•	 Commercial vs values lens: Suggestions range from “common sense, commercial viewpoint” to “just keep 
going because it’s the right thing.”

13.    Ideal Board Responses

We have a more progressive board – they think about what 
would create the difference in this space, they are curious, 
keen to learn.
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14.    Leadership Views on DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Broadly Positive  
and Supportive

Many respondents described leadership as fundamentally 
supportive of DEI, often citing active sponsorship of employee 
networks, investment in roles, and clear internal messaging.

•	 “Overwhelmingly in favour of diversity.”

•	 “CEO is very supportive… heartening to see commitment and 
investment.”

•	 “All the leaders of our network groups came together to hear 
directly from our CEO that there will be no change.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Leadership 
Commitment  
Varies

Several noted that while the top tier (CEO, board, ExCo) are 
strongly supportive, the next level down is less engaged, 
passive, or reluctant to take ownership.

•	 “[Leadership] They participate. Next level down an issue.”

•	 “All recognise it’s important but people are slow to put their 
hands up… see it as someone else’s job.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Influence of 
Leadership  
Diversity

The makeup of the leadership team itself is seen as influential. 
Where diversity exists, conversations are more open and 
constructive.

•	 “Marked difference in organisations that have diversity in  
C Suite and those that don’t.”

•	 “Good female representation, Asian diversity, LGBTQ+ people 
at highest parts of firm.”

Prevalence: 
Noted but 
less common 
(~10%).

Mixed Support and 
Understanding

Executives observed differences in understanding, with 
some leaders seeing DEI as core, while others treat it as a 
compliance exercise or “just part of how we do business.”

•	 “They know about it, but would say they don’t fully 
understand it.”

•	 “Split between those who say Yes because they should and 
those who truly support.”

•	 “One suggesting DEI shouldn’t be a standalone plan, it’s how 
we do business.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Strong Public and 
Internal Messaging

In the face of anti-DEI sentiment, some leaders are proactively 
reassuring staff.

•	 “Hear it in messaging from each of the business leaders – 
reassurances to people not to worry about the anti-DEI here.”

•	 “We made a very strong announcement internally that 
nothing will change.”

Prevalence 
Present in 
multiple 
responses 
(~15%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Supportive but passive: Leaders say the right things but don’t actively champion DEI.

•	 CEO vs rest of leadership: Strong CEO or board commitment doesn’t always filter down effectively.

•	 Understanding vs implementation: Leaders believe in DEI conceptually but differ on how to embed it 
into daily business.
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15.    Driving Inclusion for All

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Universal and 
Inclusive Framing

Many leaders emphasised reframing DEI so it’s clear it benefits 
everyone, not just specific groups. This was seen as key to 
avoiding alienation.

•	 “Need to sell the benefits to everyone.”

•	 “Messaging should be to the benefit of all… rights for one 
group do not diminish rights for another.”

•	 “People come from different places. DEI benefits everyone; not 
just a small group of people.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Ongoing Challenges 
and Open Questions

Some admitted uncertainty or highlighted persistent tensions 
in balancing group-specific focus with universal inclusion.

•	 “Wish I knew how to do that. That’s the challenge.”

•	 “Need to think about everyone, not just one group or cause.”

•	 “When disadvantaged people lean in and publicise their 
cause, please question what’s going on.”

Prevalence 
Smaller but 
notable 
(~10–15%).

Structural Tools and 
Accountability

Formal mechanisms such as ERGs, KPIs, surveys, and 
committees were cited as important levers.

•	 “ERG’s help drive inclusion – creating safe spaces, 
opportunities for people to connect.”

•	 “Structure national inclusion committees – each region with 
a lead… focus on developing a RAP, creating allyships.”

•	 “We have KPIs on our engagement survey – huge driver… 
belonging, culture, environment.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Need to Engage the 
Majority, Not Just 
Minorities

A recurring theme was that focusing on specific groups risks 
leaving others disengaged.

•	 “Found ourselves working to the minority but missing 
bringing along the majority.”

•	 “Could count on hand how many straight white partners 
would come to a network event here.”

•	 “No overweight voice for anyone, everyone has to have a 
voice.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Embedding in 
Culture and Daily 
Practices

Several emphasised that inclusion cannot just be policy-
driven—it must be visible in everyday interactions, leadership 
behaviours, and company culture.

•	 “Can’t drive an inclusive culture if it’s not in the fabric of the 
culture, heart and passion of our leaders.”

•	 “We focus a lot on inclusion at the micro level, at meetings… 
making sure everyone has a voice.”

•	 “By focusing on culture and work preferences – not tolerating 
behaviour that devalues people.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Language Matters Respondents highlighted shifting language toward  
“inclusion” or “fairness” rather than contested terms like 
“equity” or “diversity.”

•	 “We are looking at changing our language and talking about 
diversity being inclusive of everyone.”

•	 “Equity not being a term that resonates with everyone – do 
we really want that to be a key term for diversity?”

•	 “More around language… inclusivity for everyone rather than 
diversity.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Specific vs universal: Leaders recognise the need to address inequities (eg. targets, underrepresentation) 
but worry about alienating the majority.

•	 Language sensitivity: Terms like “equity” or targeted programs risk backlash; “inclusion” resonates more 
broadly.

•	 Authenticity vs tokenism: Some caution against events and celebrations being perceived as superficial if 
not backed by systemic change.
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16.    Driving Belonging

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Belonging as Core 
to Inclusion

Many respondents emphasised belonging as inseparable 
from inclusion; the emotional outcome of inclusive practices.

•	 “Inclusion and belonging closely linked. Belonging sits at the 
centre of inclusion.”

•	 “Vital to all DEI policies. People have to feel that they belong.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Safety, Trust, and 
Psychological 
Security

A central driver of belonging is the perception of safety and 
trust within the workplace. Respondents linked belonging 
to psychological safety, consistency, and leadership 
accountability.

•	 “Belonging is about trust and about safety… one step back 
and everything you’ve built gets eroded.”

•	 “Key drivers: alignment; purpose & vision; people have a voice; 
feel valued; psychological safety; human connection.”

•	 “Driving belonging is hard. About safety, being respected 
whatever your background.

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Leadership 
and Behaviour 
Accountability

Several stressed the role of leaders in modelling belonging 
through actions, setting expectations, and addressing non-
inclusive behaviours.

•	 “Your leaders really matter. What your leaders are seen as 
doing is really important.”

•	 “Address non-inclusive behaviours… until we recognise and 
reward more respectful behaviours, talking about belonging 
is flogging a dead horse.”

•	 “Accountability of leaders lacking… individualistic 
commercial focus rather than creating safe spaces.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Culture and Social 
Fabric

Belonging is also seen as embedded in everyday culture, 
values, and rituals – not just policies.

•	 “Cultural feel – social side vs policy side. Strong social fabric.”

•	 “All parts of your culture, your values can drive belonging.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Visibility and 
Storytelling

Storytelling and visible representation of diverse experiences 
were seen as powerful drivers of belonging.

•	 “Stories across the business… visibility really drives that 
belonging.”

•	 “I am a queer person with a trans partner. If someone else can 
talk about it, I can.”

•	 “Making people feel included in rituals, celebrations… 
identities are celebrated.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

Challenges and Gaps Some expressed uncertainty or ambivalence, highlighting 
how fragile belonging can be.

•	 “Do I feel I belong? Some days yes, some no.”

•	 “Not part of the conversation just yet. Still quite early in the 
DEI journey.”

Prevalence 
Smaller 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Authenticity vs tokenism: Belonging requires authenticity; superficial efforts or unchecked negative 
behaviours undermine it.

•	 Fragility of belonging: Once lost (through unsafe behaviour or broken trust), it is difficult to rebuild.

•	 Uneven progress: Some organisations are advanced in belonging work, others have not yet embedded it 
in their DEI journey.
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17.    Vision and Culture

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Targets and 
Transparency

Measurement and accountability were emphasised as critical 
to embedding DEI in culture.

•	 “If you don’t measure it, it doesn’t happen.”

•	 “All leaders and people should transparently see what the 
population looks like.”

•	 “Need targets to show ambition to be representative of 
society.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Zero Tolerance 
for Non-Inclusive 
Behaviour

Respondents stressed that vision and culture must be 
enforced through accountability for behaviours that align, or 
don’t align, with inclusion.

•	 “Reward inclusive and respectful behaviours, callout and have 
zero tolerance for those behaviours that do not reflect your 
vision, values and the culture you are trying to bring about.”

•	 “If people don’t like it – they don’t belong there.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Leadership Example 
and Policy Alignment

Embedding DEI starts with visible actions by boards, 
executives, and senior leadership – not just policies on paper.

•	 “Start with policy and practice at leadership level by exec, 
leadership and board. If not being seen at this level, it’s just a 
piece of paper.”

•	 “Putting it into practice gives rest of workforce confidence.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Integration into 
Strategy and KPIs

Formalising DEI within organisational strategy, people and 
culture plans, and KPIs ensures it is not optional or superficial.

•	 “D&I strategy embedded in people and culture strategy, very 
much included in organisational strategy.”

•	 “Gender targets etc to be included in KPIs, even if you don’t 
want to think about it – you’re forced to.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Buy-in vs enforcement: Targets and KPIs ensure compliance, but some leaders may see them as imposed 
rather than embraced.

•	 Vision vs daily practice: A polished strategy or poster campaign is insufficient; culture shifts only when 
reinforced through visible behaviours.

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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18.    Driving Inclusion/Belonging without DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Reframing Through 
Business Case

Some emphasise using commercial logic rather than DEI 
language.

•	 “Say it’s going to cost you money – need to articulate 
financial implications of absence of certain individuals.”

•	 Focus on financial impact, reputation, and risk as entry 
points.

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Leadership and 
Hiring Practices

Without DEI frameworks, the burden falls on leaders to carry 
the vision and set the tone.

•	 “Rely on leadership within the organisation continuing to 
understand the value DEI.”

•	 “Hiring practices become really important… need to hire 
diversely to bring in diversity minded people.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Policies and 
Protections

Even if DEI isn’t named, organisations must keep policies, 
protections, and safeguards in place.

•	 “Policies, Protections.”

•	 Structural underpinnings remains essential to sustain 
inclusion.

Prevalence 
Smaller 
(~15%).

Beyond Labels – 
Same Work, Different 
Framing

Respondents note that you can drop the DEI terminology but 
still must do the work.

•	 “You might drive it without the ‘rhetoric’ of DEI, but DEI is 
hugely responsible for an inclusive culture, so don’t care what 
you call it, but the work has to continue.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Communication and 
Human Connection

Inclusion is most effective when framed as universal and 
connected to personal stories.

•	 “Meet people where they are at – communicate that it’s really 
about all of us, not one group above another.”

•	 “Nothing more powerful than a personal story… put a 
human face to it.”

•	 Emphasis on honesty, cultural sensitivity, and avoiding 
divisive rhetoric.

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Some prefer repackaging to fit business and financial imperatives.

•	 Others argue language doesn’t matter as long as the structural work (policies, hiring, protections) 
continues.

•	 Tension between soft approaches (stories, meeting people where they are) and the need for firm 
systemic safeguards.
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19.    DEI vs ESG

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Genuine 
Commitment and 
Understanding

Several respondents believe leaders do care and recognise 
inclusion as the right thing to do.

•	 “Doing it is the right thing to do – it’s a no brainer.”

•	 “Leaders have a genuine understanding of why it’s 
important… they ask what we should do to make it better.”

•	 Some note this commitment is practical rather than deeply 
personal (i.e. not something leaders think about outside of 
work).

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Mixed Motives – 
ESG Compliance vs. 
Culture Change

Many describe a mixed bag; some leaders act from conviction, 
others from obligation or optics.

•	 “Both – depends on the personality of the leader.”

•	 “Some see the value and what it brings to culture… some see 
it as ESG and therefore have to do it.”

•	 “Smart organisations and global organisations really get it. 
Lots of leaders are ticking boxes.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Leadership Gaps 
and Dependence on 
Structures

Some leaders support DEI but rely on others to lead the detail.

•	 “They are reliant on diverse groups to provide the answer and 
then they’ll jump to it.”

•	 Also, traction is limited until diverse representation in the 
C-suite improves.

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Sector and Context 
Matter

The importance of DEI varies by industry.

•	 “Healthcare DEI really important. Service-based environments 
require DEI. Other sectors don’t.”

Prevalence 
Smaller 
(~10%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Box ticking vs. authenticity: Leaders are often split between compliance-driven ESG action and values-
driven commitment.

•	 Diversity gap in leadership: Respondents stress that until leadership tables reflect diversity, DEI will remain 
partly performative.

•	 Personal vs. professional investment: Leaders may act supportive at work but aren’t necessarily personally 
invested outside of corporate expectations.

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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20.    Impacts of Swing Against DEI in Australia

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Yes – It Will Have an 
Impact

Many respondents believe inclusion & belonging will be affected, 
especially through reactivity, fear, or imported US pressure.

•	 “Yes because people, leadership, boards can be reactive.”

•	 “There’s a lot of pressure coming from the US, particularly if 
you are a multi-national.”

•	 “Already has. People feel attacked re: identities and how orgs 
spend their money – comes down to perception and risk.”

•	 “People that we hadn’t been able to get across the line 
as allies feel they now have a voice… archaic views are 
becoming more commonplace.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~50%).

Yes, But With Limits Others see an impact, but not as severe as in the US. They 
point to Australia’s different political climate and values.

•	 “Yes – but I think it will be less than other parts of the world.”

•	 “Companies that have American overlords will definitely feel 
the pinch, but most in Australia that don’t have US pressure 
wouldn’t see a need to change it.”

•	 “In the community space it will be felt. Whether impact goes 
into corporate space – don’t know.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Deep Social 
Undercurrents in 
Australia

Several pointed to Australia’s own racism, sexism, and political 
failures, suggesting the swing will expose, rather than create, 
divisions.

•	 “We are an inherently racist nation, still a long way to go on 
that front.”

•	 “Used to think it was generational change but research into 
views of young men… going to take more than that.”

•	 “Nations leaders are not taking a strong enough stance.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

No – Little to No 
Impact in Australia

A smaller group felt confident that Australia’s cultural & political 
differences from the US will insulate inclusion & belonging.

•	 “No – Australian fairness is a really strong cultural value 
embedded in Australia.”

•	 “Given that in our political climate we don’t have a right wing 
government, don’t see any reason why we would go towards 
the right.”

Prevalence 
Smaller 
(~15%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Global vs. local: Multinationals may face direct influence from US backlash, while local organisations may 
remain steadier.

•	 Perceptions of risk: Even without legal change, the fear of reputational or career consequences (eg. advice 
to remove “Pride” from CVs) is already influencing behaviour.

•	 Australia’s self-image vs. reality: Some lean on “fairness” as a buffer, while others argue entrenched 
inequities mean backlash could worsen divides.
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21.    What the Pushback is Telling Us

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Rethink and 
Rebalance the 
Approach

Respondents were clear that Australia must re-examine  
how DEI is done, acknowledging both the successes and  
the blind spots.

•	 “Rethink how we are doing the work. Should have done that a 
long time ago.”

•	 “Arguments have to be valid if you are doing work in an area. 
Some rebalancing needs to be done.”

•	 DEI must evolve to be practical, context-specific, and 
responsive to local realities.

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Stay Firm in 
Commitment,  
Even if Language 
Shifts

There is a shared concern about appearing to “pull back.” 
Respondents support changing the tone and framing but 
insist that the core goals remain intact.

•	 “Change language – sure. Communicate it’s for everyone – 
absolutely. But NEVER give up on what DEI has always set out 
to achieve.”

•	 “We are definitely remaining super firm in our commitment 
but there is also a feeling of do we need to pull back?”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Appeal to Senior 
Leadership, 
Particularly Majority 
Populations

Respondents noted that senior leaders, often majority 
identity groups, hold power and lack lived experience of 
exclusion. Engagement strategies must be recalibrated.

•	 “Lot of senior people are white males – they make up a lot of 
Senior People – need to appeal to them.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Build Tools and 
Systems to Address 
Microaggressions

Microaggressions were seen as a current barrier to belonging, 
requiring formal tools and processes.

•	 “Lot of microaggressions at the moment. Want to use some 
speak up tools to at least give people the ability to report on 
conversations or comments that don’t make people feel safe.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~20%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Universal Framing – 
DEI is for Everyone

Respondents consistently urged leaders to make DEI  
resonate as a collective benefit, not a siloed initiative for 
certain groups.

•	 “Need to bring everybody along on the journey – not 
emphasise specific groups.”

•	 “Everyone has to be a part of this. As much as we can, bring 
everybody forward.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Embed DEI into 
Everyday Practice 
and EVP

For long-term resilience, DEI must be part of the everyday 
experience of employees, not an add-on.

•	 “We need to embed this into the every day.”

•	 “Create a space where people want to be there – offer 
incredible projects / experiences, offer a space where they can 
be their authentic selves.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Language vs substance: While many agreed language should evolve, there was concern that changing 
terms could mask a retreat rather than strengthen commitment.

•	 Group-specific vs universal: Some saw a risk that too much focus on one community (eg. trans inclusion) 
alienates others; others warned that downplaying specificity risks erasing inequities.
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EVERYONE

Need to bring everybody along on 
the journey – not emphasise specific 
groups.
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22.    Allegations of DEI Overstepping the Mark

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Language and Tone 
as a Flashpoint

Respondents repeatedly flagged judgemental or militant 
language as alienating. Terms like “white, pale, stale, male” and 
mandatory pronoun use were seen as counterproductive.

•	 “Language we have used has overstepped the mark. White, 
pale, stale male – very judgemental.”

•	 “You should never force things like pronouns – if you do we 
become one big repetitive, meaningless voice.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~50%).

Perception of 
Overload and Fatigue

Many executives described “information overload”, too many 
training sessions, events, and shifting terminology, leading  
to irritation or disengagement. Some reframed this not as  
“too far” but as “too fast”, a pace issue rather than a problem  
of substance.

•	 “Information overload. Too many things to think about, so 
many events, always training, gone too far.”

•	 “It’s overwhelming for people, it’s become a point of irritation.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Political and Cultural 
Overreach

Some believed corporate DEI efforts strayed into politics 
in ways that alienated staff. Examples included corporate 
positions on the same-sex marriage plebiscite, the Voice 
referendum, or international debates. Others countered  
that taking a stand is essential for integrity, especially on 
human rights.

•	 “Its’ gone too far when organisations feel they have to 
become players in political discussions … not appropriate for 
companies to be taking a position.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Trans Rights and 
Gender Identity as a 
Flashpoint

Several respondents identified trans inclusion (pronouns, 
bathrooms, gender fluidity, sport) as a central area of tension. 
Some within LGBTQ+ communities themselves noted tensions 
between gender identity and sexual orientation advocacy.

•	 “Biggest hurdle is trans rights in this country – people get lost 
here.”

•	 “Hit a nerve with sport … triggered a lot of backlash.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Quotas, Metrics and 
Perceived Unfairness

Quotas and mandatory targets provoked mixed views.  
Some saw them as essential; others argued they alienate  
staff or contradict inclusion.

•	 “Only when artificial quotas are put in … it starts to get 
people off-side.”

•	 “I’m a big believer in targets … if you don’t measure it, it 
doesn’t happen.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Social Media, 
Militancy and Cancel 
Culture

Executives worried about “cancel culture,” combative 
advocacy, or public shaming creating resistance instead  
of change.

•	 “Society has lost the ability to have different viewpoints – lost 
level of tolerance for healthy debates.”

•	 “You are not going to change anyone’s views by slamming 
things.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Counterview: DEI 
Hasn’t Gone Far 
Enough

A substantial minority felt the opposite, that suggesting  
DEI has “gone too far” reflects privilege or resistance.

•	 “Where has it gone too far when we are still seeing 
unacceptable pay gaps?”

•	 “Our committee as well as our executive sponsors agree that 
we haven’t actually gone far enough yet.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Forced vs voluntary participation: Forcing visible acts of allyship (eg. pronouns, acknowledgements) can 
backfire, but some argued voluntary gestures lose impact if not widely adopted.

•	 Pace vs substance: Is the issue that DEI has gone too far, or that it’s being rolled out too quickly without 
enough explanation?

•	 Political neutrality vs integrity: Some want organisations to avoid politics; others argue silence 
undermines credibility and safety for marginalised groups.

•	 Trans rights focus: Seen by some as necessary progress, by others as alienating or disproportionate. This is 
a major fault line in responses.
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23.    DEI Talking to the Inclusivity of All

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Careful, Accessible 
Language

Executives consistently emphasised the need to avoid jargon, 
judgemental terms, or US-imported acronyms that alienate 
people. The goal is plain, respectful language that speaks to 
everyone.

•	 “Have to choose words carefully, make sure you are not using 
language that doesn’t talk to everyone, not too much jargon, 
don’t frighten people away.”

•	 “Some people jump straight to the negative: DEI has become 
a dirty term … need to look at different language.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~50%).

Universal Benefits 
and Shared Stories

Leaders argued for framing DEI as universally beneficial, using  
stories that cross identity boundaries (eg. men speaking on 
parental leave, multicultural staff reflecting on LGBTQ+ inclusion).

•	 “Talk about the benefits of diversity to groups that aren’t 
marginalised … target men in that.”

•	 “Lips in side curbs for wheelchair users … but how many  
other benefits are there? Trollies, ease of walking, deliveries.”   
An example of how something for one, can benefit many.

Prevalence 
Very Strong 
(~65%).

Shift to Universalist 
Framing

Several organisations are explicitly moving to “universalist 
inclusion” language, talking about inclusion for everyone, not 
special treatment.

•	 “Our DEI strategy has gone down that path – our language 
now universalist inclusion … making it about everyone.”

•	 “Universalist inclusion the way to go. Everyone has a place. 
Everyone is important.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Behavioural Focus 
Rather Than Identity 
Labels

Some called for shifting emphasis away from identity 
categories toward underlying behaviours and workplace 
norms that support inclusion.

•	 “Less about particular groups, more about underlying 
behaviours and actions to create inclusive workplace.”

•	 “Equality, fairness, levelling the playing field, correcting system 
imbalances.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Business Case and 
Curiosity

Executives stressed reframing DEI around learning, curiosity, & 
business value rather than compliance or political correctness.

•	 “Focus on business case … use language based on a curiosity 
about learning from each other.”

•	 “Encourage curiosity. Think about how we learn from one 
another.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Human Connection 
and Everyday 
Principles

Linking DEI language to fairness, the ‘fair go’, belonging, and 
human connection was seen as the most powerful way to 
overcome resistance.

•	 “Communicate fair go for all … talk principles around 
belonging/connection.”

•	 “Very hard once you have a human connection to dismiss the 
needs of that person.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Risk of dilution vs accessibility: Some worried that universalist framing risks watering down equity efforts; 
others saw it as essential to bring everyone on board.

•	 US vs Australian context: Executives flagged US terminology (eg. ‘safe spaces’) as alienating, preferring 
language rooted in Australian cultural values like fairness.

•	 Education vs fatigue: Education is necessary, but there’s caution not to make people feel patronised or 
overwhelmed.

UNIVERSAL 
BENEFITS

Lips in side curbs for wheelchair 
users … but how many other 
benefits are there? Trollies, ease of 
walking, deliveries.

– An example of how a solution  
for one, can benefit many. 
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24.    Us and Them Mentality of DEI

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Balance Between 
Universal Inclusion 
and Group-Specific 
Needs

Executives repeatedly stressed that inclusion for all cannot 
mean erasing the realities of disadvantaged groups. The 
challenge is finding the balance, acknowledging inequities 
without making others feel excluded.

•	 “Inclusion for everyone doesn’t mean we can ignore diverse 
groups – some kind of balancing act.”

•	 “Listen and understand … problem solving for everyone.  
Not singling out.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~60%).

Human Connection 
and Curiosity

A recurring theme was the need to frame DEI around human 
connection, empathy, and curiosity rather than ideology. 
Leaders emphasised listening, storytelling, and meeting 
people where they are.

•	 “We need to really think about the Us and Them conversation 
… capacity to say ‘help me understand where you are 
coming from’ is going to be important.”

•	 “Irish Marriage Equality campaign – all about human 
connection.  It worked.” 

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Cross-Pollination and 
Shared Networks

Several saw value in bridging groups through collaboration, 
employee networks working together, cross-populating 
committees, or blending stories across demographics.

•	 “Cross populate people from ability representation, culturally 
diverse teams doing roles in pride community team and vice 
versa.”

•	 “Where networks work together – go to large groups and ask 
them to work on things together.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Communication  
That Frames Benefits 
for All

Executives warned against narrow, segmented messaging. 
Instead, comms should highlight collective benefit and avoid 
alienating language.

•	 “When you send out comms saying ‘this group has done 
this’, I wonder what it looks like … communication has to be 
around ‘this is for everyone – for the benefit of everyone’.”

•	 “Got to keep talking about the benefits of diversity to the 
company and how a particular initiative fits into that 
equality.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Avoiding Overload 
and Fragmentation

Some cautioned that multiple, siloed initiatives (eg. six 
groups, six messages, six trainings) overwhelm staff and 
reinforce difference. Calls were made for integrated,  
holistic approaches.

•	 “Organisations focus on 6 groups … people feel bombarded 
and overwhelmed.”

•	 “Everything we do needs to be wholistic, needs to cover all 
groups, not one.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Respect for History 
and Context

A smaller but notable theme highlighted the need to respect 
history and avoid judging past figures/events through a 
modern lens, which can create alienation.

•	 “People don’t like it when criticising historical figures through 
a current day lens.”

Prevalence 
Niche (~10%).

Storytelling as an 
Inclusive Tool

Leaders pointed to storytelling across Days of Significance as 
a way to open dialogue and avoid siloing. Shifting language 
from group-specific (eg. women) to broader belonging  
(eg. careers, safety, visibility) brought higher engagement.

•	 “Storytelling … International Women’s Day headline was 
about belonging, not just women – much more inclusive.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Egalitarian instincts: Some leaders linked the challenge directly to Australia’s strong cultural emphasis on 
egalitarianism, making “special treatment” language particularly risky.

•	 Group fatigue vs. group invisibility: Some worry about overload of events and initiatives; others fear 
underrepresented groups will lose visibility if everything becomes “for all.”

•	 Tribal instincts: Recognition that humans naturally form in-groups/out-groups means strategies must 
acknowledge, not ignore, those dynamics.
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25.    Views on DEI Needing to Change

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Language and 
Framing Must Shift

Language was consistently identified as the first lever of 
change. Executives stressed the need to soften rhetoric, dial 
down divisive terminology, and make inclusion messaging 
resonate with everyone.

•	 “Language is a part of it.”

•	 “May need to dial down affirmative action narrative and dial 
up inclusion.”

•	 “Has to be more inclusive of everyone, not demonising those 
who don’t agree.”

Prevalence 
Very strong 
(~65%).

Broader, More 
Inclusive Focus

Several respondents worried that DEI has become overly 
focused on gender and LGBTQ+, neglecting other forms 
of diversity such as disability, neurodiversity, culture, and 
diversity of thought.

•	 “Not genuine if only two types of diversity get profiled – 
dangerous and self-destructive.”

•	 “Still not enough focus on disability, autism, culture.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Less Judgement, 
More Empathy

A common call was to reduce judgement and shame in DEI 
practice, creating more respectful, empathetic, and balanced 
dialogue, even when views clash.

•	 “Less judgement; less shame.”

•	 “If contra views are not welcome, that’s not a diverse 
workplace.”

•	 “Empathy important … walk a mile in their shoes.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Strategic and 
Structural 
Adjustments

Leaders proposed embedding DEI into systems rather than 
treating it as an add-on. This includes:

•	 Integrating inclusive practices into performance discussions.

•	 Linking DEI to performance outcomes and business strategy.

•	 Moving away from rigid “pillar” models that silo groups.

•	 Considering pace “maybe rather than going 100km an hour 
… we need to go 60km an hour.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~50%).

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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Political and 
Authenticity 
Challenges

Some executives expressed discomfort with organisations 
selectively engaging in political debates, which can 
undermine credibility. Others emphasised authenticity and 
consistency in positioning.

•	 “Disappointment – company took stance on same-sex 
marriage but not on referendum … problematic.”

•	 “Need to be doing things that feel authentic.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Targeted 
Engagement of 
Change-Makers

There was a clear view that DEI must better engage those 
with power and privilege, not just allies or those already 
committed.

•	 “Need to speak to the people that make change rather than 
the people already on board.”

•	 “Lot of senior people are white males … need to appeal to 
them.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Some want DEI slowed down to avoid backlash; others argue for doubling down, but with more 
sophistication.

•	 Pillars debate: Some advocate for removing demographic pillars to avoid alienation, while others insist 
they are still necessary to address inequities.

•	 Political engagement: Split between those who feel companies must take public stands and those who 
see it as polarising and inappropriate.
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26.    DEI Detractors

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Persistent Opponents 
with Louder Voices

Respondents pointed out that those who have always 
opposed DEI, often resistant from the outset, have been 
emboldened by the global anti-DEI narrative.

•	 “Probably the people who have always been against it …  
it has given them more voice to say what they want.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Lack of Awareness 
and Education

A lack of foundational knowledge continues to create 
barriers. Without a shared understanding, DEI feels optional, 
misunderstood, or irrelevant.

•	 “Lack of awareness. Right information needs to be provided 
in right forums … we need to build the foundation.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~35%).

‘Woke’ Narrative and 
Cultural Backlash

The framing of DEI as “woke” has become a powerful 
detractor. Leaders described it as shorthand for dismissing or 
trivialising DEI, often linked to fatigue and cynicism.

•	 “Whole woke narrative … Anything they don’t understand 
… is labelled ‘woke’ and therefore not core business.”

Prevalence 
Very Strong 
(~50%).

Perceptions of Elitism 
or Favouritism

Executives noted that when DEI is seen as elevating one 
group or individual above others, it can spark resentment and 
undermine broader support.

•	 “Notion that you are the special one here is a detractor …  
if DEI is about one person rather than an entire workforce 
– it becomes a problem.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Guilt and Privilege 
Narratives

Some respondents flagged the alienating effect of framing 
DEI through guilt, privilege, or blame, particularly among 
majority groups.

•	 “Guilt thing – stuff about people’s privilege … easy to think 
‘just do your job’.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).

Failure to Embed in 
Core Business

When DEI is not integrated into core strategy, sales, 
procurement, finance, it risks being treated as peripheral and 
therefore dispensable.

•	 “DEI is still not part of who we are … should be on par with 
all other requirements to run a business.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Some blamed individuals and groups directly (“People!”), while others focused on systems and narratives 
(lack of awareness, “woke” fatigue).

•	 While “woke” rhetoric was widely seen as corrosive, a few framed it as a symptom of poor communication 
or overreach, not just external opposition.

DETAILED ANALYSIS A: EXECUTIVE AND BOARD INTERVIEWS
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27.    Fair Go for All

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Yes – When Framed 
Around Removing 
Barriers

Several leaders affirmed that DEI at its best is about fairness 
for everyone, because dismantling barriers benefits all groups.

•	 “We need to be addressing specific barriers … by removing 
barriers, it achieves better outcomes for everyone.”

•	 “Yes, it is what equity is all about.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~50%).

Conditional – Only if 
Done Well

Respondents warned that DEI can be alienating if it is framed 
too narrowly, or seen as only benefiting some groups.

•	 “If done correctly. Also has the potential to be alienating.”

•	 “Some people feel diversity programs to date have been too 
narrowly focused.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Confusion Around 
Equity and Merit

Executives flagged misunderstandings of equity vs equality, 
especially in recruitment and promotion, as a source of 
tension.

•	 “Biggest confusion re: suitability with merit in interview 
processes.”

•	 “Equity/Equality understanding – we do have to keep 
referencing that.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Need for Broader 
Framing Beyond 
Usual Pillars

Some noted that the focus has been too concentrated on 
certain dimensions (eg. gender, LGBTQ+), which leaves  
others, such as majority identity groups or alternative types  
of diversity, feeling excluded.

•	 “Challenge is people do see DEI as being only focused on 
certain pillars and groups – don’t necessarily see themselves 
in that.”

•	 “Promote other types of diversity as well as the current main 
themes.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Strong advocates insisted DEI already is a fair go for all, because it tackles structural inequities.

•	 Others felt the perception of fairness depends heavily on communication—if people can’t see 
themselves in DEI, they view it as exclusive.

•	 Some highlighted the risk that equity initiatives can be misunderstood as anti-meritocracy.
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28.    Majority Identity Groups

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Privilege and 
Resistance

Many acknowledged the reality of majority population 
privilege, but also noted the resistance it generates. Some 
men feel DEI “has gone too far” or that opportunities are 
being taken away.

•	 “Little doubt white straight men may oppose because clearly, 
they have had the advantages in the past… but people feel 
they have lost something and downtrodden.”

•	 “Feedback from white males: it’s gone too far; too many 
events, always training.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~45%).

Education, Empathy, 
and Narrative Shift

Respondents stressed the need for education and 
reframing—helping majority identity groups understand 
privilege, but also recognising their struggles (mental health, 
identity shifts, changing roles).

•	 “Education – understanding – helping them realise the 
struggles of individuals that do not have the same privilege.”

•	 “Men may not be an equity group – but there’s suicide, 
mental health, addiction… Until we start taking men’s stuff 
seriously and see that not all men are the same… we need to 
draw links in a way that is not disempowering.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Engagement 
Strategies

Several responses offered ways to engage majority identity 
groups: link DEI to their drivers (family, career, belonging); 
highlight men’s health and wellbeing; use narratives of shared 
benefit; and frame inclusion as business-as-usual.

•	 “We talk about engaging hearts and minds – if you have a 
daughter, you want what’s best for her.”

•	 “Young white men… disenchanted… turning to agitators 
because that’s where they feel belonging.”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Generational and 
Cultural Dynamics

Responses flagged generational shifts, with younger men 
often less resistant. At the same time, social media and 
influencers are shaping views of masculinity and privilege, 
with some young men gravitating to anti-DEI narratives.

•	 “Do we have conversations with young men at work? The 
gender compass tested population on view of gender – 17% 
of men sat in detractors – feel it’s gone too far.”

•	 “Young white men are seen as privileged, but don’t feel 
privileged anymore.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~25%).
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29.    Meritocracy

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Reclaiming 
Meritocracy in an 
Australian Way

Executives stressed that meritocracy must be reframed through 
the lens of Australia’s cultural value of a fair go for all. This 
framing helps localise the debate, moving away from US-
influenced rhetoric.

•	 “How to solve in an Australian way – not a US way … 
principles in society are a ‘fair go for all.’”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Meritocracy as a Tool 
of Resistance

For many, “meritocracy” was described as a weaponised term, 
used to argue against DEI by those who feel threatened or 
resistant.

•	 “This is a word people bring out to speak against diversity 
issues because they are threatened. It’s SO loaded!”

Prevalence 
Strong (~40%).

Ideal vs Reality Some respondents held onto the ideal definition, that true 
meritocracy is about skills advancement, but recognised that 
all things are not equal. Structural barriers mean meritocracy 
does not exist in practice without equity.

•	 “Meritocracy: all things being equal if you have the best skills, 
you will be the ones that advance up.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Idealists see meritocracy as aspirational, something to aim for once barriers are removed.

•	 Critics see it as a rhetorical weapon, disproportionately invoked to resist diversity initiatives.

•	 Pragmatists stress that Australia must frame it differently, aligning with national values of fairness and 
inclusion rather than importing polarising US frames.

Division vs. Inclusion Some warned against framing majority identity groups  
as villains. Instead, their participation must be part of the  
DEI journey.

•	 “Straight white men are not the villains here – know lots that 
are very supportive of DEI.”

•	 “Beating people over the head telling them they are bigots 
doesn’t work, just makes them angrier.”

Prevalence 
Moderate 
(~30%).

Counterpoints and Tensions

•	 Some respondents feel the label “straight white men” itself is divisive and fuels backlash.

•	 Others argue that discomfort is necessary and that privilege must be named directly.

•	 A few reject tailoring DEI to be “more palatable” to majority identity groups preferring to rely on data and 
outcomes.
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OPEN QUESTIONS

30.    Trends We Need to Prepare For

In contrast to the preceding items, the final two questions “What trends do we need to prepare for?” and  
“Any final comments?” adopted a fully open-ended format, allowing respondents to share their perspectives 
freely without the constraint of a particular theme or topic.

Key themes emerging from these responses have been summarised below.

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Scrutiny from  
the Top

•	 Boards and senior executives are increasingly asking: “Have we gone too far?”  
in DEI.

•	 This isn’t always hostile, it reflects a demand for evidence of impact, not  
just activity.

•	 Organisations will need measurement frameworks, data, and narratives that 
demonstrate how DEI contributes to business outcomes, not just social 
outcomes.

Why it matters:
The pressure is now upwards, leaders want to ensure DEI is defensible  
under scrutiny.

False Dichotomy:  
DEI vs 
Productivity

•	 There is a growing narrative that businesses must “choose between DEI and 
service delivery/productivity.”

•	 This framing risks marginalising DEI as a “nice to have.”

•	 Counter-narratives need to prove DEI as a driver of performance, efficiency, 
and customer outcomes.

Why it matters: Without reframing, DEI could be pushed off the agenda as “non-core.”

Rise of Anti-DEI 
Movements

•	 Young heterosexual white men are emerging as one of the loudest detractor 
groups, anti-DEI, anti-women, and susceptible to online radicalisation.

•	 Radical anti-trans feminist movements are also creating tension within broader 
inclusion agendas.

•	 White supremacist and exclusionary communities are growing, offering 
belonging through divisiveness.

Why it matters:
This signals a new wave of backlash that is both gendered and ideological, and 
it is emboldened by global political shifts.
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Global Pressures  
and Divergences

•	 Multinationals with US headquarters are pulling back on language and 
visibility, while still keeping DEI structures in place.

•	 European institutions remain firm, no rollback, no change in messaging.

•	 Australia is caught in the middle: global pressures filter in,  
but the local culture and politics shape how it lands.

Why it matters:
Australian companies need to decide whether to follow US caution or lean into 
Europe’s consistency, and be ready to defend their choice.

Persistence of 
Privilege and  
Status Quo

•	 Calls to “slow down” or “pause” DEI often serve those in privileged positions.

•	 Maintaining the status quo entrenches inequity.

Why it matters:
Leaders will need to name and navigate this dynamic carefully, progress vs 
comfort for those already advantaged.

Ignorance and 
Divisiveness at 
Community Level

•	 Recent examples of antisemitism, transphobia, and racism highlight how 
ignorance continues to fuel exclusion.

•	 Many respondents link backlash to lack of education and empathy rather than 
rational debate.

Why it matters:
Any DEI strategy must double down on education, storytelling, and human 
connection to counter ignorance and reframe conversations.
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31.    Final Comments Offered

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Sustained 
Commitment is 
Essential

Many emphasised that DEI is a long-haul journey that cannot be abandoned  
when pressure rises. There is a strong belief that this is a moment to “lean in more 
than ever.”

•	 “Need to keep going. You have to be in it for the long haul – always about sustained 
progress.”

•	 “Got to be careful that people don’t walk away – has to be a sustained focus – this  
is the time where people have to lean in more than ever.”

Why it matters:
The concern is that some companies have retreated quickly when challenged, 
revealing whether their commitment was genuine or performative.

Lip Service vs. 
Authentic Action

A consistent critique is the gap between external statements and internal action. 
Leaders want to see measurement and accountability rather than box-ticking.

•	 “As soon as there’s pressure, they drop it like hotcakes. Been paying lip service.”

•	 “So much lip service, everyone ticks boxes. Most importantly, anything you do in the 
organisation, you need to measure and show tangible results.”

•	 “There’s a disconnect between performative and the real. Companies get away with 
being performative, fly the flag, come to PID lunches, maybe that’s all they do.”

Why it matters:
The push is toward transparency, reporting, and outcomes that make DEI 
undeniable in impact.

The Human 
Impact Cannot Be 
Ignored

Despite executive reassurance, employees, particularly LGBTQ+ staff, report 
feeling unsafe and under attack. Leaders recognise this tension and see a need for 
stronger support.

•	 “Our LGBTQ+ staff nonetheless are feeling like they’re almost under attack and 
feeling like it’s no longer safe to be out in the workplace.”

•	 “We still have a long way to go in terms of educating people around simple 
inclusive behaviours.”

Why it matters:
There is a call to couple organisational policies with cultural safety, storytelling, 
and visible leadership.
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Education, History 
and Mentorship 
Matter

Several stressed the importance of grounding today’s DEI conversations in history 
and lived experience, while also extending support beyond large corporates.

•	 “History is probably the best educator of all. It’s amazing how many people are 
unaware of the implications of LGBTQ+ history just 30 years ago.”

•	 “We need to focus on small and medium enterprises; they make up over 90% of 
business in this economy. Where are they on this?”

•	 “Lot more work needs to be done on mentorship.”

Why it matters: Education is framed not just as awareness but as a tool to prevent regression.

External 
and Political 
Influences are 
Rising

Participants highlighted the importance of both global and local political 
leadership. Some associated the current US Administration with broader populist 
and nationalist movements, viewing it as a spreading influence that required 
vigilance. One participant likened the expansion of US-aligned populism to a 
virus, underscoring the perceived need to safeguard compassion and inclusion. 
Others stressed that political leaders have a responsibility to model constructive 
leadership. 

•	 “Politicians have a responsibility to lead.”

Why it matters:
The implication is Australian organisations must insulate themselves against 
external political swings by rooting DEI in their own values and business case.

Measure, 
Segment, Prove

Finally, leaders repeatedly emphasised that DEI must be measured, not just 
in broad strokes, but in how different groups experience culture, safety, and 
opportunity.

•	 “Engagement, culture, do I have a voice? Do I feel part of the business? … segment 
these things by background, age.”

Why it matters: Without measurement, DEI risks being dismissed as symbolic or “nice to have.”
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DETAILED 
ANALYSIS B: DEI 
PRACTITIONERS
SURVEY DETAILS

This component of the study focused on  
engaging DEI professionals, those directly 
responsible for leading and implementing 
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives  
within Australian organisations.

We wanted to assess whether organisations were 
modifying their DEI practices in response to the 
evolving discourse, the extent to which such 
changes were already being implemented, and 
whether further adjustments were anticipated.

A survey was distributed to DEI professionals both 
directly and via professional networking platforms, 
including LinkedIn. A total of 174 unique responses 
were received. While the majority of respondents 
were employed in dedicated, full-time DEI roles, 
others held broader positions in which DEI 
responsibilities formed part of their professional 
remit. Respondents identified their roles as follows 
(with some selecting multiple categories where 
applicable):

•	 Full-time DEI Professional (n = 103)

•	 People, Culture & Engagement Professional 
(n = 39)

•	 Executive Sponsor for a DEI area (n = 21)

•	 CEO or C-Suite Executive with DEI 
responsibility (n = 19)

•	 Board Member with DEI responsibility (n = 6)

•	 Other with DEI responsibility (n = 19)

As not all participants responded to every question, 
the following section first provides an overview 
of the aggregate findings, followed by a thematic 
analysis of responses to each individual question.

PARTICIPATION BIAS AND 
INTERPRETATION OF SURVEY 
RESULTS

While early commentary has suggested 
that some firms are retreating from their 
commitments to diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI), the survey of DEI practitioners tells a 
different story, with only 2% reporting such 
retreats by their employers. 

This apparent disjuncture may be partly explained 
by participation bias. Organisations that have 
already scaled back or abandoned DEI may no 
longer employ practitioners in these roles, or those 
remaining may feel discouraged from taking part. 
As a result, the survey sample is likely to reflect the 
perspectives of organisations still engaged in DEI, 
potentially producing an overly positive picture 
compared to the broader reality. 

Acknowledging this limitation helps situate the 
findings within the wider context of visible retreats 
from DEI activity, as documented in sources such as 
AWEI participation data.

SUMMARY OF SURVEY FINDINGS

In short, respondents felt that DEI work is 
evolving, not disappearing. Organisations are 
adapting language, reframing strategies, and 
embedding inclusion more deeply, even as they 
face political headwinds, resource challenges, 
and practitioner burnout. 

It was felt that the profession is at a turning point: 
success dependent upon courageous leadership, 
sustainable resourcing, and a shift toward systemic, 
inclusive, and human-centred approaches.
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SURVEY KEY THEMES 

Responses, including those submitted within open 
text fields, can be summarised by the following:

1.    Commitment to DEI Remains Strong

•	 Most organisations are maintaining 
or strengthening DEI: 94% are not 
discontinuing any diversity pillars.

•	 Over half (57%) are maintaining existing 
work, and more than a third (37%) are 
increasing it.

•	 Only a very small minority (2%) are  
reducing DEI or moving away from it.

2.    Shifts in Framing and Language 

•	 Organisations are reframing “diversity” 
toward “inclusion,” “equity,” and “belonging”  
to reduce polarisation and reflect maturity.

•	 Some, especially those with US links, are 
softening public language to manage 
reputational and political risks.

•	 A clear shift is underway from siloed 
“pillar-based” approaches to intersectional, 
integrated strategies.

3.    Impact and Measurement

•	 DEI is delivering positive cultural and 
business outcomes: 
–   81% report positive cultural impact 
(belonging, safety, engagement). 
–   56% report positive business impact (talent 
attraction, retention, leadership diversity).

•	 Measurement maturity is mixed: most use 
employee surveys, focus groups, and HR data, 
while others are adopting external benchmarks 
and sophisticated tools (eg. Diversity Atlas, 
Inclusive Employer Index, AWEI).

4.    Successes

The greatest reported successes include:

•	 Culture of belonging, safety, and respect.

•	 Leadership commitment and role-modelling.

•	 Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) and  
staff networks.

•	 Policy and structural change (eg. gender-
neutral leave, reconciliation action plans).

•	 Improved representation of women, First 
Nations, LGBTQ+, and neurodiverse employees.

•	 External recognition (awards, accreditation)

5.    Detractors and Challenges

The most significant barriers to progress are:

•	 Resourcing constraints – limited budget, 
small teams, reliance on volunteer labour.

•	 Leadership gaps – patchy buy-in, lack of 
accountability, or perceptions that “we’re 
already inclusive.”

•	 Cultural pushback – rising "anti-woke” 
rhetoric, particularly filtering in from the US

•	 Systemic barriers – DEI treated as an add-on 
rather than embedded in business strategy.

•	 Emotional toll – burnout and psychosocial risk 
for DEI practitioners and marginalised staff.

6.    Pushback and US Influence

•	 36% of organisations report internal 
pushback, typically from a vocal minority, 
echoing US “anti-woke” narratives (eg. 
reverse discrimination, DEI as divisive).

•	 Pushback is stronger in US operations, driving 
changes in language, comms, and visibility.

•	 Few organisations have been forced to reduce 
activity but many operate with greater caution.

7.    The Future of DEI – How It Must Change

Respondents see the next stage of DEI as:

•	 Embedded: shifting from standalone 
initiatives to systemic integration across 
leadership, strategy, and processes.

•	 Inclusive of all: framing DEI as beneficial for 
everyone, avoiding polarisation and labels.

•	 Language-evolved: moving toward simpler, 
human-centred, less divisive terminology.

•	 Impact-driven: focusing on measurable 
outcomes, accountability, & business benefits.

•	 Human-centred: returning to fairness, respect, 
and lived experience as the core rationale.

8.    Overall Mood

Despite resourcing constraints and growing 
external pressures, the general mood remains 
positive and determined:

•	 Boards (77%) and Executives (88%) are 
reported as supportive.

•	 81% of organisations are not reducing 
visibility despite global discourse.

•	 Practitioners express fatigue and concern 
but emphasise the need to “stay the course” 
and double down, not retreat.
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DETAILED RESPONSES

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

No strategy currently 6.32% 11

Less than 2 years 8.05% 14

Between 2-5 years 34.48% 60

Between 5-10 years 25.86% 45

More than 10 years 20.69% 36

Unsure 4.60% 8

ANSWERED 174

1.  Longevity of Diversity Strategy

How long has your organisation had a D&I strategy?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Gender equity 89.66% 156

Working parents 42.53% 74

People living with a disability 67.82% 118

Cultural diversity 71.26% 124

Neurodiversity 39.66% 69

LGBTQ+ 79.31% 138

Mature age employees 14.94% 26

Carers 32.76% 57

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 83.33% 145

None of the above 0.57% 1

Other (please specify) 7.47% 13

ANSWERED 174

2.  Current Pillars of DEI

Which areas do you have standalone strategies or objectives for? (please select all that apply)

•	 Menopause support

•	 Working families

•	 Miscarriage and early pregnancy loss support

•	 Family domestic violence support

•	 Social disadvantage

Other areas included: (duplicate and non-applicable commentary removed)

•	 Veterans

•	 Young professionals

•	 Young workforce (<35 years)

•	 Women

•	 Antiracism
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ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Gender equity 1.15% 2

Working parents 0.57% 1

People living with a disability 0.00% 0

Cultural diversity 0.57% 1

Neurodiversity 0.00% 0

LGBTQ+ 1.72% 3

Mature age employees 0.00% 0

Carers 0.57% 1

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 1.15% 2

Other 2.32% 8

None of the above 91.95% 160

ANSWERED 166

3.  Intended Discontinuation of Pillars

Are you looking at discontinuing any of the following pillars within your diversity work within the next 1-2 
years? (please select all that apply)

Author’s Note:  The most prominent area of inclusion work likely to be deprioritised or discontinued in the future 
was LGBTQ+ inclusion.  While only a very small sample, this trend aligns with the broader cultural and political 
pushback against DEI efforts, in which LGBTQ+ identities and related initiatives have become central points of 
contention in anti-DEI and ‘anti-woke’ campaigns. The potential withdrawal of inclusion initiatives in precisely those 
areas where need remains greatest raises a significant risk of exacerbating inequities.
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ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

A strategic approach to D&I that moves away from 
diversity pillars but maintains employee networks or 
resource groups for those who wish to continue

12.07% 21

A strategic approach to D&I that moves away from 
diversity pillars and away from employee networks or 
resource groups

1.72% 3

Removal of D&I as a function within the organisation 2.30% 4

Not applicable 67.82% 118

Other (please specify) 16.09% 28

ANSWERED 174

4.  Intentions to Change Strategy

If you are intending to change (or have recently changed) your D&I strategy, please select the statement that 
most closely reflects this change:

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Strategy Renewal 
and Strengthening

Several organisations are refreshing, uplifting, or doubling 
down on their strategies, often with a stronger emphasis on 
meaningful outcomes.

•	 “Put in place a new DEI strategy”

•	 “Renewal of the DEI strategy, with a focus on achievable and 
meaningful actions…”

•	 “We are doubling down on D&I and strengthening our 
focus”

•	 “Uplifting and strengthening our DEI strategy right now”

Theme 
Commitment 
to advancing 
D&I remains, 
with renewed 
focus on impact, 
accountability, 
and 
sustainability.

Shift in Framing 
and Language

A clear theme is the reframing of terminology, with 
some moving away from “diversity” toward “inclusion” or 
“belonging,” or adopting softer/safer language due to 
sensitivities (particularly in the US).

•	 “Slight change in ‘branding’”

•	 “DE&I program changed to ‘Inclusion and belonging’…”

•	 “We continue… but removed Diversity from all our 
documentation and websites, so it is just Inclusion”

•	 “Repositioning ourselves and evaluating the language”

•	 “Reducing our public promotion of D&I”

•	 “Being a US company, we are careful about 
communications back into our US parent company”

Theme 
Organisations 
are tactically 
adjusting 
language, either 
to align with 
evolving debate 
(inclusion/
belonging vs. 
diversity) or 
to manage 
reputational and 
political risks.
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Focus on Inclusion, 
Equity, and 
Belonging

Many responses highlight a pivot from diversity metrics 
toward equity-first, inclusion, and belonging frameworks 
emphasising systemic fairness and cultural connection.

•	 “Strategic approach that looks at equity-first. ERGs will 
continue”

•	 “Consolidation of term ‘inclusion’ to cover all DEI groups”

•	 “If anything we will ramp up a focus on inclusion & belonging”

•	 “Ensuring the strategy includes a focus on how inclusion 
improves productivity and work outcomes”

Theme 
Less 
emphasis on 
representation 
alone; more on 
lived experience, 
equity of 
systems, and 
belonging.

Intersectional 
and Integrated 
Approaches

A number of organisations are moving away from siloed 
“pillars” of diversity (eg. gender, ethnicity, disability) toward 
intersectional or integrated models.

•	 “Incorporating more pillars but in a more cohesive rather 
than stand-alone way”

•	 “Completely integrated intersectionality instead of a focus 
on community pillars”

•	 “A strategic approach that moves away from diversity pillars 
to a more integrated and intersectional approach”

•	 “A DEI approach that is intersectional and maintains 
employee resource groups”

•	 “Trying to re-imagine… in a way that is intersectional and 
breaks down barriers between ‘Pillars’”

Theme 
Growing 
maturity in 
recognising 
overlapping 
identities and 
aiming for 
systemic, holistic 
approaches.

Organisational 
Caution and 
Retrenchment

Some organisations are slowing, pausing, or being cautious 
about public-facing DEI activity, often linked to external 
socio-political pressures (especially in the US).

•	 “We are continuing as close to usual as possible, however 
being very careful with wording…”

•	 “Minor changes to targets in the US”

•	 “Putting all strategies on hold for 6 months”

•	 “Reducing our public promotion of D&I”

Theme 
Sensitivity to 
political climate 
and reputational 
risk is leading 
to quieter 
or delayed 
implementation.

Structural and 
Leadership 
Commitments

A few organisations highlighted structural or leadership 
changes to reinforce accountability.

•	 “Have recently appointed Senior DEI leader and writing both 
a DEI strategy and CARM women action plan”

•	 “Currently reviewing our strategy but the pillars will be 
remaining – the focus is getting more involvement from the 
business”

•	 “Creating a unified approach to DEI”

Theme 
Ensuring 
leadership, 
governance 
and integration 
across the 
business to 
embed strategy.

Overall Insights

•	 Momentum continues: Most are not abandoning D&I; rather, they’re adapting language, focus, or structure.

•	 Shift in emphasis: Inclusion, equity, belonging, and intersectionality are increasingly central.

•	 Caution in communications: Especially for US-linked organisations, rhetoric is being softened or delayed.

•	 Maturity journey: Moving from siloed “pillar-based” work to integrated, systemic strategies.
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5.  Measurement Tools Used to Determine Impact

Please identify any measurement tools used to measure the impact of your D&I initiatives on either your culture 
or business (please select all that apply).

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Employee Feedback 
and Engagement

Examples

•	 Feedback from employee groups

•	 Employee Reference Groups feeding into an 
Inclusion Council

•	 Exit surveys

•	 Quarterly employee pulse survey (with D&I metrics)

•	 Event attendance

Theme 
Many organisations 
rely on direct 
employee input 
(surveys, focus 
groups, ERGs) to 
assess inclusion, 
belonging, and 
engagement.

External Benchmarks 
and Accreditations

Examples

•	 Participation in DEI-focused accreditations

•	 DCA Inclusive Employer Index

•	 Pride in Diversity’s AWEI

•	 Diversity Atlas (and digitisation of GDEIB)

Theme 
Use of external 
indices and 
benchmarks 
provides credibility, 
comparability, 
and structured 
frameworks for 
measurement.

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Annual Employee Engagement / Voice Survey 
(or similar)

82.18% 143

Employee Survey specifically looking at D&I initiatives 39.08% 68

Internal focus groups 52.87% 92

Client / Customer experience 20.11% 35

Business Impact surveys or statistics 12.07% 21

Targets or quotas 41.38% 72

External benchmarking 51.72% 90

None of the above 3.45% 6

Other (please specify) 6.90% 12

ANSWERED 174
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Workforce and  
HR Data

Examples:

•	 Workplace audit data

•	 Retention and attrition by gender

•	 Uptake of parental leave and other benefits

•	 Internal complaints data

Theme 
Tracking 
quantitative 
HR metrics 
(representation, 
retention, leave, 
grievances) gives 
insight into systemic 
equity and culture.

Monitoring, 
Evaluation and 
Compliance

Examples:

•	 Monitoring and evaluation plan

•	 Procurement requirement for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander services

Theme 
Formal plans 
and compliance 
measures are being 
used to embed 
accountability 
and track systemic 
outcomes.

Overall Insights

•	 Mixed maturity: Some organisations use structured frameworks (DCA, Pride in Diversity’s AWEI, GDEIB, 
Diversity Atlas), while others rely on more ad hoc measures (event attendance, complaints).

•	 Combination approach: Most appear to be using both qualitative (feedback, surveys) and quantitative 
(audit data, HR metrics) measures.

•	 Emerging sophistication: A few are moving toward integrated measurement systems (eg. Diversity Atlas 
digitisation, linking ERGs to leadership).
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6.  DEI Impact Perception: Organisational Culture

If you have measured the impact of D&I initiatives on your organisational culture, which statement  
best reflects that impact?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Leadership 
Resistance and 
Hostile Culture

•	 One organisation described active opposition from the CEO to any DEI-related 
changes, even basic requests (eg. women’s uniforms).

•	 Reports of unsafe environments (eg. harassment ignored, women needing to 
wash clothes in bathrooms due to unsafe camps).

•	 Exclusion of women from decision-making (eg. not invited to daily meetings).

•	 Perception that cultural change is unlikely without leadership change.

Early-Stage 
Measurement

•	 Another organisation noted that formal measurement practices are still 
developing.

•	 Some rely mainly on word-of-mouth feedback, which has been generally 
positive.

Staff Opposition 
to DEI

•	 One organisation has observed a growing negative sentiment among staff 
toward DEI initiatives, suggesting resistance or backlash.

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Very positive 37.36% 65

Somewhat positive 43.68% 76

No impact 2.30% 4

Somewhat negative 1.72% 3

Very negative 0.00% 0

Not applicable 14.94% 26

If you have answered negatively, please provide 
more information

6.90% 3

ANSWERED 174
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7.  DEI Impact Perception: Business Outcomes

If you have measured the impact of D&I initiatives on your business outcomes (outside of culture), which 
statement best reflects the impact?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Very positive 24.71% 43

Somewhat positive 31.03% 54

No impact 3.45% 6

Somewhat negative 0.57% 1

Very negative 0.00% 0

Not applicable 40.23% 70

If you have answered negatively, please provide 
more information

6.90% 5

ANSWERED 174

8.  Dedicated DEI Staff

Do you have one or more staff dedicated to D&I?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 77.01% 134

No 22.99% 40

ANSWERED 174

9.  Intention to Reduce Headcount

Do you envisage reducing your headcount for diversity roles within the next year?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 5.17% 9

No 62.64% 109

Unsure 20.11% 35

Not applicable 12.07% 21

ANSWERED 174
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10.  Envisaged Changes to DEI

Do you envisage any of the following changes to your D&I approach? (please select all that apply)

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Resourcing and 
Funding Constraints

Limited tenure of DEI roles, lack of dedicated funding, and insufficient staffing 
mean organisations are forced to scale back activity.

•	 “Funding and resourcing availability… limited tenure”

•	 “Maintaining / doing slightly less with less people in role”

•	 “Organisation has made big, public and vocal commitments, but doesn’t allocate 
adequate resources.”

Leadership Attitudes 
and Priorities

In some cases, executive leadership does not support DEI or prioritises core 
business foundations first. One respondent also noted personal job security 
uncertainty, tied to executive decision-making.

•	 “CEO does not believe in it”

•	 “ELT feel there is a need to focus on the foundations of the business first.”

Language and 
Framing Shifts

Several organisations are moving away from “diversity” language, reframing under 
“inclusion” instead.

•	 “Diversity labels create segregation”

•	 “Changing our branding from diversity to inclusion”

•	 “Not using the word diversity. Using only the word inclusion.”

Integration with 
Broader Business 
Goals

DEI is being absorbed into broader organisational strategies, rather than 
maintained as a standalone function.

•	 “Global office is aligning DEI with business goals and not as a stand alone”

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

We are looking at stepping up / increasing our work  
in D&I

36.78% 64

We are looking at maintaining our work in D&I 57.47% 100

We are looking at maintaining our work in D&I but 
being less vocal, visible

9.20% 16

We are looking at reducing our work in D&I 2.30% 4

We are looking at moving away from D&I 1.15% 2

Unsure 4.60% 8

Not applicable 0.00% 0

If you are looking at reducing your work in D&I or 
moving away from it, please identify the drivers  
behind this decision

6.90% 12

ANSWERED 174
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External Political and 
Social Context

Participants noted that perceptions of a conservative backlash and changing 
political dynamics, especially within the US context, were contributing factors to 
increased caution or a slowdown in DEI initiatives.

Overall Insights

•	 Resourcing remains the dominant driver: Lack of funding, staffing, and sustained investment is the most 
common reason for pullback.

•	 Leadership and framing also matter: Where leaders are resistant, or where organisations see “diversity”  
as divisive, DEI work is reframed or deprioritised.

•	 Trend toward integration: Some are embedding inclusion within broader business priorities, suggesting  
a shift in strategy rather than an abandonment.

•	 External pressures: Political and social climates are shaping how publicly and actively organisations  
engage with DEI.
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11.  Board Support for DEI

Do you feel the general mood of the Board in regard to D&I for your organisation is:

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Very supportive 51.15% 89

Somewhat supportive 25.86% 45

Neutral 6.90% 12

Somewhat unsupportive 3.45% 6

Very unsupportive 1.72% 3

Unable to gauge 8.62% 15

Not applicable 2.30% 4

ANSWERED 174

12.  Executive Team Support for DEI

Do you feel the general mood of your Executive team in regard to D&I for your organisation is:

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Very supportive 57.47% 100

Somewhat supportive 30.46% 53

Neutral 8.05% 14

Somewhat unsupportive 2.30% 4

Very unsupportive 0.57% 1

Unable to gauge 1.15% 2

ANSWERED 174
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13.  External Visibility of DEI Work

Are you looking to reduce the visibility of your work in D&I as a result of the current discourse on D&I,  
the anti-woke movement or what is happening in the United States?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 10.34% 18

No 81.03% 141

Unsure 8.62% 15

ANSWERED 174

14.  Internal Staff Pushback

Are you aware of any internal staff pushback on D&I as a result of the current discourse on D&I,  
the anti-woke movement or what is happening in the United States?

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes, we have received pushback 35.63% 62

Not aware of any pushback 64.37% 112

If you have answered yes, briefly describe that 
pushback

47

ANSWERED 174

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Ideological 
Resistance and  
“Anti-Woke” 
Narratives

Some staff see DEI as political or divisive, echoing US “anti-woke” discourse.

•	 Common arguments include: 

 –  DEI creates segregation or reverse discrimination. 

 –  Gender/LGBTQIA+ inclusion is unnecessary or inappropriate at work. 

 –  DEI equals “rainbow washing” or performative. 

 –  “Diversity hires” undermine merit.

This rhetoric is often expressed in surveys, anonymous channels, or informal 
comments.

Concerns About 
Overemphasis and 
Resource Allocation

•	 Pushback often frames DEI as being given too much attention compared to 
“core business” priorities.

•	 Some believe resources should be spent elsewhere, or that DEI is “overdone” 
with too many events and symbolic activities.
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Polarisation and 
Distrust

•	 A few noted that the tone of DEI communications can be polarising, dismissing 
alternate perspectives and alienating some groups (particularly white men).

•	 Some perceive DEI as anti-meritocratic or discriminatory against majority 
groups, with whistleblower reports alleging bias against white men or 
objections to First Nations activities.

Increased Vocalisation 
(But Often Minority 
Voices)

•	 Many organisations reported that pushback is mainly from a vocal minority, 

often the same individuals or groups who have historically resisted DEI.

•	 What’s changing is that these voices are becoming more vocal, emboldened by 

global discourse.

Variation by 
Geography and 
Political Climate

•	 Pushback is stronger in US operations, leading to language changes in 

communications and hesitancy on policies  

(eg. gender affirmation).

•	 Australian organisations note US rhetoric (eg. “woke”, “reverse discrimination”) is 

filtering into local discourse, though often in less extreme form.

Subtle vs. Overt 
Pushback

•	 Subtle: whispers, apathy (“this doesn’t affect me”), anonymous survey comments.

•	 Overt: homophobic remarks, increased hostility around gender identity (eg. 

toilets, pronouns), public complaints on LinkedIn, or active undermining of 

initiatives.

External 
Consequences

•	 One organisation highlighted business and financial impacts, including lost 

contracts, investor withdrawal, and job losses for DEI professionals linked to the 

US political climate.

Overall Insights

•	 Pushback is common but not dominant: Most organisations still report majority support, with negative 
sentiment typically isolated to a small group.

•	 Narratives mirror US discourse: “Anti-woke”, “reverse discrimination”, and “merit-based hiring” themes show 
how global politics is shaping local conversations.

•	 Leadership & communications matter: Pushback can intensify if DEI is perceived as symbolic, overly 
political, or detached from business outcomes.

•	 Risk of polarisation: Both critics (seeing DEI as divisive) and some proponents (dismissive of dissent) 
contribute to polarisation.
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15.  Influence of US

If your organisation is international, are you being asked by a US office to make any of the following changes to 
your work in D&I? (please select all that apply)

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Continuity with 
Compliance Caveat

•	 Organisations are continuing their global DEI approaches but emphasise that 
they will adapt if new local laws require it.

Conditional 
Approval

•	 Some have been told their current practices are acceptable “for now”, 
suggesting possible future changes depending on the US context.

Communication 
Controls

•	 There is a need to check or adjust external communications, particularly public 
postings, to avoid risks in the US climate.

Language 
Adjustments

•	 Minor wording changes are being made to US-based initiatives, reflecting 
heightened sensitivity to language.

Sector / Peer 
Influence

•	 One organisation noted that their experience with US offices mirrors the 
restrictions universities are facing, implying a shared trend of constraint or 
caution.

Overall Insights

The US political and legal environment is not halting global DEI activity outright, but it is:

•	 Driving more cautious communications,

•	 Prompting language tweaks, and

•	 Creating a sense of uncertain, conditional permission (“acceptable for now”).

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes, to stop altogether 0.00% 0

Yes, considerable changes reducing our organisation's 
efforts in D&I

3.45% 6

Yes, changes to what we can sponsor in terms of D&I 2.87% 5

Some changes, but not exhaustive 6.90% 12

No enforced changes, but recommendations made 5.17% 9

Encouragement to continue or ramp up initiatives 3.45% 6

No changes that we are aware of 16.67% 29

Not Applicable 62.64% 109

Other (please specify) 4.60% 8

ANSWERED 174
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ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Engagement 75.86% 132

Wellbeing 67.24% 117

Culture 71.26% 124

Innovation 20.11% 35

Productivity 22.99% 40

Belonging 60.34% 105

Retention 50.57% 88

Talent Attraction 55.75% 97

Career Development 39.08% 68

Diverse Leadership 58.62% 102

None of the above 10.34% 18

Other (please specify) 3.45% 6

ANSWERED 174

16.  DEI Impact Measures

We measure the impact of D&I initiatives on (please select all that apply):

•	 Women in leadership

•	 Pay gap

•	 Experiences of sexual harassment, bullying, discrimination

•	 Uptake of leave and benefits

•	 Cultural safety

•	 Membership, registrations

•	 Attracting and maintaining clients

•	 Reflecting our customers and the community

Other measures:
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ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Engagement 67.82% 118

Wellbeing 56.32% 98

Culture 63.22% 110

Innovation 17.82% 31

Productivity 21.84% 38

Belonging 55.17% 96

Retention 36.21% 63

Talent Attraction 44.83% 78

Career Development 27.59% 48

Diverse Leadership 40.23% 70

None of the above 16.67% 29

Other (please specify) 2.30% 4

ANSWERED 174

17.  DEI Positive Impact Correlation

We have been able to show that D&I has had a positive impact on (please select all that apply):

•	 Attracting and maintaining clients

•	 Health outcomes/equity

•	 Profitability

•	 Conflict resolution

•	 Improved psychological safety

Other:
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ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Engagement 0.57% 1

Wellbeing 0.57% 1

Culture 1.72% 3

Innovation 0.00% 0

Productivity 1.15% 2

Belonging 0.00% 0

Retention 0.57% 1

Talent Attraction 0.57% 1

Career Development 1.15% 2

Diverse Leadership 1.15% 2

None of the above 93.68% 163

Other (please specify) 1.72% 3

ANSWERED 174

18.  DEI Negative Impact Correlation

We have been able to show that D&I has had a negative impact on (please select all that apply):

•	 DEI can show a negative impact on all of these areas if done poorly (participant comment)

Other:
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19.  DEI Greatest Successes

What do you feel has been the greatest success of your D&I work?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD ANSWERED  130

Culture of Belonging, 
Safety and Respect

•	 Many organisations highlighted fostering a safe, respectful, and inclusive 
culture where people feel they belong and can bring their whole selves  
to work.

•	 Employees report increased trust, willingness to confide in leaders, and a 
stronger sense of being heard.

•	 Tangible improvements include safer spaces, visibility of diverse groups,  
and improved workplace wellbeing.

Leadership 
Commitment and 
Role Modelling

•	 Executive and Board-level advocacy, sponsorship, and participation in initiatives 
were seen as critical successes.

•	 Visible leadership support has normalised inclusion (eg. attending celebrations, 
championing policies).

Employee Voice and 
Networks

•	 Establishment and growth of Employee Resource Groups (ERGs), Pride 
Networks, Inclusion Councils, and other staff-led initiatives.

•	 ERGs give marginalised staff a platform, build community, and drive grassroots 
engagement.

Awareness, Education 
and Dialogue

•	 Strong success in raising awareness on taboo topics (eg. race, neurodiversity, 
LGBTQ+ inclusion, disability).

•	 Training and open conversations have increased empathy, curiosity, and 
dialogue on lived experiences.

Policy and Structural 
Change

•	 Development of inclusive policies (eg. gender-neutral parental leave, flexible 
public holidays, gender affirmation guides, reconciliation action plans).

•	 Tangible benefits like increased men taking parental leave, improved 
retention for women and First Nations employees, and greater accessibility for 
marginalised groups.

Improved 
Representation and 
Outcomes

•	 Notable increases in female representation, cultural diversity, First Nations 
participation, and neurodiverse talent.

•	 Specific gains include gender balance in tech and leadership roles, and 
measurable increases in workforce diversity.

Embedding D&I 
into Strategy and 
Systems

•	 Some organisations moved from ad hoc initiatives to embedding DEI into 
corporate strategy, business plans, and processes.

•	 Framing DEI as a “strategic enabler” or core part of operations was seen as a 
breakthrough.
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Employee 
Engagement and 
Retention

•	 Positive feedback through surveys, pulse checks, and anecdotal employee 
stories show increased engagement, belonging, and retention.

•	 DEI efforts are cited by candidates and employees as reasons to join and stay 
with organisations.

Recognition and 
Accreditation

•	 External validation through awards and accreditations (eg. WGEA Employer of 
Choice, AWEI, Carers’ accreditation).

•	 Recognition cited as motivating, reputation-enhancing, and talent-attracting.

External Impact 
and Community 
Engagement

•	 Initiatives extend beyond the organisation, influencing grassroots clubs, clients, 
and communities.

•	 Work in reconciliation, inclusive sport, and external advocacy has enhanced 
reputation and trust.

Overall Pattern

Successes are strongest where DEI has moved from symbolic gestures to embedded policies, leadership 
accountability, and measurable outcomes.
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SAFETY
RESPECT

BELONGING
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20.  DEI's Most Significant Detractors

What do you feel are the most significant detractors in terms of your D&I work?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD ANSWERED  127

Resourcing and 
Capacity Constraints

•	 Lack of budget, limited headcount, reduced DEI roles, and reliance on 
voluntary/unpaid labour.

•	 Competing business priorities, cost-cutting, and billable hours often 
deprioritise D&I.

•	 Time pressure: staff and leaders too stretched to meaningfully engage.

Leadership Gaps •	 Insufficient buy-in from senior leaders, boards, and middle managers.

•	 Leaders not role-modelling inclusive behaviours or seeing D&I as  
“someone else’s job.”

•	 Some leaders perceive the organisation as “already inclusive,” leading to apathy.

•	 Lack of clarity or skills among leaders on how to support D&I practically.

Cultural and Social 
Pushback

•	 Rise of "anti-woke,” anti-DEI, and anti-trans sentiment in the US and globally, 
influencing Australian discourse.

•	 Negative media, political narratives, and social media backlash creating fear, 
caution, or reluctance to act.

•	 Entrenched traditional attitudes, especially in male-dominated/regional teams.

•	 Resistance from a vocal minority of staff, sometimes in influential positions.

Structural and 
Systemic Barriers

•	 DEI framed as a side initiative rather than embedded into everyday work.

•	 Administrative burdens (eg. compliance reporting) drain energy from 
meaningful initiatives.

•	 Risk of “tick-box” accreditation processes (eg. WGEA) diluting genuine impact.

•	 Difficulty demonstrating tangible ROI or clear business benefits.

Emotional and 
Human Factors

•	 Heavy emotional labour for DEI practitioners, often feeling like  
“two full-time jobs.”

•	 Burnout, exhaustion, and lack of psychosocial safety support.

•	 Frustration at slow pace of change, bureaucracy, and resistance.

Engagement 
Challenges

•	 Difficulty reaching non desk-based or dispersed workforces.

•	 Employee saturation from too many initiatives or “pillar overload.”

•	 Lack of education, awareness, or understanding of equity vs equality. 

•	 Some staff’s personal or religious beliefs clashing with DEI messaging.

Overall Pattern

DEI detractors are a mix of internal constraints (resources, leadership, clarity) and external pressures (political 
climate, anti-DEI sentiment, media backlash).

Key Risks

Without sustained leadership commitment, resourcing, and careful messaging, momentum is easily undermined, 
especially in the face of growing anti-DEI discourse.



101

A
W

E
I E

C
H

O
E

S 
A

N
T

I-D
E

I R
ISE

4

A
P

P
E

N
D

IX

5

21.  Inclusivity with Reduced DEI Effort

If you are currently looking at reducing D&I efforts, will you still emphasise an inclusive workplace and/or 
employee belonging? If so, how?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD ANSWERED  85

Majority Response – 
Not Reducing

•	 Most respondents said “N/A,” “Not applicable,” or “Not reducing.”

•	 Several noted they are instead maintaining or strengthening efforts, in some 
cases “doubling down.”

•	 Some organisations are reframing or broadening the work (eg. merging DEI 
with Health, Safety & Wellbeing to include psychosocial safety).

Continuing Inclusion 
and Belonging Work

For those who are cautious or making changes, common approaches include:

•	 Leadership accountability – ensuring leaders remain responsible for driving 
inclusion.

•	 Employee networks & events – continuing ERGs and celebrating key cultural, 
awareness, and inclusion dates (eg. GAAD, IWD, Pride, R U OK Day).

•	 Departmental or local approaches – shifting some activity from organisation-
wide to departmental level.

•	 Embedding in culture – treating everyone with respect, focusing on belonging, 
and continuing education/communications.

•	 Safety lens – using WHS or psychosocial safety frameworks (eg. addressing 
racism, misgendering) to maintain protections.

Cautious 
Adjustments

•	 Some are modifying language when presenting internationally (eg. less 
emphasis on “diversity” but same core ideas).

•	 A few mentioned waiting for global directives before confirming next steps.

•	 One respondent noted their own capacity constraints may limit visibility but 
they do not want to reduce emphasis on inclusion.

Overall Pattern

The vast majority are not reducing D&I efforts. For the few navigating constraints or external pressures, they plan 
to sustain belonging and inclusion through leadership accountability, employee networks, cultural events, and 
psychosocial safety frameworks, even if branding, language, or visibility shifts.
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22.  Psychological safety with reduced D&I effort

If you are currently looking at reducing D&I efforts, how will you ensure a psychologically safe  
workplace for diverse populations, particularly those who are currently targeted by the anti-woke or  
anti-LGBTQ+/trans movement? 

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD ANSWERED  79

Majority Response – 
Not Reducing

•	 Most respondents answered “N/A,” “Not applicable,” or “Not reducing.”

•	 Many clarified that this question does not apply because their D&I work is 
continuing or expanding.

Key Approaches to 
Psychological Safety

For those who addressed it directly, common actions include:

•	 Leadership and accountability – holding leaders responsible for creating safe 
environments.

•	 Policies and frameworks – using Respect@Work, psychosocial safety surveys,  
or risk management processes.

•	 Employee support systems – EAP (Employee Assistance Programs), trained 
mental health wardens, mental health first aid, and HR-led training.

•	 Employee networks and safe spaces – ERGs, Pride/LGBTQ+ committees, and 
internal support groups acting as safe havens.

•	 Education and awareness – training on bullying, harassment, misinformation, 
and psychosocial hazards.

•	 Data and feedback – employee surveys (including psych safety and wellbeing 
measures) and insights shared with leadership/employee networks to inform 
improvements.

Some are waiting 
for global directives 
before confirming 
next steps in this 
area

•	 A few respondents suggested removing labels and treating everyone  
“the same” as their way of ensuring inclusion, though this differs from a  
more targeted support.

•	 One noted that DEI efforts in their division have influenced other teams  
to prioritise psychological safety more strongly.

•	 A couple admitted they have no concrete plans yet or are “unsure” how to 
address this.

Overall

While most organisations are not reducing D&I efforts, those that are cautious or adapting still recognise 
psychological safety as essential. They are focusing on leadership accountability, ERGs, mental health supports, 
Respect@Work frameworks, and employee feedback mechanisms to safeguard diverse groups, especially LGBTQ+ 
staff, despite external pressures.
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23.  DEI Oversteps

Do you feel that D&I has overstepped the mark in any area?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Quotas and Metrics •	 Perceived overemphasis on representation targets and diversity numbers rather 
than systemic change, leading to feelings of tokenism, “tick-boxing,” or hiring 
without regard to skills/experience.

Labels and Silos •	 Concerns about creating “buckets” of identity, over-labelling people, or treating 
diversity issues in isolation rather than through intersectionality.

Performative Efforts •	 Frustration with superficial or symbolic actions (eg. performative allyship, 
resume-padding via ERG roles, leadership doing visibility without accountability).

Cultural Practices •	 Some cited overuse of Welcome to Country acknowledgements, which they felt 
risk losing meaning.

Ideological or 
Polarising Approaches

•	 Mentions of critical race theory, social justice activism, “cancel culture,” and DEI 
being positioned as anti-male or anti-female, creating divisiveness.

Communication 
Issues

•	 Confusing or shifting language, lack of clarity on economic/business benefits, 
and messaging perceived as too militant or one-sided.

Concerns About 
Exclusion

•	 Some felt DEI can unintentionally exclude or silence majority groups, or not bring 
everyone along on the journey, resulting in pushback.

•	 Others noted the need to include all voices and apply a more holistic, 
intersectional lens.

Balanced or Supportive Views

•	 Several respondents emphasised that DEI has not overstepped and is in fact not going far enough.

•	 Some argued missteps are often due to misunderstandings, poor implementation, or media distortion 
rather than the intent of DEI itself.

•	 A recurring theme was the need for DEI to be anchored in inclusion for all, with careful, purposeful 
approaches that avoid performative or ideological extremes.

Overall

The strongest criticisms centre on quotas, tokenism, performativity, and polarisation. At the same time, many 
participants affirmed that DEI remains essential, but must be implemented with clarity, inclusivity, and balance, 
focusing on systemic change and genuine impact rather than metrics or symbolism.

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 11.70% 20

Unsure 16.37% 28

No 71.93% 123

If you have responded yes, please identify the areas 28

ANSWERED 171
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24.  Changes to DEI

Do you feel that D&I has to change going forward?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Integration and 
Embedding

•	 DEI should move from being a standalone initiative to being embedded in  
core business processes, leadership development, systems, and everyday ways  
of working.

•	 Less reliance on volunteer ERGs; more accountability for senior leaders and 
management buy-in.

•	 Shift from tick-box activities and events to systemic, sustainable change.

Language, 
Communication and 
Framing

•	 Need to use inclusive, non-divisive language that avoids “them vs us” framing.

•	 Adjust terminology to depoliticise DEI, given backlash against “woke” and 
stigmatisation of the acronym itself.

•	 Improve storytelling and messaging to demonstrate how DEI benefits everyone, 
including majority groups.

•	 Focus on practical, empathetic communication that engages people rather than 
alienates.

Focus on Inclusion, 
Equity and 
Belonging

•	 Stronger emphasis on inclusion and equity, with “diversity” seen as an outcome, 
not the starting point.

•	 Calls to drop over-labelling and instead build human-centric workplaces where 
all are treated with dignity.

•	 Shift towards belonging and collective change, avoiding silos and fragmentation.

Intersectionality and 
Broader Scope

•	 DEI should adopt a more holistic, intersectional approach, looking beyond 
gender, sexuality, and disability to include class, socioeconomic status, culture, 
religion, and other overlooked identities.

•	 Ensure no one feels excluded or left behind, including majority groups.

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 51.19% 86

Unsure 28.57% 48

No 20.24% 34

If you have responded yes, please explain the areas you 
feel need to change and why.

87

ANSWERED 168
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Strategic and  
Impact-Driven

•	 Move from small, symbolic actions to larger, more impactful projects.

•	 Increase data use, measurement, and accountability to show real progress.

•	 Balance visible commitments with meaningful systemic change.

•	 Focus on business benefits and performance outcomes to strengthen the case.

Responding to 
External Context

•	 Adapt to the anti-DEI / "anti-woke" backlash, especially in the US, by reframing 
the conversation and clearly articulating the rationale.

•	 Emphasise respectful dialogue and tolerance of questions/dissent.

•	 Recognise that DEI must continually evolve with social and cultural changes.

Human-Centred 
Values

•	 Reaffirm DEI as being about fairness, respect, and humanity first, not just business 
outcomes.

•	 More focus on real lived experiences, centring marginalised voices rather than 
speaking over them.

•	 Ultimately, aim to normalise diversity so DEI becomes part of “how we do things,” 
not a separate agenda.

Overall

Respondents see the future of DEI as more embedded, more inclusive, more strategic, and more human-centred. 
The strongest themes were around shifting the language and framing to engage everyone, broadening the scope 
to intersectionality, focusing on systemic change over tokenism, and balancing values-based arguments with clear 
business outcomes.
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25.  Language of DEI

Do you feel the language of D&I has to change going forward?

THEMATIC SUMMARY OF FREE-FORM TEXT FIELD

Language is 
Powerful and Needs 
Adjustment

•	 Words can make or break DEI efforts; some terms have become loaded or 
weaponised (“DEI,” “woke”), leading to resistance.

•	 Many suggested rebranding or reframing (eg. focusing on Inclusion & Belonging, 
Culture & Employee Experience).

•	 Concern that jargon (eg. “patriarchy,” “intersectionality,” complex LGBTQIA+ terms) 
can alienate or confuse people, particularly those new to the conversation.

Simplify and Make 
Accessible

•	 Push for plain English, less corporate jargon, and more practical, human-centred 
framing.

•	 Calls to reduce labels and technical terminology, which can discourage 
participation for fear of “getting it wrong.”

•	 Desire for language that is clear, relatable, and inclusive of all, including those 
who feel DEI “isn’t about them.”

Shift Emphasis •	 Move away from a narrow focus on “diversity” towards inclusion, equity, 
belonging, and wellbeing.

•	 Greater attention to shared human experience, not just identity categories.

•	 Some see opportunity to frame DEI more around business outcomes (innovation, 
productivity, fairness, safety) to broaden appeal.

Balance Honesty 
with Engagement

•	 Some want more explicit, bold language that calls out privilege and systemic 
barriers directly.

•	 Others argue for a softer, more empathetic tone to bring skeptics along without 
alienating them.

•	 Tension between staying true to the mission and adjusting language for political/
social context (eg. anti-DEI backlash, US politics).

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Yes 43.45% 73

Unsure 30.95% 52

No 25.60% 43

If you have responded yes, please identify how,  
and why.

75

ANSWERED 168
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Evolving, Not 
Abandoning

•	 Recognition that language naturally evolves over time, just as mental health and 
neurodiversity discussions did.

•	 Concern that abandoning DEI terms entirely could suggest the work was never 
valid, yet many agree refreshing terminology is needed to maintain relevance 
and credibility.

Overall

Respondents broadly agreed that the language of DEI must evolve, becoming simpler, more inclusive, less 
polarising, and more outcome-focused, without losing sight of its core purpose. There’s tension between those 
advocating for clearer, bolder language and those preferring a softer rebrand to engage wider audiences.

26.  Additional Comments

Do you have any further comments? (n = 46)

Overall Sentiment

•	 Strong commitment to DEI despite headwinds: Many emphasised the need to stay the course, recommit, 
and not pander to anti-DEI or “anti-woke” movements, even as the political and social climate becomes  
more hostile.

•	 Concerns about pushback: Some participants expressed concerns about potential pushback, noting that  
US political developments, in particular the US Administration's dismantling of DEI, had influenced some 
organisations to scale back their DEI efforts. Others emphasised that Australia should maintain its own direction 
and avoid replicating US patterns.

•	 Impact on practitioners and staff: Several spoke about the emotional toll, people feeling disheartened, 
overwhelmed, pessimistic, and unsafe. Practitioners in particular described the environment as “scary and 
tough.”

•	 Division and misunderstanding: Some noted that anti-DEI sentiment comes from a small but loud minority, 
while others criticised DEI for sometimes focusing too much on differences rather than common humanity.

•	 Practical realities: A number said election outcomes and government policy would influence organisational 
strategies. Others flagged risks of tokenism, reputational damage if DEI is rolled back, and the challenge of 
navigating hostile environments.

•	 Encouragement and gratitude: Multiple comments expressed thanks to PID, ACON, and others working in the 
space. People valued support, research, and leadership, and urged continued advocacy and visibility.

•	 Hope and direction: Calls to keep the conversation going, to focus on inclusion, respect, and fairness as 
universal values, and to avoid being dragged into culture wars. Many framed this as a critical time to protect 
and advance human rights in workplaces.

In short, respondents are worried about anti-DEI backlash but overwhelmingly believe organisations should double 
down, not retreat. They want clarity, courage, and leadership, while recognising the strain this climate places on both 
DEI practitioners and the people DEI aims to support.
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DETAILED ANALYSIS C: 
TOWN HALL SUMMIT
SUMMIT DETAILS

The final phase of this National Conversation 
brought together 45 diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI) professionals from a broad range of sectors 
and industries for a Town Hall Summit in Sydney. 

The forum provided an opportunity to examine the 
growing anti-DEI and "anti-woke” sentiment and its 
influence on practice, to reflect on the strengths and 
limitations of current approaches, and to consider 
how DEI might evolve to remain relevant, effective 
and valued within Australian workplaces.

Participants were divided into five discussion groups, 
each exploring a series of key questions. Insights 
and commentary from these group discussions were 
collated and form the basis of the following sections.

Discussion Questions:

1.	 What do you see as the key underlying issues 
driving the anti-DEI movement in Australia?

2.	 What changes to workplace DEI do you see 
currently (or potentially) happening here in 
Australia?

3.	 Where has DEI overstepped the mark? Where has 
it gone too far? Or hasn’t it?

4.	 How do we make the language and work of DEI 
talk to the inclusivity of all?

5.	 How do we still address the challenges of diverse 
groups in a way that will not create an “us and 
them” mentality?

The push is toward transparency, 
reporting, and outcomes that make 
DEI undeniable in impact.

Following these group discussions, the conversation 
continued with a panel facilitated by Director Dawn 
Emsen-Hough, featuring:

•	 Catherine Hunter, CEO of Diversity Council Australia; 

•	 Deborah Homewood, then CEO of the Australian 
Disability Network; and 

•	 Nareen Young, Associate Dean (Indigenous 
Leadership and Engagement) UTS Business School 
and Director of the UTS Jumbunna/UTS Business 
School Centre for Indigenous People and Work. 

The day concluded with a candid conversation with 
long-serving Qantas CEO and former Pride in Diversity 
Patron, Alan Joyce.

With special thanks to the team at Capgemini for 
assisting in the facilitation of these sessions and 
analysis of findings.

SUMMARY OF SUMMIT DISCUSSIONS

The rise of anti-DEI sentiment in Australia is a 
wake-up call. It reflects both external pressures, 
global politics, misinformation, economic stress, 
and internal challenges around communication, 
framing, and practice. 

Yet, it also presents an opportunity: to reset DEI with 
greater authenticity, universality, and sustainability. 
By embedding inclusion into everyday systems and 
values, and reframing it as a benefit for all, DEI can 
emerge stronger, more resilient, and more relevant 
than ever.
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SUMMIT KEY THEMES 

Discussions can be summarised into the following:

1.    Drivers of Anti-DEI Sentiment

Participants identified multiple forces fueling 
the backlash:

•	 Global political influence: US and UK 
“culture wars” are filtering into Australia, 
emboldening opposition.

•	 Misinformation and echo chambers: 
Social media and AI-driven algorithms 
amplify myths about DEI, especially among 
young men.

•	 Misunderstanding of DEI: Many equate 
DEI with exclusion, political correctness, or 
“special rights.”

•	 Socio-economic stressors: Cost-of-living 
pressures make DEI seem like a luxury, 
creating resentment.

•	 Distrust in institutions: Eroding trust in 
government, media, and corporations leaves 
space for fear-driven narratives.

•	 Internal critique: At times DEI has been 
performative or divisive, unintentionally 
fuelling backlash.

2.    Emerging Workplace Shifts

The workplace DEI landscape is changing in 
subtle but significant ways:

•	 Language evolution: Moving from 
“diversity” toward “inclusion,” “belonging,” and 
“wellbeing.”

•	 Quiet retrenchment: Some organisations 
are scaling back visibility, reframing DEI as 
compliance rather than strategy.

•	 Generational tensions: Younger men 
increasingly feel excluded, while millennials 
report burnout.

•	 Marginalised staff fatigue: Queer, trans, and 
minority employees carry disproportionate 
unpaid DEI labour.

•	 Fear of backlash: Organisations are cautious, 
often taking a “wait and see” approach 
before committing to visible action.

3.    Critiques of DEI Practice

While most did not see DEI as “going too far,” 
participants highlighted challenges within the 
profession:

•	 Perceived divisiveness: “Us vs. them” 
dynamics can alienate majority groups.

•	 Over-reliance on guilt/shame: These 
approaches can entrench resistance.

•	 Symbolism over substance: Too much focus 
on campaigns or days of significance, too 
little systemic embedding.

•	 Resource gaps: Expectations often outpace 
funding and structural support.

•	 Complex language: Jargon and corporate-
speak create barriers to engagement.

4.    Reframing DEI for All

A central theme was the need to make DEI 
more universal, human, and practical:

•	 Language shift: Use plain, values-based 
terms such as fairness, respect, safety, and 
belonging.

•	 Shared benefit: Show how inclusion 
benefits everyone (eg. flexible work, 
wellbeing, psychological safety).

•	 Personalised communication: Tailor 
messaging to different audiences and 
organisational contexts.

•	 Embed in daily work: Position inclusion as 
part of “how we work together,” not a siloed 
program.

•	 Rethink structures: Move beyond siloed 
ERGs toward more integrated, intersectional 
approaches.

•	 Leverage storytelling: Use lived experiences 
and leadership role-modelling to humanise 
inclusion.

5.    Avoiding Us vs. Them

To prevent division and disengagement, 
participants stressed the importance of:

•	 Designing inclusion with, not for: Co-create 
initiatives with lived experience while 
keeping them systemic and intersectional.

•	 Communicating universally: Use language 
and stories that resonate across all groups, 
including sceptics.

•	 Acknowledging those left behind: Create 
space for young men, religious communities, 
or others who feel excluded.

•	 Normalising empathy: Draw on the shared 
human experience of exclusion to build 
understanding.
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DISCUSSIONS

Discussion 1: 
What do you see as the key underlying issues driving the anti-DEI movement 
in Australia?

What is it telling us that we need to address as a profession?

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Global Political 
Influence and 
Cultural Backlash

All groups noted the influence of international politics, particularly from the US and 
UK, as contributing to Australia’s anti-DEI sentiment. Events like the election in the 
US, Brexit, and far-right rhetoric have emboldened individuals to express previously 
held views publicly. Messaging from these contexts is being mirrored locally, stoking 
distrust and division.

Misinformation, 
Media, and Social 
Echo Chambers

There was a strong consensus about the role of social media in spreading 
misinformation and amplifying anti-DEI sentiments. AI algorithms, echo chambers, 
and curated content (especially targeting young men) were seen as exacerbating 
misunderstandings and resistance to DEI.

Misunderstanding 
and Lack of 
Education about DEI

Several groups highlighted the widespread lack of clarity about what DEI actually 
means. Many people misunderstand DEI as being about political correctness, 
exclusion, or benefits only for minorities. This confusion fuels opposition, with some 
seeing DEI efforts as discriminatory against majority groups. Participants emphasised 
the need for clearer messaging, accessible language, and broader public education.

Socioeconomic 
Anxiety and  
Self-Protection

Economic instability, rising cost of living, politics and corporate life were repeatedly 
noted. When times are perceived as tough, people become more individualistic 
and see DEI as an optional “nice-to-have,” rather than a core value. Resentment can 
emerge when DEI is seen as taking away resources or opportunities.

Distrust in Institutions 
and Erosion of 
Collective Identity

A recurring theme was the erosion of trust in traditional institutions (media, 
government, science), leading to fertile ground for fear-based messaging. 
Participants reflected on the tension between Australia’s perceived values 
(multiculturalism, fairness) and the underlying realities (racism, class divide).

DEI Practice Critiques 
and Internal 
Reflection

Some participants acknowledged that DEI itself has, at times, been exclusionary 
or performative. Examples like “pale, stale, male” language were seen as alienating. 
There was also concern about the commodification of DEI through awards and paid 
certifications. The profession was urged to self-reflect and reconnect with inclusive, 
meaningful practices.

Introduction

Across five rotating discussion groups, participants shared their observations, concerns, and insights. 

While the perspectives varied, several common threads emerged, such as fear and misunderstanding of DEI, 
global political influences, misinformation, socio-economic stressors, and a disconnect between messaging and 
lived experience. This report synthesises the group insights into major themes, identifies points of difference, and 
concludes with recommendations for future action.
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            CALL TO ACTION 

1.	 Reframe the narrative:  

•   Position DEI as benefiting everyone, 
    not just specific groups.  

•   Use language that connects with 
    broader values – fairness, safety, 
    respect – not just technical jargon.

2.	 Invest in education and clarity: 

•   Demystify what DEI means using real  
    stories, data, and legislative context. 

•   Target accessible, empathetic  
    messaging to counter misinformation.

3.	 Practice reflexivity and authenticity: 

•   Acknowledge and address  
    performative or exclusionary aspects  
    of DEI efforts. 

•   Build trust through consistent, values- 
    aligned actions, not just programs.

4.	 Prepare for pushback: 

•   Normalise opposition as part of 
   the work. 

•   Equip leaders and practitioners to  
    engage thoughtfully, not reactively.

5.	 Adopt a long-term, integrated 
approach: 

•   Advocate for sustained funding 
     and  integration of DEI into core 
    business, beyond election cycles  
    or annual awards. 

•   Evaluate impact beyond short-term  
    wins.

6.	 Bridge the divide: 

•   Engage with diverse views,  
    including those who feel excluded 
    or misunderstood.  

•   Avoid vilifying dissenters – seek to  
    understand and shift conversations,  
    not shut them down.

Points of Difference and Unique Contributions

Participants brought forward a range of unique 
perspectives. 

Some raised concerns about the increasing 
commercialisation of the DEI field, questioning the 
authenticity and integrity of certain initiatives. Others 
reflected on the challenge of communication, noting 
that DEI professionals are often outpaced by anti-DEI 
voices whose emotionally charged narratives can 
overshadow fact-based approaches.

A number of contributors emphasised the 
importance of engagement rather than dismissal, 
advocating for deeper efforts to understand the 
perspectives of those opposed to DEI. Another 
perspective centred on reframing the narrative: 
shifting away from positioning DEI as relevant only 
to minority groups, and instead highlighting how 
inclusion strengthens outcomes for all. 

Finally, some participants directly linked the rise 
in anti-DEI sentiment to broader sociopolitical 
developments, identifying the outcome of the Voice 
referendum as a pivotal moment that emboldened 
anti-equality rhetoric.

Conclusion

The rise of anti-DEI sentiment in Australia is 
complex and multifaceted, driven by global  
trends, economic pressures, misinformation, and  
a lack of understanding. 

It also challenges the profession to look inward to 
be clearer, more inclusive in its approach, and more 
strategic in its engagement. While confronting, 
this moment offers an opportunity: to reset the 
DEI agenda in a way that builds genuine coalitions, 
fosters national understanding, and embeds equity in 
everyday practice. 

Our response must be smarter, more empathetic, and 
deeply rooted in both truth and connection.

Men may not be an equity group – but 
there’s suicide, mental health, addiction… 
Until we start taking men’s stuff seriously 
and see that not all men are the same… 
we need to draw links in a way that is  
not disempowering.
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DISCUSSIONS

Discussion 2: 
What changes to workplace DEI do you see currently (or potentially) happening 
here in Australia?

What do we need to understand and be prepared for?

THEMATIC SUMMARY

A Softening or 
Shifting of Language 
Around DEI

Many participants noted a clear trend away from the use of the term “diversity” and 
toward “inclusion,” “belonging,” and “wellbeing.” There was a concern that “diversity” 
has become a politicised or overused term, while “inclusion” is viewed as more 
culturally embedded and less alienating. This linguistic shift reflects an effort to 
humanise DEI and avoid performative optics. 

Organisational 
Retrenchment and 
Risk Aversion

Participants widely reported a quietening or watering down of DEI initiatives, driven 
by media scrutiny, fear of reputational risk, and economic pressure. In some cases, 
DEI is being repositioned from strategic programs to compliance-oriented functions 
under HR and legal teams. The sense is that many organisations are in “wait-and-see” 
mode, hesitating to take public stances. 

Generational Shifts 
and Rising Tensions

Generational differences were cited frequently. Millennial enthusiasm for DEI 
appears to be waning in the face of backlash and burnout. At the same time, 
younger men were identified as feeling increasingly excluded, pointing to a need 
for more inclusive messaging that brings everyone along. A key takeaway: the 
DEI agenda must evolve to account for intergenerational mindsets and potential 
disengagement.

Burnout and 
Expectations on 
Marginalised Groups

There was a strong sentiment that queer and trans individuals are being 
overburdened, with extra DEI responsibilities added informally to their roles, often 
without recognition or support. This expectation is fuelling resentment and fatigue, 
especially within ERGs (Employee Resource Groups), some of which are retreating 
back into less formal “networks.” 

Fear of Backlash, 
and the Need for 
Reframing

Participants cited growing concern about a political or cultural rollback, drawing 
parallels to US culture wars. The word “woke” was mentioned as a weaponised term, 
indicating a need for reframing DEI in ways that are accessible, values-driven, and 
connected to human stories rather than corporate jargon or abstract theory. 

Introduction

This question explores the evolving dynamics of DEI in Australia, particularly in light of socio-political, 
generational, and economic shifts. It also invites forward-looking perspectives on how organisations should 
prepare for emerging risks, backlash, and opportunities. 

Participants offered candid reflections on language, leadership engagement, generational divides, and the tension 
between grassroots advocacy and corporate DEI agendas. The discussion also touched on how upcoming political 
changes, legislative frameworks, and AI might shape the future of inclusion.
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            CALL TO ACTION 

1.	 Reframe DEI:  

•   Position DEI as benefiting everyone, 
    not just specific groups.

2.	 Redefine Success: 

•   Move from quotas and metrics alone 
    to measures of inclusion, 
    psychological safety, and belonging.

3.	 Prepare for Political and Cultural Shifts: 

•   Including the potential rollback of 
    protections and increased public  
    hostility.

4.	 Build Inclusive Narratives: 

•   Narratives that resonate across 
    generations, particularly bringing  
    young men and disengaged groups  
    into the fold.

5.	 Avoid Burnout: 

•   Distribute responsibility, and ensure  
    marginalised voices are heard without 
    being overburdened.

Points of Difference and Unique Contributions

•	 Optimism in language shift: Some saw the 
retreat from “diversity” as not necessarily negative 
but a strategic pivot toward inclusion that could 
foster deeper engagement. 

•	 AI as threat vs opportunity: Views were split on 
AI. Some saw it as a depersonalising threat, others 
as a tool to nudge more centrist, humanistic 
approaches if deployed thoughtfully. 

•	 Global vs local approaches: Organisations 
with US/global footprints are responding more 
reactively to political narratives, while Australia-
specific challenges (like our unique discrimination 
laws) require bespoke strategies rather than 
imported DEI playbooks. 

•	 Data vs storytelling: While some advocated for 
better data and metrics to drive accountability, 
others emphasised the importance of human-
centred storytelling as a way to engage hearts,  
not just minds.

Conclusion

The landscape of workplace DEI in Australia is 
undergoing a quiet, complex transformation. 

The challenge is not just resistance from outside 
forces, but fatigue, fragmentation, and strategic 
uncertainty from within. Yet in this climate, there 
is opportunity, to recalibrate, to embed DEI more 
meaningfully into organisational strategy, and to 
create inclusive cultures that are grounded in shared 
values rather than performative gestures. 

Change language – sure. 
Communicate it’s for everyone – 
absolutely. But NEVER give up on what 
DEI has always set out to achieve.

1
R

E
P

O
R

T
 

IN
T

R
O

D
U

C
T

IO
N

 
E

X
E

C
U

T
IV

E
 

SU
M

M
A

R
Y

 

2

D
ETA

ILE
D

 
A

N
A

LY
SIS 

3

PART 
A B C



116 DETAILED ANALYSIS C: TOWN HALL SUMMIT

Discussion 3: 
Where has DEI overstepped the mark? Where has it gone too far? Or hasn’t it?

What do you feel has to change? What would you like to see happen in this space?

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Misalignment and 
Misinterpretation

Many responses indicated that DEI hasn’t necessarily “gone too far,” but has been 
misjudged or miscommunicated. Some participants felt that the DEI agenda has 
been perceived as divisive when it failed to meet people where they are, especially 
those in majority or dominant groups. Assumptions about shared understanding 
and language were seen as contributing to a sense of exclusion or “us vs. them” 
dynamics. 

The Risk of Guilt-
Based Approaches

Across groups, there was significant concern around using guilt, shame, or pity as 
motivators for change. These approaches were viewed as alienating, particularly 
to people outside marginalised groups. This was seen to provoke resistance, 
disengagement, or even backlash, especially when change is framed in terms of 
“what you’ve done wrong,” rather than a shared path forward. 

Saturation and 
Symbolism Over 
Substance

Several groups noted that DEI can feel over-saturated with symbolic gestures, days 
of significance, communications, campaigns, without being grounded in systemic 
change. When celebration overshadows sustainable shifts to systems and culture, 
people can become disengaged or sceptical. 

Under-Resourcing 
and Performative 
Pressures

There was a strong sentiment that queer and trans individuals are being 
overburdened, with extra DEI responsibilities added informally to their roles, often 
without recognition or support. This expectation is fuelling resentment and fatigue, 
especially within ERGs (Employee Resource Groups), some of which are retreating 
back into less formal “networks.” 

Need for Systemic 
and Intersectional 
Change

Groups consistently called out the importance of moving beyond programmatic or 
compliance-based DEI, toward a systemic, intersectional model. Rather than isolated 
action plans or metrics, participants want integrated approaches that build shared 
capability, accountability, and meaningful change for the broadest range of people. 

Language and 
Accessibility

Another recurring theme was the need to simplify and humanise the language 
of DEI. Overuse of jargon or corporate-speak was identified as a barrier to 
understanding and engagement. Many participants suggested “de-corporatising” DEI 
to make it more accessible and resonant with everyday people across all levels of the 
organisation.

Introduction

These questions invited deep reflection on the state and future of DEI work across different organisational 
contexts. 

Rather than viewing DEI as inherently problematic or “going too far,” most groups interpreted the issue through the 
lens of perceived overreach, miscommunication, or misalignment with broader organisational systems. The question 
encouraged participants to reimagine how DEI could evolve: to become more inclusive, systemic, and sustainable.
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            CALL TO ACTION 

The collective insights call for a 
reimagined DEI approach that:

1.	 Builds Capability, not Just Awareness:  

•   Invest in practical tools and systems 
    that help people act inclusively, rather 
    than only identifying problems.

2.	 Meets People Where They Are: 

•   Engage people at different levels of  
    understanding without judgment,  
    and make room for them to grow.

3.	 Reduces Performativity: 

•   Prioritise fewer, deeper, and more 
    meaningful actions over 
    high-frequency symbolic gestures.

4.	 Improves System Alignment: 

•   Ensure DEI work is integrated with 
    transformation, HR, sustainability, and 
    business strategy, not an afterthought.

5.	 Engages Across Groups: 

•   Reframe the narrative to include and 
    engage everyone, rather than 
    demonising or excluding any  
    demographic.

6.	 Simplifies the Language: 

•   Use plain language to make DEI  
    accessible and relatable to all  
    employees. 

Points of Difference and Unique Contributions

While there was broad consensus across groups, a few 
notable points of difference included:: 

•	 Perceived intentionality of overreach: Some 
groups viewed DEI missteps as unintentional 
consequences of ambition, while others described 
them as deliberate actions that failed to consider 
broader impacts. 

•	 Who needs to be celebrated: Some raised the 
idea that dominant groups (eg. men) should also 
be acknowledged and celebrated within DEI work, 
not to centre them, but to ensure inclusivity and 
shared ownership. 

•	 Tools like indexes: Other respondents critiqued 
DEI measurement tools such as indexes, 
suggesting they could silo efforts and obscure 
intersectional opportunities. This perspective was 
less present in other groups.

Conclusion

The concern isn’t that DEI has gone “too far,” but 
that it has sometimes missed the mark, through 
over-complexity, emotional missteps, or failure to 
embed within broader systems. As the social and 
organisational landscape evolves, so too must 
DEI: moving away from short-term programs and 
symbolic actions, and toward sustained, inclusive, and 
systemic transformation. 

The opportunity now is to evolve DEI so it empowers 
everyone to be part of the change, and to build 
structures that support that change long after the 
spotlight fades.

Information overload. Too many 
things to think about, so many events, 
always training, gone too far.
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Discussion 4: 
How do we make the language and work of DEI talk to the inclusivity of all?

Consider benefits to employees as well as benefits to business (staying away from culture/business case 
commentary; think innovative, new).

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Language Evolution 
and Innovation

Participants broadly agreed that language needs to evolve, not to soften the 
message, but to expand its reach. There were several innovative ideas proposed: 

•	 Replace “DEI” with more accessible terms like “Inclusive Futures for All”, “Safety, 
Respect and Inclusion”, or link it to Employee Experience. 

•	 Use plain language rather than jargon (eg. “fairness,” “feeling safe,” “respect”). 

•	 Challenge the assumption that people know what “Diversity” or “Equity” means, 
educate before advocating. 

•	 Acknowledge that weaponisation of DEI has made some people wary, and 
language should invite, not confront.

Shared Value Over 
Special Rights

There was a strong desire to shift the perception that DEI is about giving “special 
rights” to some. Instead, participants wanted to focus on shared benefits, like 
psychological safety, flexible work, and parental leave, as examples of inclusion that 
benefit everyone. Several participants made the point that framing inclusion as a 
universal good can reduce resistance. 

Tailored, Targeted 
Communication

Groups called for more audience-centric communication, noting that language 
needs to adapt depending on who it’s talking to. One-size-fits-all doesn’t work, 
personalised messaging is more likely to land well. DEI comms should consider 
emotional tone, cultural readiness, and organisational type (eg. profit vs mission-led). 

Embedding 
Inclusion Into  
Day-to-Day Work

Rather than being a standalone initiative, inclusion should be embedded into 
everyday experiences at work. Participants suggested aligning DEI with structures 
people already understand (eg. comparing to WHS obligations), and repositioning 
the work as an essential part of how we treat each other and how we work together

Introduction

This question prompted deep exploration into how DEI can be reframed to resonate with everyone, not just 
those from marginalised groups. 

At its core, the question asked: How can we innovate language and approach to make DEI universally relevant,  
less alienating, and more impactful? 

Participants focused on three interwoven ideas: 

1.	 Reframing language to broaden understanding and resonance.

2.	 Making DEI feel less like a siloed function, more like a shared responsibility. 

3.	 Positioning inclusivity as a practical, day-to-day benefit for all employees. 

Across groups, there was strong consensus that language holds power, and that some terms and structures within 
DEI have become either polarising or out of step with how people want to experience inclusion at work.
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            CALL TO ACTION 

1.	 Reframe DEI:  

•   Create something universally 
    resonant, practical, and human. Evolve 
    the language: Use simple, emotionally  
    resonant terms like respect, fairness,  
    safety, and belonging.

2.	 Reposition the work: 

•   Link DEI to day-to-day operations and 
    experiences, not abstract ideals.  
    Frame it in terms of employee  
    experience, risk prevention, or how 
    we work together.

3.	 Personalise communication: 

•   Tailor messages to meet audiences  
    where they are; avoid one-size-fits-all 
    approaches. 

4.	 Reframe inclusion as a shared win:  

•   Focus on how inclusive policies 
    benefit everyone, not just specific 
    groups. 

5.	 Shift from structures to systems: 

•   Evaluate whether traditional  
    structures (like ERGs or DEI titles) are  
    still fit for purpose, or whether more  
    integrated, collective models would  
    work better. 

6.	 Show impact: 

•   Celebrate wins, track progress, and 
    use storytelling to humanise change.

Points of Difference

•	 Whether to change the language entirely or 
not: Some groups felt the actual terms (like “DEI”) 
should be replaced, while others suggested the 
focus should be on how we use the language, not 
necessarily discarding it.

•	 The role of labels: Some questioned whether 
labels like “LGBTQ” are still helpful, suggesting 
terms like “diversity of sexuality” might resonate 
more widely. 

•	 One group proposed abolishing ERGs in favour 
of a more universal Inclusion Council, a bold 
departure from traditional models that some may 
still find valuable. 

•	 Degree of resistance: Views differed in how 
they perceived backlash and disengagement, 
some framed it as a major challenge, others 
as something manageable through better 
messaging.

Conclusion

Participants felt that we needed to change  
how we talk about DEI and how we live it. 

This doesn’t mean watering down the work, but 
rather refining the message, updating the models, 
and reconnecting with people’s everyday experience. 

By embedding DEI into language people relate to, 
and systems they already value, we can shift from 
resistance to relevance. In doing so, we unlock not 
just greater inclusion, but stronger, more connected, 
and more resilient organisations.

Breaking Down Silos 
and Structures

There was some critique of traditional DEI structures like ERGs. One group proposed 
replacing ERGs with an Inclusion Council that addresses intersectional initiatives. This 
would reflect the view that inclusion isn’t owned by one group, it’s everyone’s role. 

The Power of 
Storytelling and Role 
Modelling

Groups strongly endorsed storytelling and the use of lived experiences as tools to 
bring inclusion to life. They also highlighted the influence of leadership behaviour, 
noting that when executives model inclusive behaviour, it sets the tone for the 
whole organisation.
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Discussion 5: 
How do we still address the challenges of diverse groups in a way that will not create 
an ‘us and them’ mentality?

THEMATIC SUMMARY

Structural over 
programmatic 
change

Many groups criticised surface-level or compliance-based programs that lack  
long-term, structural thinking. There was a call for designing inclusion systemically 
and co-designing with those who live the experience, to avoid reactive or  
checkbox-style initiatives.

Intersectionality and 
shared challenges

Segmenting diversity into distinct groups was seen as problematic, as it ignores the 
lived experience of people who straddle multiple identities. Many suggested finding 
cross-cutting issues to solve collectively.

Communication, 
language, and 
framing

The way we talk about DEI efforts matters deeply. Terms like “intersectionality” can 
alienate, while inclusive and relatable language like “working families” or “belonging” 
can resonate more broadly. There was a call to make the work more human and 
emotionally accessible.

Inclusion means 
everyone

Several groups emphasised that inclusion must be for all – even those who 
aren’t part of historically marginalised groups. In particular, young men, religious 
individuals, or people sceptical of DEI work are increasingly feeling excluded or 
vilified.

Empathy and shared 
humanity

The strongest antidote to the ‘us vs them’ mindset is empathy. Many called for 
drawing on the universal feeling of not belonging to foster understanding and to 
move beyond identity politics into shared emotional experiences.

Introduction

This question explores the delicate balance between recognising the unique needs of specific diverse groups 
while preventing division, resentment, or exclusion of others – the “us vs them” mentality. 

It asks us to reflect on not just how we design inclusive programs, but how we communicate, govern, and evolve 
them so they uplift without isolating. At its core, this conversation is about systemic inclusion, intersectionality, 
empathy, and redefining how we talk about and deliver DEI work. It also challenges us to ask: who may be 
unintentionally left behind when efforts are focused too narrowly or communicated without broader relevance?
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            CALL TO ACTION 

1.	 Co-create Structural Solutions with 
People of Lived Experience:  

•   Be wary of over-segmenting 
    communities. Inclusion is stronger  
    when designed for shared benefit.

2.	 Communicate in Universal Language: 

•   Avoid jargon. Use relatable narratives 
    that speak to common needs (eg.  
    flexibility, recognition, safety) to widen  
    appeal without watering down intent.

3.	 Shift from Compliance to Connection: 

•   Go beyond checklists. Foster spaces 
    (networks, panels, forums) that allow  
    for meaningful allyship and shared  
    learning, without excluding those who 
    aren’t “part of the group.”

4.	 Acknowledge and Engage Those 
Feeling Left Behind: 

•   Whether young men, religious  
    individuals, or sceptics of DEI,  
    proactively create space for respectful 
    dialogue. Move from shaming to  
   sharing, and from assumptions to  
   questions. 

5.	 Normalise Empathy-Based Storytelling: 

•   Everyone has experienced exclusion.  
    Use that shared truth to unlock  
    understanding across lines of identity  
    and belief. 

Points of Difference

•	 Role of lived experience: Some participants 
strongly advocated for frameworks grounded in 
lived experience, viewing it as central to authentic 
inclusion. Others cautioned against over-reliance, 
pointing out that all individuals bring lived 
experience, and if not carefully managed, this 
emphasis can inadvertently reinforce division.

•	 Who is being left behind? Rather than framing 
the issue around who is “left behind,” some 
participants suggested a shift toward asking 
who does not feel part of the conversation. 
This reframing moves attention away from 
demographic categorisation and toward the 
sense of emotional disconnection often 
experienced by those who are disengaged, 
disillusioned, or sceptical.

•	 Attitudes toward resistance: Diverging views 
also emerged on the question of resistance. Some 
acknowledged that not everyone will join the DEI 
journey—and that this may be acceptable. Others 
advocated for an inclusive-by-design approach 
that seeks to bring everyone along, even when 
this requires additional effort.

•	 Narrative framing: There was also variation 
in approaches to messaging. Some favoured 
targeted communications directed at specific 
groups, while others warned that this can create 
resentment if individuals fail to see its relevance to 
them. This highlighted a broader tension between 
precision and universality in DEI narratives.

Conclusion

The key to addressing the challenges of diverse 
groups without creating an “us and them” 
divide lies in evolving our DEI work from siloed, 
reactive programs to structurally inclusive 
ecosystems, designed with empathy, governed 
with authenticity, and communicated in ways that 
resonate broadly. 

Inclusion must feel relevant to all, even when focused 
on a specific group, and efforts must account for 
shared human experiences and challenges. Perhaps 
the real measure of progress is not just who we bring 
into the conversation but who feels seen within it.
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AWEI ECHOES THE 
RISE OF ANTI-DEI 
SENTIMENT
AWEI ACADEMIC INSIGHTS

As Australia’s most comprehensive dataset on 
LGBTQ+ workplace inclusion, Pride in Diversity 
surveys between 35,000 and 45,000 employees 
each year, spanning sectors and organisational 
levels from CEOs to early-career professionals. 
The survey examines the impact of organisational 
inclusion initiatives, with a particular focus on 
LGBTQ+ inclusion.

Importantly, participation extends beyond LGBTQ+ 
employees to the wider workforce, ensuring findings 
reflect whole-of-organisation perspectives rather than 
identity-specific views.

The findings of the National Conversation: Australia’s 
Response to Anti-Woke, Anti-DEI Pushback report are 
strengthened and validated by recent independent 
academic research based on the Australian Workplace 
Equality Index (AWEI) employee survey. 

A recent peer-reviewed study by Perales, Mabin, 
Elkin, and Tomaszewski (2025) systematically 
analysed thousands of free-text AWEI Employee 
Survey responses. The study confirmed that the 
antagonism toward DEI observed in wider social 
debates is also evident within Australian workplaces.

By providing a rigorous framework for categorising 
employee free-text comments, the research adds 
scholarly weight and credibility to the findings 
presented in this report. The analysis demonstrates 
that the themes identified here are not only 
observed in practice, but are also validated through 
independent, evidence-based inquiry.

The following section outlines the key academic 
findings that underpin and validate this report.

AWEI ECHOES THE RISE OF ANTI-DEI SENTIMENT

Reference: Perales, F., Mabin, J., Elkin, N., & Tomaszewski, W. (2025). Same or Different? Understanding Employees' Perceptions of Their Own Workplace  
Diversities. Diversity & Inclusion Research. https://doi.org/10.1002/dvr2.70035

A Key Finding: The Rise of Anti-DEI 
Sentiment

The researchers undertook qualitative content 
analysis of free-text responses to an AWEI Employee 
Survey question asking respondents about ‘other’ 
diversity groups they were part of.

Their results indicated that a significant minority of 
respondents used the “other diversity” survey question 
as a vehicle to express scepticism, frustration, or 
outright hostility towards DEI practice. 

Three main forms of resistance emerged from this 
group of employees’ free-text responses.

1. Perceptions of Exclusion Among Majority 
Groups

Respondents from traditionally dominant 
demographics, particularly heterosexual white men, 
often described themselves as marginalised when 
asked about their diversity traits:

•	 “I am a white man.”

•	 “White, middle-aged male.”

•	 “Being an older white male is a severe 
disadvantage. I fear I will never be promoted 
while ‘diversity picks’ get promoted all the time.”

•	 “As a straight white male, I am regarded as the 
enemy.”

•	 “I am broadly discriminated against as a result of 
being straight, white and male.”

•	 “Times have changed so that being a white 
male hinders my job prospects and career 
advancement.”

These perceptions, whether accurate or not, are 
organisationally significant, influencing morale, trust, 
and confidence in leadership.

People that we hadn’t been able to 
get across the line as allies feel they 
now have a voice… archaic views 
are becoming more commonplace.
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2. Criticism of DEI Data and Policy Frameworks

Many respondents expressed concern that DEI 
undermines meritocracy, framing initiatives as 
tokenistic or divisive:

•	 “All companies here have adopted a significant 
bias in the name of diversity where they would 
hire people based on sexual preference/ethnicity/
gender, discriminating against talent, only to 
show numbers in their reports.”

•	 “A person’s sexual identity should not be brought 
into the workplace. We are all equal at work.”

•	 “Stop these services, they do more harm than 
good. It’s this that drives a workplace apart.”

These views highlight the communication 
and change-management challenges facing 
organisations. If DEI is perceived as “reverse 
discrimination,” it risks fracturing cohesion rather  
than strengthening it.

3. Mockery and Dismissal of DEI

A smaller but telling group of employees ridiculed 
DEI outright:

•	 “I identify as a koala bear.”

•	 “I am a race car.”

While fewer in number, such comments reflect 
disengagement and cynicism that, if unaddressed, 
can undermine organisational values and credibility.

Implications for Leadership

For boards and executives, these findings demonstrate 
that DEI is not only a values-driven imperative but 
also a matter of strategic risk and resilience.

•	 Trust and cohesion: Perceptions of unfairness 
can weaken trust in leadership.

•	 Reputation management: Vocal opposition, 
if ignored, may damage employer brand and 
stakeholder confidence.

•	 Strategic framing: DEI must be positioned as a 
driver of performance, fairness, and innovation, 
not as a divisive mandate but as a competitive 
advantage.

Implications for HR and People 
Strategy

For HR and people leaders, the free-text responses 
highlight the lived realities of managing workplace 
culture in a contested environment:

•	 Workforce polarisation: External cultural 
debates are increasingly echoed in daily 
workplace interactions.

•	 Engagement risks: Perceptions such as 
“diversity picks get promoted all the time” 
can erode morale and retention, even when 
inaccurate.

•	 Integration challenge: DEI must be woven 
into talent, engagement, and retention 
strategies, not treated as a compliance or side 
initiative.

Practical HR actions include embedding inclusion 
across the employee lifecycle, reinforcing the business 
value of DEI, and addressing misperceptions before 
they harden into disengagement.

Conclusion

The AWEI, reinforced by academic analysis, provides 
compelling validation of this report’s central finding: 
the rise of visible and vocal resistance to DEI in 
Australian workplaces. By capturing the voices of 
employees, whether supportive, resistant, or mocking, 
the evidence illustrates the contested terrain leaders 
must now navigate.

For executives and HR practitioners, the challenge will 
be sustaining progress while reframing DEI as a lever 
for fairness, innovation, and resilience. Addressed 
proactively, it can strengthen culture, reputation, and 
competitive advantage; ignored, it risks eroding trust, 
cohesion, and long-term organisational performance.
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in mind from the beginning.
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APPENDIX
LITERATURE REVIEW

A Semi-Systematic Review of the  
Academic Literature

To complement and contextualise the novel 
empirical findings generated by Pride in Diversity 
through the National Conversation report, in 
September/October 2025, a team of academic 
researchers undertook a literature review of recent 
scientific studies on the broad topic of ‘backlash 
against DEI practice’. 

This exercise was led by PhD candidate Haileyesus 
Legese (The University of Queensland) with guidance 
from Prof Francisco (Paco) Perales (Griffith University) 
and Nicki Elkin (Pride in Diversity). 

The task involved a semi-systematic search for 
academic outputs published in English since 2020, 
and identifiable through the Scopus and Google 
Scholar repositories. A narrative synthesis of the main 
themes in the identified studies follows.

Background

Organisations across sectors have increasingly 
adopted DEI initiatives to improve workplace 
conditions and expand career opportunities for 
underrepresented groups. DEI encompasses a range 
of actions aimed at addressing systemic inequality 
and discrimination, ensuring fair and respectful 
treatment for all individuals and groups, and fostering 
more equitable institutions and societies (Gagnon et 
al., 2022). 

As such, promoting DEI is recognised as a  
cornerstone of effective people management, 
requiring the cultivation of environments where 
individuals feel safe, valued, and empowered to reach 
their full potential. 

The origins of DEI can be traced to historical 
movements for civil rights, gender equality, and social 
justice, with the overarching goal of creating inclusive 
spaces where marginalised populations can thrive 
(Nittrouer et al., 2025; Shields, 2025). Contemporary 
DEI frameworks extend beyond race, gender or sexual 
orientation to include dimensions such as disability, 
religion, and socio-economic status, reflecting a more 
holistic approach to equity and inclusion. 

APPENDIX

Despite widespread implementation, however, 
external challenges mean that these efforts may 
struggle to achieve sustained and transformative 
impact (Gündemir et al., 2024). Indeed, an 
intensification of backlash against DEI efforts focused 
on different personal traits, including gender and 
sexuality diverse employees, has been documented 
in recent academic studies (see eg. Mampaey & 
Huisman, 2025; Nittrouer et al., 2025; Secules, 2024).

Review of Academic Findings

Origins of Recent Backlash Against DEI

The recent backlash against DEI initiatives has 
emerged from a convergence of political polarisation, 
cultural anxiety, and perceived threats to traditional 
power structures. Scholars argue that this resistance 
is rooted in ideological discomfort with social change 
and a fear of losing privilege among dominant groups 
(Nittrouer et al., 2025; Shields, 2025). 

The backlash justice movements of 2020, particularly 
following George Floyd’s death, catalysed a rapid 
expansion of DEI programs across sectors. While 
these efforts aimed to address systemic inequities, 
critics viewed them as reactionary or performative, 
prompting scepticism and opposition. 

Conservative actors have strategically reframed DEI 
as “reverse discrimination” or “wokeness”, portraying it 
as a threat to national identity, institutional neutrality, 
and meritocratic ideals (McCabe, 2025; Prasad & Śliwa, 
2024). Commercial interests have also played a role, 
commodifying both DEI and anti-DEI sentiments to 
appeal to polarised markets (Lee, 2025; Scott et al., 2025).

The Nature of Contemporary Anti-DEI Backlash

The nature of contemporary backlash against DEI 
is multifaceted, manifesting through legislative, 
institutional, and rhetorical actions. In the United 
States, several states have enacted laws banning DEI 
offices, training programs, and inclusive curricula. 
Academic institutions face increasing censorship, 
with faculty restricted from discussing race, gender, 
and equity in classrooms (Shields, 2025). Occasionally, 
corporations have responded by quietly removing DEI 
language from public communications, rebranding 
initiatives under less politicised terms such as 
“inclusive culture” or “belonging and respect,” or 
eliminating DEI roles altogether (Einwiller et al., 2025; 
McCabe, 2025). 
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In European contexts, particularly in Flemish 
and Dutch academia, conservative elites have 
positioned DEI as a threat to academic freedom and 
social cohesion, using “anti-woke” rhetoric to resist 
progressive reforms (Mampaey & Huisman, 2025). 
While the backlash targets DEI broadly, LGBTQ+ 
populations are disproportionately affected, especially 
through policies that restrict discourse on gender 
identity and sexual orientation (Nittrouer et al., 2025; 
Secules, 2024). 

Impacts of the Backlash

The impacts of this backlash are significant and far-
reaching. Many DEI programs have been defunded, 
dismantled, or rendered symbolic, resulting in 
diminished support for marginalised communities. 
LGBTQ+ individuals, racial minorities, and international 
students report increased exclusion, censorship, and 
psychological harm, including heightened anxiety 
and poorer mental health outcomes programs 
(McCabe, 2025; Secules, 2024). 

In the corporate sector, companies that have 
rolled back DEI efforts have experienced declines 
in consumer trust and market share, particularly 
among Black and Hispanic communities (McCabe, 
2025). The erosion of DEI initiatives also threatens 
academic freedom, innovation, and long-term social 
cohesion. Symbolic gestures without structural 
change have proven ineffective and may exacerbate 
distrust among marginalised groups. Professionals 
in marketing and academia report experiences of 
exclusion and discrimination, with culturally diverse 
and LGBTQ+ individuals facing heightened vulnerability 
and reduced retention (Morgan et al., 2024).

Combating the Backlash

In response to the current wave of anti-DEI backlash, 
scholars and practitioners advocate for a strategic 
reframing of DEI as evidence-based and mission-
aligned, rather than as an ideological endeavour. In 
academia, scholars propose shifting from superficial 
diversity rhetoric to systemic justice frameworks and 
embracing wokeness as a catalyst for addressing 
structural discrimination (Mampaey & Huisman, 2025). 
Transformative leadership is also emphasised as an 
essential part of this reimagination of DEI practice, 
with leaders urged to challenge entrenched biases, 
support inclusive policies, and act with moral courage 
(Shields, 2025). 

Likewise, Organisations are encouraged to maintain 
DEI commitments, even if rebranded, and to ensure 
transparency in outcomes. Governments can play a 
critical role by enacting legislation that protects DEI 
efforts, funding inclusive programs, and enforcing 
anti-discrimination laws. All in all, public institutions 
must evolve DEI beyond symbolic gestures, 
embedding it into the core of their missions to ensure 
resilience, innovation, and social cohesion.

Individuals and allies are called to engage in authentic 
advocacy, resist performative gestures, and build 
cross-sector coalitions to defend equity and inclusion 
(McCabe, 2025; Nittrouer et al., 2025; Secules, 2024). 
Engaging with dissenting groups to foster dialogue 
and understanding is also a recommended way 
forward (Lee, 2025). 

Conclusion

The themes, narratives and findings from recent 
international academic studies align squarely with 
the novel evidence generated by the National 
Conversation report. Ultimately, both sources reach 
the same conclusion: DEI is at a crossroads. 

While the recent anti-DEI backlash poses serious 
challenges, empirical research supports DEI’s positive 
impact on organisational performance, innovation, 
and employee engagement (Morgan et al., 2024; 
Nittrouer et al., 2025; Perales et al., 2022, 2024, 2025). 
The path forward for DEI practice requires 
recommitment, reframing, and courageous leadership. 
It also necessitates constructive conversations 
between DEI advocates and dissenting groups.
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ACON’s Pride Inclusion Programs is a social initiative of ACON. The four programs – Pride in Diversity,  Pride in 

Sport, Pride in Health + Wellbeing, and Pride Training – help to make the places where LGBTQ+ community 

members live, work and play more inclusive of LGBTQ+ people. This is achieved by working with a range 

of organisations to help ensure that LGBTQ+ people feel welcome and supported. To find out more visit: 

www.prideinclusionprograms.com.au

“As an academic working in the fairness and equity space, I am heartened by the publication of Pride in Diversity’s 
National Conversation report. Built on a robust and credible research methodology, the Report provides unique and 
timely insights into contemporary public debates on DEI practice. Difficult questions are asked, dissenting views are 
taken seriously, and useful pathways to enable healthier conversation about DEI are brought to the fore. The National 
Conversation report is a must-read not just for those involved in DEI practice, but for anyone who stands for better and 

fairer workplaces.”

Professor Francisco (Paco) Perales 
Adjunct Professor, School of Government and International Relations, Griffith University 

Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Social Science, The University of Queensland

“From the Centre for Indigenous People and Work’s perspective, Australia is in an enviable position to take real action 
on the six priorities identified in this research – priorities ranging from reframing and localising language to embedding 
measurement and accountability and investing in leadership accountability. This is because in Australia we have strong 
human rights and employment legislative frameworks that are not just compliance requirements – they are strategic 
assets. These frameworks recognise that in Australia diversity is not niche, it is mainstream. By this I mean the Australian 
majority or mainstream – the everyday makeup of teams, customers, and communities – is actually very diverse. In 
times of resistance to or avoidance of this social demographic reality, our legislative frameworks provide a stabilising 
force, allowing organisations to double down on inclusion rather than retreat, and respond to social expectations while 
fulfilling our human rights and employment legal obligations. The modern experiment that is the Australian Nation is 
not the USA. Organisations that do business well here comply with our unique frameworks and understandings and 

most importantly, embrace our community’s expectations.”

Professor Nareen Young 
Associate Dean (Indigenous Leadership & Engagement) 

Professor Indigenous Policy | Director – Centre for Indigenous People and Work 
UTS Business School | Jumbunna Institute


