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The world is changing, and changing rapidly. Historically underrepresented 
users should have an inclusive experience when using technology, products, 
or services. By prioritizing product inclusion throughout the entire product 
design process, companies are able to meet the needs of all their users. 

If you haven’t yet thought about product inclusion, start by asking, “Who else? 
Who else can you include in your process? Who else can you get feedback 
from?” Then:

Address the User: Race, gender, age, education level, ability, and geographic 
location are just some of the dimensions of diversity that we consider when 
developing a product.

Start with Equity: Inclusion shouldn’t be an afterthought. We want to make 
sure that underrepresented voices are being heard throughout the product 
development process.

Continually Test: To ensure our products are inclusive, we are always 
researching and testing.

We can bring the best of everyone to Google to make radically better things, 
and we are committed to doing the work to do just that. Why? Because 
inclusion fuels innovation, access, and opportunity. For everyone. Product 
inclusion is about showing up for all users and making information universally 
accessible and useful. 

As Google continues its journey to learn from leaders in this space, we 
encourage businesses across industry to read this report, to advance 
your own journeys, and to commit to taking action to ensure that 
historically underrepresented groups are a part of everything you say, 
do, and build. For more on our work on product inclusion, please visit 
accelerate.withGoogle.com.
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H I G H L I G H T S

85% of Latinx consumers have 
taken an action related to a 
product or service after seeing 
an ad campaign that is inclusive 
or diverse.

71% of LGBTQ consumers are 
more likely to proactively seek 
out a brand whose advertising 
authentically represents a 
variety of sexual orientations.

69% of Black consumers are 
more likely to proactively seek 
out a brand whose advertising 
positively reflects their race/
ethnicity.

How products are designed and marketed has a 
significant effect on their appeal to specific groups. 
But achieving authenticity is a challenge—and an 
opportunity—for many companies. Demographics 
are shifting rapidly, with Black and Latinx consumer 
populations representing more than $1 trillion each in 
spending power globally.1 Consumers have a choice 
about where they spend their money. They have a 
growing voice in the products and services they use and 
promote—and those they call out as unsatisfactory. 

“I see people being more vocal about their uniqueness,” says Kyree Holmes, 
founder of Onyx Valley, a Philadelphia-based design organization specializing 
in user experience training with an emphasis on Black culture. “People are 
really defining themselves at a different level. I don’t know what other new 
groups and ideas will come about, and it’s exciting to hear these new voices 
emerge. And they’re much louder!” 

Products and services connect people with information and experiences, 
but they sometimes expose the social and cultural biases of designers as 
well as users. Without diverse perspectives, it is harder for product teams 
to address underrepresented populations and create inclusive products. “In 
some small design teams—even in some large companies—people may not 
be privy to different cultures, different class systems, different abilities, or 
different lifestyles. And the types of conversations that happen when someone 
comes in with a very different take on the world are so incredibly valuable 
that we must try to actively facilitate them by getting the right people in the 
room,” says Holmes. “We all need to listen. We need to invite people in and 
understand them, so we can continue to design better.”
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In August 2019, Ipsos, a Paris-based market research firm, 
partnered with Google and the Female Quotient, a woman-
owned business committed to advancing equality, to survey 
2,987 U.S. consumers between the ages of 13 and 54 who 
access the internet at least monthly, to better understand 
perceptions surrounding inclusive marketing. The study 
shows that respondents are more likely to consider, or 
even purchase, a product after seeing an ad they think is 
diverse or inclusive. Nearly two-thirds (64%) of surveyed 
consumers say they have taken action—such as making a 
purchase or researching an advertised product or service—
after seeing an ad campaign they consider to be inclusive or 
diverse. This percentage is higher among specific consumer 
groups, including Latinx (85%), Black (79%), Asian/Pacific 
Islander (79%), LGBTQ (85%), Millennial (77%), and teen 
(76%) consumers. 

The study asked people about the factors they think are 
important for a brand’s ad campaign to be considered diverse 
or inclusive. Specifically, it asked survey respondents about 
12 categories: gender identity, age, body type, race/ethnicity, 
culture, sexual orientation, skin tone, language, religious/
spiritual affiliation, physical ability, socio-economic status, 
and overall appearance. The eight product-related actions 
people could select were: bought or planned to buy the 
product or service; considered the product or service; looked 
for more information about the product or service; compared 
pricing for the product or service; asked friends or family 
about the product or service; looked for ratings and reviews of 
the product or service; visited the brand’s site or social media 
page; and visited a site/app or store to check out the product.

However, making the case to tap the potential of inclusive 
marketing starts with organizations prioritizing a design 
process that consistently accesses and incorporates diverse 
and underrepresented perspectives at multiple points along 
the way. This effort includes cultivating empathy and building 
inclusive practices into the design process. It also involves 
creating products that don’t just strive to be accessible but 
also feel authentic and culturally relevant.

“It is not enough to put a rainbow on a product and call it a 
marketing strategy,” says Sarah Kate Ellis, president and CEO 
of GLAAD, a nonprofit media-monitoring organization that 
advocates for the LGBTQ community. “Brands need to take 
the initiative to reflect the world we live in by showcasing 
the wide range of diverse identities within the LGBTQ 

community.”2 The same is true for corporations when it 
comes to the Latinx, Black, Asian/Pacific Islander, Millennial, 
teen, and other communities in which product inclusion 
may be lacking.

“Diversity in the population requires a diversity of 
products,” says Ian Hosking, senior research associate in the 
inclusive design group at Cambridge University’s Engineering 
Design Centre. “You’ve got to challenge this notion of one 
design fits all.”

Designing for Diversity
Since the dawn of mass production, product design has 
often centered on pleasing a majority of consumers. But that 
approach is flawed because there is no such thing as an average 
consumer, says Hosking. “Average is not very meaningful 
when it comes to human beings, because it is normal to be 
different,” he says. “Diversity is the norm and good design 
has to respond to that diversity.” The need to respond to 
diversity, which includes race, gender, sexuality, age, ability, 
and class, drives the need to understand the different needs, 
desires, and preferences of target users, he adds.

Inclusion is not ignoring differences but making sure those 
differences are addressed from every possible perspective in 
product design. Many companies are already building more 
personalization into their digital and physical products in 
truly innovative ways. But personalization features still begin 
with certain assumptions about end users that may reflect 
biases or a simple lack of understanding.

Different populations will experience products and 
services in disparate—and sometimes unintended—ways. 
There is a range of different abilities, for example, that can 
make a product more difficult to use or a tech feature more 
challenging to navigate for some people. The Google/Ipsos 
study shows that having an inclusive perspective for specific 
populations can improve the overall engagement of customers 
representing many different backgrounds and interests. 

By asking consumers about their attitudes and behaviors, 
the research found that 71% of LGBTQ consumers are more 
likely to proactively seek out a brand whose advertising 
authentically represents a variety of sexual orientations 
and 69% of Black consumers are more likely to proactively 
seek out a brand whose advertising positively reflects their 
race/ethnicity.

“It is not enough to put a rainbow on a product and call it a  
marketing strategy,” says Sarah Kate Ellis, president and CEO  
of GLAAD, a nonprofit media-monitoring organization. 
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“Diversity is the norm and good design 
has to respond to that diversity,” says 
Ian Hosking, senior research associate 
at Cambridge University’s Engineering 
Design Centre.  

Creating products that address cultural diversity is an 
ongoing challenge for product teams, many of which do not 
reflect the multidimensional diversity of their customers. 
To address this disparity, companies need to bring more 
historically underrepresented voices into the design 
environment, including both the development process and 
the workforce itself. “If you’re designing with a group where 
everyone looks and thinks the same, but you have a whole 
continuum of different types of people who will be using your 
product, you have to ask yourself: Is it really a user-centered 
design?” says Onyx Valley’s Holmes. 

From Empathy to Inspiration 
While not every design team currently reflects the diversity of 
a company’s customers, any team can still prioritize product 
inclusion design principles. One way to do so is to cultivate 
empathy. “I passionately believe that empathy plays a key 
role in design, to be able to empathize with the user and their 
diversity,” says Cambridge’s Hosking. “To ensure that their 
needs are met is really key.” 

The struggle that users face is often widespread. One large 
technology survey shows nearly eight out of 10 users have 
some difficulty using computers. “That’s the majority—not 
the minority,” he says. “For design students, it’s an instant 
reframing to know that most consumers have some difficulty. 
What we’re trying to do with mainstream products is push 
as far as we can before there’s a need for assistive products.” 

The group has designed empathy tools, such as glasses 
and gloves, that help people understand what loss of sight 
or dexterity can mean for a simple task such as opening a jar 
or managing a touchscreen. This approach creates a deeper 
understanding of diverse needs and, ultimately, easier-to-
use products for everyone. “We’re emphasizing diversity and 
normalizing the need for that differentiation of products rather 
than extending the idea that it’s stigmatizing to experience 
difficulties in hearing, seeing, or managing a mobile interface,” 
explains Hosking.

But empathy alone has a major drawback, explains Todd 
L. Pittinsky, professor in the department of technology and 
society at Stony Brook University. “Unfortunately, when 
we think about diversity and inclusion, we tend to think of 
empathic sorrow; we think about the other and feel pity or 
sorrow,” he says. Pity is not a good starting point for designing 
better products. “A lot of interesting engineering advances are 
rooted in discovering what would bring this consumer joy, not 
just solve a problem,” he says. “You need both the product 
expert, who understands the engineering potential and 
design possibilities but who is also capable of understanding 
other cultures and other contexts, and you need users to test 
products and inspire development. At its best, it’s a meeting 
of minds, but one can’t be a substitute for the other.”

More than anything, the discoveries made by designing for 
a diverse audience are the qualities that will make a company 
more competitive, says Holmes. “If you’re not considering all 
of the different types of customers and users of your product, 
or potential customers and users, you’re really missing out 
and doing a disservice to them and yourself. You’re saying, 
‘I’m slow. I’m unchanging. I have nothing new or fresh to 
offer.’ It speaks to how much you put into improving your 
product and giving customers a better experience.”

Building Inclusive Practices into the 
Design Process
A well-designed product can empower people or change 
their lives for the better, but it is hard to achieve that level of 
impact if inclusivity is seen as something that exists outside 
of the design process. “There is this idea of universal design, 
something that is intrinsically appealing and beautiful and 
perfect for all end users,” points out Pittinsky. “But I think 
we rush too quickly to embrace the universal before we ask 
what it looks like to different communities. It should be a 
much more iterative conversation.”

Product and service design teams can take proactive steps 
to make inclusivity part of the development process. An 
internal study of Google’s development teams in 2019, called 
Google Capstone Product Inclusion Research, finds that 
bringing in diverse and underrepresented perspectives at 
multiple parts of the design process leads to more consistently 
inclusive product design for current as well as potential 
future customers. 

“You should always be talking to your customers throughout 
the design process,” says Holmes, “and when you are talking 
to your customers, you should be trying to understand who 
they are and how they are using your product. In addition, 
you need to know what motivates them to use your product, 
as well as what might demotivate them from using it. And 
you’re not likely to get all of this information in just one 
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“Any particular way in which we are different is a good thing for 
creativity because it stretches the thinking,” says Alan Iny, partner 
and director of creativity and scenarios at Boston Consulting Group.

shot, so you have to make a concerted effort to make these 
objectives a formal part of your strategy and process.”

Under the Google Capstone initiative, which was started in 
early 2019, Google worked with a sample of 14 design teams 
to study whether product inclusion practices would affect 
product outcomes. One group of teams worked directly with 
product inclusion experts and resources. The control group 
of teams did not. The Google Capstone study broke down 
the product design process into four key phases: ideation, 
user experience, testing, and marketing. Those groups that 
had access to inclusion expertise and resources brought in 
diverse voices more often, and into more key phases of the 
development process, than did teams without an inclusion 
perspective in mind. FIGURE 1

The very earliest stages of product design—where ideation 
is the focus—usually involve a blue-sky kind of thinking 
that can sometimes lead to breakthrough innovations—or 
simple tweaks that open up new markets. The ideation stage 
is first and foremost about challenging the status quo, says 
Alan Iny, partner and director of creativity and scenarios at 
Boston Consulting Group. “Human-centered design, design 
thinking, brainstorming—all involve pushing yourself outside 

The early, ideation phase 

The user experience phases 

The user testing phase 

The marketing phase

FIGURE 1

Diverse Perspectives Help Create More 
Inclusive Practices
Inclusion-minded teams bring in different voices at the 
following key product development phases

Source: Google Capstone Product Inclusion Research, 2019

67%

83

100
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your existing ways of thinking in order to try on something 
new,” he says. One way to expand thinking is to bring in new 
views. “Any particular way in which we are different is a good 
thing for creativity because it stretches the thinking,” says Iny.

It is during this stage that it’s best to question all 
existing assumptions and determine which of them are 
immutable—such as safety for a toymaker, an automaker, 
or an airline—and which of them might be ready for a change. 
The dismantling of outdated assumptions has led to the 
creation of entirely new business models, such as discount 
airlines or ride-sharing applications. In the case of inclusive 
product design, challenging conventional wisdom can lead 
to creative breakthroughs that go beyond what appeals to a 
“mainstream” consumer—or the designers themselves—and 
solve real problems for real users, says Iny.

The next phase—user experience—covers a person’s 
emotions and attitudes toward a product or service, from 
the joys and frustrations of interacting with a system to the 
quality of a service experience to the utility or emotional cost 
of owning a product. “We look at all the information we have 
and all the behavior that we’ve learned about customers to 
figure out how they might use a product or service, what 
types of needs they have, [and] which of those needs will be 
satisfied by this product or service,” says Holmes. “We try to 
highlight multicultural experiences and we try to advocate 
for underrepresented voices.” 

At Cambridge’s Engineering Design Centre, the focus is on 
addressing different abilities. “Each step of using a product 
is a hurdle. Its height is the demand that product or service 
puts on me as the user,” says Hosking. “There’s a fundamental 
interaction between the demand of the product and the 
capability of the user, and when the demand of the product 
exceeds their capability, the hurdle is too high, and they are 
excluded from using that product. We’re focused on that 
boundary between inclusion and exclusion and how we 
move that boundary to reduce the amount of exclusion,” he 
says. In other words, making the graphics on a screen easier 
to read or a knob easier to turn can increase accessibility for 
people who might otherwise need assistance or not be able 
to use a product or service at all. 

For example, a poorly designed user interface on any 
technology product can create an insurmountable hurdle for 
someone who isn’t tech-savvy or tech-curious, says Michael 
Bradley, senior research associate in the inclusive design 
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group at the Cambridge Engineering Design Centre. His 
team conducted a study, introducing a group of people with 
low technology expertise to perform a number of tasks on 
a touchscreen they were not accustomed to. “The interface 
design allowed them to get extraordinarily lost in the menu 
systems. And often they could not figure out how to rescue 
the situation,” he says. Designers need to assess at which 
steps they lose people and then design to help include them 
by lowering the burden their products put on their users. 

To evaluate a product, feature, or prototype with real users, 
designers will bring in potential users and see what they do 
and don’t find useful about a product or service and identify 
problems or failures so they can be addressed before being 
built or deployed. This third phase is user testing. “This is 
when we’re actually putting something in front of a customer 
and seeing how they interact with it, how they respond to it,” 
says Holmes. “This can sometimes be a ‘voilà!’ moment where 
you might get instant validation that you’re going in the right 
direction or you might discover unanticipated problems.” 
Among the sample of 14 development teams observed in the 
Google Capstone study, 71% brought diverse perspectives in 
at this stage of product development. 

One way that Onyx Valley tests inclusivity and usability is 
by bringing in non-native English speakers at this stage. “It’s 
very interesting to see how there’s a different process and a 
different onboarding experience for someone who may not 
speak English fluently,” she says. The non-native English 

speakers tend to ask a lot of clarifying questions—questions 
that may never occur to product designers. “Even when you 
think that something is really straightforward, you have to 
be mindful that someone who does not speak English may 
not interpret everything as you intended and you have to ask 
yourself if that would compromise the utility of your product 
or service,” Holmes explains.

Hosking points out the importance of involving real users 
in the design process. “Do not assume because you’ve 
understood the population from a statistical standpoint or 
a conceptual standpoint that that makes you an expert in the 
user’s experience,” he says. “It should make you realize that 
you need to co-design products and services with a diversity 
of users. It is really, really important to involve real people 
in that process to gain first a quantitative understanding of 
exclusion but also a qualitative understanding of exclusion—
how it makes people feel about using the product.”

How Inclusive Marketing Drives 
Consumer Action 
If ideation, user experience, and consumer testing give 
product development teams a chance to learn from diverse 
views, the fourth phase—marketing—flips the perspective: 
It gives potential consumers a view of who those products 
are designed to please. 

Making the graphics on a screen easier 
to read or a knob easier to turn can 

increase accessibility for people who 
might otherwise need assistance or not 

be able to use a product or service at all. 
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Proactively seek out a brand whose advertising positively reflects their 
race/ethnicity

Purchase from a brand whose advertising positively reflects their race/ethnicity  

Interact with an ad that positively reflects their race/ethnicity 

Recommend a brand whose advertising positively reflects their culture

FIGURE 2

Black Consumers Prefer Diverse and 
Inclusive Marketing
Representation in the media can influence purchase 
decisions and brand perceptions

Black consumers say they are more likely to:

Source: Google/Ipsos, August 2019

69%

69

67

65

“We found that highly relevant ads go beyond winking and 
recognizing diversity and inclusion,” says Carlos Santiago, 
co-founder of the Alliance for Inclusive and Multicultural 
Marketing, a coalition of entities from the entire marketing 
ecosystem, representing the Hispanic, African-American, 
Asian, and LGBTQ markets. “Consistently, the most effective 
and impactful ads mirror consumers genuinely with positive 
reflections. These ads enhance brand perception, increase 
brand effectiveness, and significantly lift purchase intent 
and loyalty.”3

At the same time, marketing that leans on traditional 
stereotypes risks alienating potential consumers. A study from 
the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media and Cannes Lions 
finds that Black women are not being adequately represented 
or portrayed in advertising. Seven out of 10 (69%) Black 
characters are male, and Black female characters are seven 
times more likely to be objectified, i.e., shown in diminished 
or demeaning roles, than are white female characters.4

The Google/Ipsos study finds that such race or gender 
stereotypes can damage brand image. Among consumers 
who have seen Black women portrayed as angry or hostile 
in advertising (e.g., cast as the “angry Black woman”), 81% 
consider it to be a harmful portrayal. Among those who have 
seen people with lighter skin tones depicted as superior to 

They are more likely to proactively seek out a brand whose advertising 
authentically represents a variety of sexual orientations 

They would like to see more advertising featuring transgender people or actors

The transgender population is underrepresented in advertising 

They would be more likely to purchase from a brand whose advertising is 
relatable to their sexual orientation

They are more likely to feel positively toward brands whose advertising 
demonstrates that men and women have the same capabilities and roles

FIGURE 3

LGBTQ Consumers Prefer Authentically 
Inclusive Marketing
Gender equality and realism resonate most with LGBTQ 
consumers

LGBTQ consumers say that: 

Source: Google/Ipsos, August 2019
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66
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those with darker skin tones in advertising, 77% consider 
it to be a harmful portrayal. Additionally, Black consumers 
demonstrate a strong preference for diversity and inclusion in 
advertising, with 69% saying they are more likely to purchase 
from a brand whose advertising positively reflects their race/
ethnicity. FIGURE 2

LGBTQ consumers also show a clear preference for 
advertising that represents gender diversity in a realistic 
way. The Google/Ipsos study finds that 71% of LGBTQ 
consumers are more likely to proactively seek out a brand 
whose advertising authentically represents a variety of sexual 
orientations.5 FIGURE 3

The Role of Authenticity in Product Design
There are different opinions about the best way to cultivate 
authenticity in product design. Amanda Robson, an investor 
at venture capital firm Cowboy Ventures, believes that the 
early products of any company are going to be reflective of 
the data used to build them. When assessing digital products, 
for example, Cowboy’s investors are particularly sensitive 
to the data used in training machine learning and artificial 
intelligence models, and who is excluded from that data. 
“Typically, you train on historical data and especially when 
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you’re building applications around facial recognition, for 
example, you can end up training on data that is inherently 
biased,” she says. “The output in the end product will 
therefore not reflect today’s audience.”

Since it is investing in startup companies that have very 
small design teams, Cowboy Ventures prefers to back products 
designed by people who are solving for a problem they 
have experienced themselves. Jomayra Herrera, an investor 
specializing in consumer products at the firm, describes a 
fertility product designed by someone who consistently 
takes into account the experiences and the feedback from 
her users as well as from potential and prospective users. “If 
you look at the branding and the imaging and the language 
of this company, it’s far more inclusive compared to fertility 
products that you’ve seen on the market historically,” she 
says. “The product is appealing to people from all types 
of backgrounds, whether they’re disabled or differently 
abled, or different races or ethnicities. There are options 
for same-sex couples. It is a great example of a consumer 
brand that is moving away from a focus on heterosexual 
couples with white, Eurocentric standards of beauty and 
becoming far more inclusive—in terms of the design and 
the products themselves, but also the language and that 
sense of community.” 

The Google/Ipsos study finds that authenticity in product 
advertising helps build trust. For example, 66% of Black 
consumers are more likely to return to a brand whose 
advertising authentically reflects their race/ethnicity, and 

71% of LGBTQ consumers say they are more likely to trust 
a brand whose advertising authentically represents their 
sexual orientation. “We think products like that are going 
to be the ones that win in the end because they’re going 
to speak to a much broader range of people,” says Herrera.

Larger design teams with deeper resources can channel 
that same authenticity by finding inspiration in their users’ 
needs. At OXO Good Grips, the kitchen utensil and office 
supply brand, for example, the idea to make common tools 
easier to hold and easier to manipulate came about because 
the founder wanted to help his wife, who had arthritis. 
“Making tools that are fundamentally attractive and also 
designed for ease of use requires watching and understanding 
how real users interact with products—not merely asking 
them,” says Hosking. 

There is no question that authenticity is one of the more 
ineffable aspects of product design—and one of the most 
difficult to achieve. Many organizations may believe they 
have developed a process to ensure inclusivity, only to find 
that the process is not necessarily leading to more inclusive 
products, says Stony Brook’s Pittinsky. “I have seen plenty of 
cynical examples where executives believe they are seeing 
authentic ideas that come from the community they are 
designing for, even when it is very clear they are not,” he 
says. “I would argue that the litmus test is this: Are the 
researchers surprised? Because if you’re never surprised 
during the process, the likelihood you’ve introduced a diverse 
perspective is quite low. You’re just telling yourself stories.”

“Consistently, the most effective and 
impactful ads mirror consumers genuinely 

with positive reflections,” says Carlos 
Santiago, co-founder of the Alliance for 

Inclusive and Multicultural Marketing.
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Well-considered upstream data gathering and analysis of what 
drives consumer action can support inclusion in product design 
and demonstrate that inclusion serves more than a social or 
precautionary purpose.

The Business Case for Diversity 
and Inclusion
Design teams are inherently incentivized to build great 
products, but they are not necessarily motivated to build 
inclusively. Direction for design is set from the top. And 
the reality is that a lot of organizations may continue to 
ignore diversity and inclusion because it is easier to maintain 
the status quo than it is to initiate awkward conversations 
and introduce processes that threaten insular design 
environments—especially for companies that are very 
successful already, explains Pittinsky.

“If you make the argument strictly on a business case, you 
shouldn’t be surprised that organizations abandon the hard 
work of diversity if they’ve had a good quarter,” says Pittinsky. 
In the context of Silicon Valley, for example, where there are 
hugely successful companies, product development teams 

have been overwhelmingly male and Asian or white.6 The 
lack of diversity doesn’t appear to have impeded innovation, 
at least in the short term. “Eventually, however, this lack of 
diversity will mean missed opportunities and a dwindling 
customer base,” Pittinsky says. 

A lack of diversity may ultimately mean missed profits as 
well. A 2020 McKinsey & Co. report finds that companies in 
the top quartile when it comes to gender diversity among 
their executive corps are 25% more likely to experience 
above-average profitability than are companies in the least 
diverse quartile. The results for those with greater ethnic 
and cultural diversity are even more stunning. Those with 
the most ethnically and culturally diverse executive teams 
are 36% more likely to experience above-average profitability 
than are companies in the least diverse group.7

Results from the Google/Ipsos survey demonstrate that 
consumers are also aware of company composition and expect 
brands to be inclusive. In order to have success in the future, 
businesses will need to prioritize product inclusion. Making 
a business case—supported by evidence—is perhaps the 
best way to align incentives among design teams, company 
leadership, and other influential stakeholders, so they 
understand the need to prioritize diversity and inclusion 
in product design. For example, 60% of Black consumers 
say that they think companies that hire women, minorities, 
and underrepresented people create better products 
and services compared to those that don’t. FIGURE 4 Well-
considered upstream data gathering and analysis of what 
drives consumer action can support inclusion in product 
design and demonstrate that inclusion serves more than a 
social or precautionary purpose.

At the Cambridge Engineering Design Centre, researchers 
have developed an inclusive design toolkit and an exclusion 
calculator. “We can actually quantify and estimate the 
proportion of the population that can or can’t use a product,” 
says Hosking. The toolkit can help codify a method to break 
down the complex problems of understanding and calculating 
exclusion, examining where a product or service starts to lose 
users and then reducing exclusion by identifying the highest 
hurdles and coming up with design solutions to reduce those 
barriers. More than anything, inclusive design practices need 

FIGURE 4

Consumers Care About Diversity
Underrepresented groups believe diverse teams create 
better products

LGBTQ consumers say they are more likely to:

Look for ideas and inspiration from brands whose products or services are 
inclusive of women, minorities, and underrepresented people 

Buy from a brand that hires women, minorities, and underrepresented people 
to build its products or services

 

66%

65

64

60

Source: Google/Ipsos, August 2019

Black consumers say that they:

Are more likely to buy from a brand that hires women, minorities, and
underrepresented people to build its products or services 

Think companies that hire women, minorities, and underrepresented people 
create better products and services compared to those that don’t



65%
of Black consumers 
are more likely to 
recommend a brand 
whose advertising 
positively reflects 
their culture.



Harvard Business Review Analytic Services

10

Perspective Report  |  The Business Case for Product Inclusion Design Practices

to be integrated into the design process. “It’s not a bolt-on 
thing,” Hosking says. 

He advocates a “DesignOps” setup within an organization, 
where inclusive design is recognized and where exclusion 
audits become an integral part of the design process and 
the evaluation of products. DesignOps is modeled after the 
“DevOps” idea of continuous software design and is a human-
centered approach to building stronger design teams that 
support the orchestration of individuals, processes, and 
tools to amplify creativity and establish a rapid and reliable 
feedback loop with end users. 

“If you’ve got design patterns that you’re reusing, then each 
of those design patterns should be assessed from an inclusive 
standpoint, so you’re building it into your process,” Hosking 
asserts. “You’re building it into your standardized design 
patterns and into your code so that when you reuse these 
patterns, you’re reusing stuff that’s been inclusively designed.” 

No matter the goal of inclusivity, whether it is to expand 
cultural understanding, lower the hurdles for usability, or 
overcome biases when it comes to product design, there 
will always be a price to pay for waiting too long. “You have 
to consider the cost of fixing problems down the line,” says 
Hosking. “You’ve got to bring a business angle to that and 
understand what trade-offs you’re going to make and what 
you’re going to tackle within your product.” 

More than anything, inclusivity cannot be a box to check 
at the end of a process. “It really starts with not being too 

late,” notes Holmes. “You see companies just now saying, 
‘Black Lives Matter,’ maybe adding a hashtag or a black square 
to their social media posts. But on a personal note, to me, 
it makes me feel better if I know that a company has been 
there all along.” 

Ultimately, organizations should be aiming for diversity 
at all levels, not just in product design. “If you seek to enter 
diverse markets, your organization must become the market 
you seek,” says Del Johnson, a principal at Backstage Capital, 
a venture capital firm that has invested over $5 million in 
companies founded by women, people of color, and LGBTQ 
entrepreneurs. “The more distance there is culturally between 
your team and the market, the less ability you will have to 
execute. We all fall into particular biases. That’s why you 
need to have culturally competent people in the room who 
have the power to affect decisions. By bringing in the talents 
of those who have traditionally been overlooked, you unlock 
true creative expression—and build an organization able to 
check its biases.”8

Holmes says that whenever she hears a company say, “We 
can’t find a diverse set of candidates or we don’t know how 
to design for this particular group,” she responds, “If your 
company makes millions—or billions—of dollars every year, 
you have hundreds of thousands of customers, you figured 
out how to get millions of people to download your app, 
you figured out how to do all of that. So, you can figure out 
how to recruit diverse employees and how to make features, 

“If you seek to enter diverse 
markets, your organization must 
become the market you seek,” 
says Del Johnson, a principal at 
Backstage Capital.
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products, and services that are appropriate for your diverse 
customers.” 

She still sees a resistance to change that is understandable 
given that conventional thinking is being questioned. “Once 
you start adding different people into the room, you’re going 
to have your thinking challenged. It can make people feel 
less secure,” says Holmes. She believes there are companies 
that are actively not pursuing diversity because they’re just 
not ready for that kind of challenge.

“Management needs to put their full power behind it, 
their full resources. Just the same way that they invest in 
other aspects of their business, they need to make this a 
point. Do it for your employees, do it for your customers, 
do it for whoever, but you have to go full power with this,” 
says Holmes. “It’s really a challenge to them to be honest 
with themselves and actually commit to doing the work.”

At every stage of the design process, companies can advance 
the idea of more inclusive design practices by creating a better 
environment for awkward or emotional discussions.

“Making inclusivity more of a commonality and making 
it something that’s part of the business, that’s part of the 
organization, changing values, improving the mission to 
be more inclusive—I think those are things that are going 
to naturally make these changes come about,” she asserts. 
“It’s not going to be as heavy a lift as people may think it’s 
going to be.”

Taking Action on Inclusion and Diversity 
There are a number of steps that companies can take now to 
ensure product inclusion practices. First, they can use early 
examples of inclusive impact as triggers. As Hosking points 
out, early consideration of diverse and inclusive perspectives 
during product development provides opportunities 
for improvements that can fuel greater product success 
across the board. 

Companies can also work to gain direct diverse and inclusive 
perspectives throughout the design process. Creating empathy 
is important for design teams, but there is no substitute for 
conversations and observations with real users. The Google 
Capstone project shows that research, testing, and marketing 
are key phases of bringing an inclusive lens.

Perhaps most important, leadership should incentivize 
employees to build diverse teams and inclusive processes 

for long-term success. Product inclusion is often framed as 
attempting to appeal to diverse communities, but companies 
may be missing much of the upside. An inclusive perspective 
can improve the overall engagement and satisfaction of all 
customers, not just historically underrepresented markets. 
“When customers see that a company values diversity, they 
tend to be more loyal. And no, it’s not just with the customers 
from the underrepresented groups; customers from the 
majority recognize this, too. Customers care about who 
they give their business to. It strengthens the brand because 
customers can feel proud to support and give their business 
to them,” says Holmes. 

Companies that do not adopt upstream inclusive practices 
or build diverse teams will risk not only losing out on growing 
national and global diverse markets but also forfeiting the 
innovations that engage all of their customers. “When you’re 
designing with different audiences in mind, it’s going to 
change the whole culture and how you work. It teaches people 
not to make assumptions, to approach challenges with an 
open mind, and to remember that we are always learning,” 
points out Holmes. “Can you imagine what it would be like 
if an organization adopted the idea of ‘Let’s all stop learning! 
We know everything we need to know!’ Products will fail and 
products will succeed, but a leadership mindset is what you 
should be after.”

Any team that prioritizes inclusive design can begin 
the process of building more inclusively, even if they do 
not yet have significant representation from historically 
underrepresented populations. To build inclusive products 
consistently, however, development teams should bring in 
diverse and underrepresented perspectives at each key stage 
of the process. 

Ultimately, long-term, structural changes to build more 
diverse teams and inclusive processes can unlock significant 
business opportunities for organizations seeking to reach 
all potential consumers. And like any profitable long-term 
strategy that challenges the status quo, such changes will 
require time, investment, and leadership. “I think we’re a 
lot further along than we were 10 years ago, but we are all 
still on that journey,” says Hosking.

“When customers see that a company values diversity, they tend 
to be more loyal. And no, it’s not just with the customers from the 
underrepresented groups; customers from the majority recognize  
this, too,” says Kyree Holmes, founder of Onyx Valley.
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