February 18, 2021
The following report is a summary of findings from a Town-wide organizational assessment that was
conducted in January/February 2020. The assessment was conducted as a result of Town leadership
reaching out to Diversity & HR Solutions (DHRS) to ask for their assistance in developing a strategic plan
that would support building and sustaining a culture of belonging for our employees. As stated in the
report, it is our belief that a diverse Town encompassing, among other things, diversity of race,
ethnicity, religion, gender, age, sexual orientation and disability helps to create a culture embracing
people from the widest range of talent and experiences and promotes understanding and respect for all
people and different points of view in the Apex community.
Conducting the organizational assessment was the first step in creating our strategic plan, as it helped us
to establish our “baseline” and better understand our current culture, so that we could build our
strategy for how to improve. Town employees were asked to speak honestly and openly through
surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews, and were assured that their individual statements
would be anonymous and used to better the organization. Our employees did just that, and we
appreciate their candor and insights, without which we could not improve.
In conducting the organization-wide study, we knew and expected that there would be a wide variety of
responses to the questions asked, and that some responses might be surprising or even discouraging,
but we knew that we could not move forward on building our culture of belonging without first having a
better understanding of the work to be done. We ask that, as you read the report, you please take note
of the positive things that are already occurring within our workforce, and for the areas identified for
improvement, please remember that our employees participated in this assessment because of their
courage and willingness to be a part of positive change.
We have always been, and continue to be, very proud of the hard work and dedication that our
employees show in carrying out their duties in public service, and believe that their participation in the
assessment is just one more example of their commitment to continuous improvement, not only for
themselves, but for the organization and community, as a whole.
At the conclusion of the report, you will see list of recommendations that informed our 3-year strategy.
Even in the midst of a national pandemic, we remained committed to our efforts towards creating a
culture of belonging, and have already carried out or implemented many of the recommendations
made, and others are in the works. We have also gone beyond the recommendations in many areas. At
a very high level, the recommendations made are listed further in this document, along with their
status.

Statement from Apex Mayor, Jacques Gilbert
Mayor Jacques Gilbert offers his thoughts on the path forward for our organization:
“Town Council, along with town leadership, are both committed to ensuring that all personnel at the
Town of Apex are aligned in creating a workplace where all have the opportunity to thrive. This starts
with our internal culture, and naturally flows into the level of service we provide to our community.
A cultural assessment for all departments was the first step to establish a baseline, and determine
necessary improvements that should be made within our organization.
The implementation of an Action Plan with actionable goals will become the bridge in our efforts.
The Town of Apex chose a path that not all are willing to take. We believe it is important to find the
areas that challenge us in order to create a sense of belonging for all in Apex, and we’re dedicated to
seeing this plan through.”
Timeline of Events / Actions
November 2019
Town of Apex HR Department reached out to Diversity & HR Solutions (DHRS) to see if they could assist
us with developing a DEI strategy and provide training
January-March 2020
Engaged with DHRS to conduct a comprehensive Organizational Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging
Assessment, consisting of:
•
•
•
•

Designing and administering a town-wide employee Diversity, Inclusion & Belonging Survey
(DIB).
Facilitation of employee Focus Groups to allow DHRS to do a deeper dive on central themes
from survey data.
Review of hiring and retention data, and analysis of employee data for trends and potential
barriers to inclusion.
Conducting individual listening sessions with members of Executive Team

March 2020
DIB report was finalized. The day after the report was provided by DHRS, town facilities closed due to
the COIVD-19 pandemic.
June 2020
Re-engaged with DHRS to pick back up with next steps from the assessment.
July 2020 – January 2020
In response to the death of George Floyd and the race related issues that arose from that tragedy,
conducted our first “Town Hall Rap Session” with Tru Access to provide our employees an opportunity to

share, release, and express their emotions as well as to collaborate on thoughts, ideas, and solutions as
to how we can all best move forward together. Monthly session topics included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Race Relations
Generational Bridge Building
DEI & Why
Sustainability
Mental Health & Well-being
2020 Reflections
The Importance of Healing

September 2020 – December 2020
Mandatory 3 Hour Training for all Town Employees – “Leveraging Diversity: Building A Culture of
Belonging”
Recommendations for 3-Year Strategy
Recommendation

Status

Establish an Inclusion & Belonging
Champion and Diversity Committee to
partner in spearheading DEI efforts

A full-time Diversity Officer position has been created to assist
us with these efforts and establishing a committee will be one
of their first initiatives.

Increasing diversity among leadership

Recruitment initiatives are being implemented, included, but
not limited to:
• reviewing job ads to speak to a broader range of candidates
• targeting sources where diverse candidates can be found
• encouraging employee referrals
• developing internship programs to bring under-represented
populations into local government careers
• developing a mentorship program to prepare employees for
higher level roles

Integrate D&I Across Organization

• Individual departments are working through various
initiatives to impact positive change within their
departments and help bring diversity into the local
government career field
• Individual bathrooms have been identified across all Town
facilities, to convert to unisex bathrooms
• Juneteenth was adopted as Town Holiday
• Implemented a $15 Living Wage

• As employee policies are created/updated, employee events
are planned, impacts to under-represented groups are being
considered
Establish Employee Resource Groups

The Town’s Employee Relations Council is already established,
other ERC resources groups are being explored.

Review Hiring/Promotion Practices

The HR Department has conducted a review of hiring practices
and implemented strategies for increasing diversity and
removing bias. A similar review of promotional practices will
also be completed, and hiring managers will be trained in
strategies for removing unconscious bias in hiring/promotional
decisions. In addition to the strategies listed for the “Increasing
Diversity Among Leadership” recommendation, we have also
“banned the box” (removed the criminal history question on
applications) and have configured our recruitment system to
allow for “blind” application review.

Provide All Staff Training
“Understanding Unconscious Bias &
Leveraging Diversity and Empowering
Belonging”

Completed – this 3-hour training was required for all existing
Town employees, and similar training will be offered moving
forward, to all new hires.

Provide Leadership Training “2 Day
Strategies to Building and Leading a
Diverse Work Force.”

Completed

Listening Sessions

Quarterly Town Manager Roundtable sessions are established
(randomly selected employees meet with the Town Manager to
discuss whatever topics they’d like).
• Facilitated monthly Town Hall “Rap Sessions” have been
implemented for employees at all levels (including Senior
Leadership) to share thoughts and perspectives on various
DEI topics.
• Other sessions are being considered to provide additional
opportunities for employees in under-represented groups to
talk with senior leaders about their experiences at work.
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INTRODUCTION
In December 2019, the Town of Apex engaged DHRS to develop and recommend a strategic
diversity and inclusion plan supporting the organizations’ values. Members of the Project
Team guiding the project included Drew Havens, Town Manager and Mary Beth Manville,
Director of Human Resources & Gracie Johnson-Lopez, Inclusion Strategist. Gracie brought
expertise in D&I, HR and Organizational Development to the table as well as background on
the happenings of other public organizations.
During several transparent conversations among the project team, we shared experiences
and history as it relates to Town of Apex previous and current efforts supporting diversity
and inclusion. It was determined the use of multiple lenses would provide a complete
picture of where inclusion and cultural issues originate in the articulation of policy or the
way in which people ultimately behave. This summary and its findings are based on data
from these multiple sources to include employee diversity, inclusion and belonging
assessment, focus group discussions, policy reviews, demographic data analysis, turnover
data and interviews with senior leadership.
At all times, the process was couched and measured within a framework to support
“Building & Sustaining a Culture of Belonging at the Town of Apex.” The good news is the
Senior Leadership recognizes the need to do more to address diversity and inclusion and
has fully engaged in the process with transparency and authenticity . We hope that the
majority of stakeholders to include the Council will readily conclude and agree that a
diverse Town encompassing, among other things, diversity of race, ethnicity, religion,
gender, age, sexual orientation and disability helps to create a culture embracing people
from the widest range of talent and experiences and promotes understanding and respect
for all people and different points of view in the Apex community.
During our work, we noted opportunities to more fully integrate diversity and inclusion
into existing processes and practices. Like many growing towns, the culture of Apex will
continue to change due to shifting demographics and it should always at least ask the
question: how can this action or process support diversity and inclusion or how might it
exacerbate the challenges of inclusion and belonging?
BUSINESS CASE
Diversity, like rapidly evolving technology or globalization, is an organizational reality.
From changing demographics to pure business imperatives, there are a multitude of
reasons why the Town of Apex should focus on diversity and belonging today:
§

Changing Demographics: by 2032, “minorities” will constitute the “majority.”
Forward-looking organizations recognize and understand the implications of these
demographic shifts. This enhances their focus through improved employee
engagement improving the chances of meeting or exceeding organizational
expectations.
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•

•

Recruitment and Retention Goals: in order for Apex to remain relevant in an everevolving global market and to remain competitive for talent, it is imperative it
attracts and value diverse talents, and in turn enable that talent to serve and value
diverse members.
Higher Productivity: according to a McKinsey study, ethnically diverse organizations
are 35% more likely to financially outperform ethnically homogenous ones and
gender diverse companies are 15% more likely to financially outperform companies
lacking gender diversity.

We believe the Town of Apex's commitment to inclusion and the reason for this current
work is captured in the Town Managers' words: "we need as many different perspectives
and voices as possible. How do we create and welcome others.... we need to do better and
more. We are not interested in checking boxes and a glossy plan." This represented a
clear understanding that fostering a sense of belonging isn't just a program or an
initiative, it is a foundational part of a great organizational culture and being a 'best
place to work'.

SCOPE & TIMELINE

Our scope of work
Assessing

Current State
Understanding

Visioning

Future State Planning

Needs Analysis

DIB Beliefs
Articulate future
state vision for DIB
including
definitions, beliefs,
and rationale for
prioritizing DIB

Identify gaps
between current
state and desired
future state,
prioritizing the
biggest need areas
to address

DIB Plan
Develop
recommendation
s around highest
priority need
areas; Translate to
DEI plan and
tizneline

Outputs
DIB Current State Summary
Articulation of DIB beliefs and key definitions
DIB plan and imple~entation roadmap
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DH RS partnered with the Human Resources Director to obtain data on employment
practices, employee demographics and HR policies. The professionalism and
responsiveness of the Human Resources team were especially noteworthy during the
entire process. The following actions were implemented in launching the DIB project:
•
•
•
•

December 2019 - DHRS was notified and introduced as the fi rm engaged to partner
with the Town in building their Inclusion & Belonging strategy.
January 27th The Inclusion & Belongi ng Survey was executed by DHRS.
February 19 & 27th DHRS conducted fo ur Employee Focus Groups
March 10 th DHRS held Listening Sessions with individual members of t he Senior
Team

THE METHODOLOGY
Three Primary Sources of Data

•••

[j

Focus Groups

Policies

We engaged with

We reviewed hiring

employees and leaders

policies and
demographic data to

'''

Survey

Survey assessed
perceptions and

across th e organization
through focus groups to
complement and
cont extualize trends in the
survey

understand current
struct ures, pract ices,
and language around
DIB
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Diversity, Inclusion & Belonging Survey Results
DHRS designed and administered an employee diversity, inclusion and belonging
assessment for all staff to evaluate the internal work culture. (Exhibit A)
•
■

■
■

•
■
■

•

354 employees completed the survey out of 494 (72 % response rate).
Results revealed many wonderful and positive comments about inclusionary efforts,
a strong commitment to mission and 92% of the respondents feels "it is a great
place to work" (This is worthy of celebration)
92% of respondents feel a sense of belonging at Town of Apex.
69% feels treated fairly with promotions and that they are being heard.
62% respondents indicated diversity is important to them. (118 employees feel
diversity is NOT important to them.)
Many staff commented that Drew, the Town Manager is fair but does not know what
is going on in some of the departments as employees are not allowed to talk
For purposes of the survey, the following diversity dimensions were listed as
identifiers: race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, gender expression, sexual
orientation, age, disability, and religion. A number of respondents found the
questions about LGBTQ status and ethnicity identity as offensive and "having
nothing to do with work".
A lack of ethnic representation among senior leadership is seen as a barrier to
inclusion among staff and service delivery for some.

Direct Survey Quotes on Repeated Themes:
"This department is TOXIC. Morale is atrocious and has been for years, but
morale improvements have not been made. A few employees greatly add to the
negative morale but are seemingly not dealt with in an appropriate manner as their
negativi , destruction, and behavior continues as does their rossl ne ative a ect on
our staff

s an employee I do not feel supported.

ere are a ew really good
staffmembers but beyond those many talk of how
their supervisor does not do much to support them and develop each of us as an
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"This survey is a waste of money and I cannot believe the Town is conducting this
survey. I do not care about race, disability, sexual orientation or gender identity of a
person so as long as the employee is hired bases off of skill set and can perform the job
they were hired to do instead ofhiring just for diversity and they cannot perform the
job."

I hope
these comments are not brushed under the rug. I am not a disgruntled worker; I would
just like for some positive to come out of these surveys. I am sure this one will be
replaced by the next because nothing will change. It will be "tabled" as every other
offer to make a positive change by the subordinates. "

There is no Diversity in the Town ofApex. Take a look at the Directors and Managers
within the town most of them are Caucasian and maybe 1 other Ethnic person.
Current Administra ·
ro ession with failed promotions,
disappointing hire o
and numerous other
issues not resolved. They have turned this career into just a job and that's a shame in
But many here have faith in the Town board, Mayor and MR Havens.
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I think that a survey like this puts people in a category. It is an extremely huge waste of time
and taxpayer's money to have all employees take time out of the day to sit down and do crap
like this. Let's focus on how a person works instead ofis the person is gay, straight, white,
black, or anything else. That is the biggest problem with the workplace today in Apex. We are
worried how it will look if we get rid of someone that has been hired to do a job and can't do
what they were hired to do. Worried that we will be called a racist ifwe let the black,quy,qo
for not doing his job and everyone on the crew having to pick up the slack. That is my biggest
issue with the town. We don't need to be worried about how many gay people or black people
or white people we need to make sure they can do the job they were hired to do. That is what
the taxpayers ofApex deserve, not this BS!!
ff

"Leadership creates culture, top- down. We have a lot of managers/bosses. We do not have a
lot of true leaders. This is a daily task. Develop those around you, making people better, or
step down and get out of the way."
"There ls a need for continuing education, particularly in leadership. Some of the senior
leadership have either not taken a leadership class or the class was taken over a decade ago
and more modern techniques are available."
"The current schedul
that I can bring this
.
.

"The area in thebuilding is not inclusive at many times. Those with
different political opinions are not respected. Those with direct or indirect ties to the LGBT
community are offended re= rly. People likeuse the work "queer" or "faggot"
quite regularly. People likehave been told that others in this group have friends/relatives
that the gay and that term is offensive to them, but it falls on deaf ears. "
"There is no consistency here. The company pick and choose who they want to promote based
on the good ale buddy system. It's who you know, not your education, and experience. Some of
the supervisors in this department is the reason why the group has so many issues. We are not
treated equally here, and there is racism."
"/ think the general understanding is that we just aren't going to talk about things that make
us unco,!!J[ortable. I know my supervisor's opinion on transgender people. So, I keep it to
myself ■ would never say anything badly to my face, but it would put up an immediate
barrier... and frankly everything in my department depends at least partially on how easy you
are to work with, which is just code for how much people like you. People who express their
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differences just aren't as well liked. So, people hide their differences, women don't call out
sexist jokes, and black people watch what they talk about at work Overt prejudice is no
longer acceptable most places, and the Town ofApex is no different. If that's what you're
going for,you've accomplished the mission. Ifyou want a place where a black transwoman
would be comfortable saying that's what she is, you aren't there yet."
''Apex is a great place to work. Nobody is perfect and neither is the Town. The Town is a good
ale boy system. We have since had 4 Assistant Town Managers and 2 Town Managers. Under
Drew's leadershi thin s have otten better but

ith our merit system there is no way to meet the requirements to get a 5% raise.
I know things should not be easily obtained but when you feel like you have exceeded and still
cannot ,qet whatyou think is the raise you should ,qet it is not ,qood for morale especially when
knowing others are making almost as much with less experience and they have a ladder to
climb for pay increases."
"I am not sure if people with diverse backgrounds are actually applying for jobs here.
Surprised the Police and Fire don't attract more diverse candidates."
" Depends on who I am talking to. As a female, I am ALWAYS second guessed on every matter
or overly questioned about why I made this specific decision".
"The lower ranking is somewhat united but there's a big disconnect between employees and
senior leadership"
"Prayers held by management/leadership as part of some events are Christian centric and not
inclusive of other faiths. We have had events that have not been sensitive to the presence of
religious dietary restrictions (halal, kosher); one food-related event in 2019 was held during
Ramadan, which prevented participation by some ofour staff'.
"I have to be a c~
from my fellow -

ly different person while at work because I am completely different
,,

"I have heard and continue to hear disrespectful conversations between different groups of
individuals. I ou are in specific groups it is ok, if not then you are being disrespectful. Ex.
and scream profanity at each other i~
room and no one says
anything. Anyone outside
group who disagrees with gets a counseling."

o.tll

"In the

division there is bad communication and not as much inclusion."
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Summary of Focus Groups
The employee survey was followed with four facilitated focus groups that provided DHRS
with heartfelt and tangible insight into what diversity, inclusion and belonging, or the lack
thereof, means at Town of Apex. They were administered on a voluntary basis. These
meetings were intended to clarify, refine and further engage the team in defining their
interests and experiences as an Apex employee. Below are the questions asked and
summary of responses:
1. In what ways is the Town of Apex welcoming and inclusive?
Summary: Many staff members agreed that the Town of Apex is a very welcoming and
inclusive place to work. Most mentioned that the Town of Apex feels like “one big family”
where the small town culture and community is embraced the majority of staff members
are friendly and willing to help, and employees are treated as individual people. In
particular, they focused on the ways they were treated upon being hired and what was
offered to them outside of work. Staff members shared that Human Resources made them
feel welcomed by conducting a very detailed, one-on-one Orientation-type meeting and the
Town Manager, Drew, implements an open door policy and makes a point to meet one-onone with all new staff members within the first few weeks of their start date in order to get
to know them on both a personal and professional basis.
Additionally, the opportunities that the Town of Apex offers to bring staff together, such as
wellness programs, luncheons, and other events (i.e. Olympics, SuperBowl, etc.), are other
examples that made them feel that the organization is welcoming and inclusive. They
reiterated that these programs are for everyone and help to break down the silos. They did
emphasize the significant growth of the organization and how that has impacted the
culture. One strategy recommended was re-implementing having supervisors bring
around new employees to introduce them to all of the various departments and staff
members as part of the onboarding process.
2. What characteristics, traits, contributions, and behaviors are most valued and
rewarded at your organization?
Summary: Many of the staff members felt that accountability, going above and beyond
expectations, growth and development, hard work ethic, honesty, humility, integrity,
innovation, passion, and taking initiative are highly valued. Managers indicated, the
standout employees are those who truly love Apex and want to make the town a better
place. In terms of rewards, they mentioned that they have a Recognition Committee who
facilitates the Gotcha Program where individuals are nominated and then recognized for
their hard work with a variety of prizes (i.e. gift cards). As mentioned, some staff members
did not feel valued at all. Some felt valued by the town, but not their supervisors and the
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management/leadership team. They felt that the Town of Apex has a very hierarchical
system meaning that they wait for the management/leadership team to address them and
only speak when spoken to. They shared that they have watched the Town of Apex grow
tremendously, but despite requesting more assistance and resources, their departments
have been overlooked and not granted any additional support. They questioned, “why am I
working this hard to not be valued?”. They stressed communication is NOT valued and that
they are simply expected to come in, do their job, and keep their mouth shut. One staff
member shared, “I just work here. I come in at 8am and leave at 5pm.”.
Some staff members truly felt that personal relationship and incompetence (over hard
work) is valued and rewarded on a regular basis. They believe that if you are liked by the
leadership and/or supervisors, you benefit and are rewarded with favored tasks and
promotions. In fact, they shared that promotions are not handled appropriately as they are
not based on what you know, but who you know. These staff members recommended that
the management/leadership team (including managers/supervisors) should have a
platform to develop their leadership skills in order to be able to better supervise their
employees. They found it frustrating that they are not able to provide honest feedback on
their supervisors, but also recognize that it could be detrimental and backfire on them if
they were to do so. And when they take their concerns to Human Resources,
confidentiality is not maintained because it is evidenced when someone goes to Human
Resources, it is addressed during the employee evaluation process.
3. Do you mask or downplay any aspect of your physical, cultural, spiritual or
emotional self at work?
Summary: Many of the staff members felt that it really depended on the department and
environment when it came to needing to mask or downplay any aspects of themselves. One
employee shared that everything department is very different with its own unique culture
to the point that is “almost segregated”. Some employees felt the Town Council sometimes
looked down upon and make assumptions about certain divisions (i.e. Public Works =
garbage job). Employees also felt that they acted differently if they were working in the
field versus going to Town Hall. Staff members were clear that they felt uncomfortable
and/or discouraged to go to Human Resources to address concerns as they would be
labeled as “problem employees”, “snitches”, “complainers” by their co-workers. They did not
feel as though concerns taken to Human Resources were ever truly handled as confidential
matters. In fact, some employees shared that they were afraid to park at Town Hall unless
they had business there because people would assume that you were going to Human
Resources. Some of the female staff members specifically shared that they felt that they
had to mask their intelligence, opinions, and strengths in the office because it is such a
male-dominated environment.
4. What could your employer do to better support you?
Summary: The #1 recommendation for the Town of Apex to better support employees was
to hire more staff members in order to comfortably accomplish expectations and fulfill the
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goals of the town more effectively and efficiently. Staff members would appreciate more
effective communication through opportunities for check-ins and roundtable discussions
with upper management. In general, staff would like more opportunities to be heard and
listened to, to ask for help, and to share useful recommendations that could potentially be
implemented. For instance, while they recognize the importance of following the chain of
command under certain circumstances, staff want to be able to try new strategies. The staff
would feel better supported if standardized expectations, policies, and procedures were
established and enforced. They feel that many of the expectations and policies are very
ambiguous and differ by individuals and departments. Managers also shared that they
hope that they can provide more insight to the Councils in the future. They feel as though
the Councils make decisions based on their options, but it would be beneficial to allow the
managers to influence the Councils by contributing input in order to ensure that they make
informed decisions. Older employees would also like more career development
opportunities. Many also voiced concerns about the software and systems used to perform
their jobs. The backend of the system is not able to handle the upgrades made to the
frontend. This creates frequent system crashes and makes it harder for employees to do
their job.
5. Do you believe the management/leadership team takes your feedback seriously?
Summary: Yes and no the staff in the focus groups differed on their responses to this
question. Some of the staff agreed that they did not feel like the management/leadership
team took their feedback seriously in the past. In regard to the reorganization, it was
communicated that the Town of Apex is a textbook example of how NOT to conduct that
process. It left individuals feeling disgruntled and disrespected because there was
absolutely no discussion nor effective communication; staff were simply told how it would
be implemented instead of being consulting for input. It was stated that “It is no wonder
there is a such a high turnover rate… staff are overworked, underpaid, and not valued.” The
staff recognized that the Town of Apex is very white with limited cultural and demographic
diversity within the hierarchical management/leadership team roles, which makes it very
difficult to enact change.
6. Do you feel like the management/leadership team here is transparent?
Summary: In general, the staff felt that transparency from the management/leadership
team was quite limited. Conversely, the staff shared that despite the lack of transparency
and communication from the management/leadership team, the Town of Apex collectively
is transparent. The work that they do is not done behind curtains. They find it frustrating
that they follow the chain of command, but regularly do not receive any responses and are
uncertain if it is appropriate to go over their head to speak with upper management.
7. Can you identify people similar to yourself in leadership positions at your
organization? Does your leadership look like your workforce?
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Summary: For some, staff simply stated no, they could not identify individuals similar to
themselves in leadership positions. For others, they felt that they only saw women and/or
people of color in positions in which you’d expect to see them (i.e. Finance, Human
Resources, Town Clerk, etc.). They openly shared that the majority of the management
team (unless they are positions typically held by females) consist of white males. They also
communicated that they do not anticipate having a female or person of color take on a
leadership role (i.e. Mayor, Town Manager, Assistant Town Manager, Fire Chief, Police
Chief, Public Works Director, etc.). The managers felt that diversity is taken seriously up
through the manager/director level, but not above that. On the contrary, there were some
that felt that the demographics of the workforce did not reflect the town. For instance, they
shared that there are minorities (i.e. Asians) that live in Apex that are not represented
within the workforce. One of the questions that came out from this conversation was
whether or not departments promote from within when opportunities arise? One
suggestion was to strategically promote individuals in order to ensure people see others
similar to themselves in leadership positions. However, they do not want to accomplish
this at the expense of competence. Some staff members felt that this has happened
they’ve promoted individuals who may not have been the most competent in order to
check that diversity box. The staff also grappled with the question, “how can the Town Hall
of Apex be diverse if the city of Apex is not actually diverse?”.
8. What do you see as potential barriers to the Town of Apex in building a culture of
belonging?
Summary: Staff identified lack of diversity training as a potential barrier. They recognized
that there is a need for more trainings, but it needs to be implemented for ALL staff
members, including the management/leadership team. Intergenerational training was
recommended.
Staff also acknowledged history as another potential barrier for a variety of reasons. For
example, socioeconomic status (SES) is a prevalent factor as the majority of the employees
that work in Apex do NOT actually live in Apex because they cannot afford to live in Apex.
Staff shared that reluctance to change is another barrier. For instance, some individuals felt
that the Town Hall currently sees women filling very typical roles (i.e. clerical, finance,
education, human resources, secretarial, etc.) and as a result, only offered female
employees very specific opportunities. Similarly, some departments only have one
race/ethnicity represented and it may be perceived as segregation because the
management/leadership team can only see individuals of that race/ethnicity fulfilling
specific positions.
Another barrier was a lack of trust and fear of consequences. Some staff members were
clearly concerned to speak up and share their perspectives for fear of retaliation. This
applied even in a few of the focus groups because individuals were worried that if they
shared their honest perspective, that negative feedback would get back to their supervisors
and they’d face consequences, including possible termination. It is evident that individuals
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have insight that they want to share, but they do not feel comfortable to do so and feel safer
putting up a barrier instead.
9. Is there anything regarding employee engagement and your experience that we
should have talked about today during the focus group, but didn’t?
Summary: The staff members had a variety of recommended requests: improved
communication, diversifying the workforce, more leadership training, more opportunities
for discussion, opportunities for advancement, and supported opportunities for
professional development. Again, the staff would love to have more opportunities for
check-ins and roundtable discussions. Many of them appreciated these focus groups and
would like to continue having listening sessions regarding internal policies to allow for the
staff to come together for open and honest conversations. They would also like to feel more
supported within their careers, including advancement/promotion and professional
development. The staff feels that within certain departments, it can be difficult to advance
and move up. It may be helpful for the management/leadership team to be more
supportive of mobility within and between departments and professional development
opportunities. For instance, the organization could consider implementing dotted line
reporting structures for staff to gain experience in other departments.

Town of Apex Hiring Practices
The hiring practices as described and provided by the HR team are very much within best
practices but does not go far enough to mitigate bias in the selection process. However,
some employees hold a different perception and describe a different experience. Best
practices should include:
§ Supervisors are not aware of gender, race or age when looking at an application.
§ HR does thorough compensation analysis’s on applicants chosen for hire solely
based on their experience in comparison to other people in the same role.
§ Managers provide justification on promotions and this information is tracked.
§ All qualified applications have to be reviewed and if a minority candidate is not
chosen for interview they must have a note/status applied to them justifying
why they were not interviewed based on their application.
§ All hiring interviews should be conducted by a diverse interview team
Senior Team - Individual Interview Sessions
While there were expressed skepticism by survey respondents and focus group
participants about what the Town can or is willing to do about diversity and inclusion, we
are convinced that there is a clear understanding of the compelling importance of
promoting DIB as a fundamental imperative. Any vision of success will require that
diversity and inclusion are clearly defined up front and that it is not just a “feel good” effort
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rather, a business imperative. It requires a plan which is strongly supported by top
management.
Sessions with the senior leadership team revealed a genuine effort to understand how
embarking on this DIB journey would impact Town of Apex. Currently, the spectrum of
commitment seems to vary from: “not have quotas”, “we need to do something”, “we need
education and resources” coupled with a significant discomfort with targeted or intentional
recruiting and hiring minorities and more women. It will be challenging to build a
community of practice with such a wide spectrum, at the most senior levels of the
organization. This work requires courage, intentional leadership and a willingness to be
open to diverse voices to effectively build a sustainable culture of belonging.
Although well intentioned, some pervasive blind spots exist that could likely undermine
the accountability needed to develop a structure of inclusivity. Appropriate resources will
need to be allocated to create effective programs, accountability, and sufficient
implementation of strategies to build a sustainable culture of belonging.

High Level Themes
§

A fear of voicing concerns, going to HR or suggesting new ideas due to a perceived
culture of retaliation and retribution.
(Addressing this should be considered a priority)

§

There are mixed experiences when it comes to inclusion and career advancement
opportunity at the Town of Apex; particularly along lines of gender and racial
identity.

§

Some staff members correlate the absence of minorities at the senior level with a
lack of commitment from the organization.

§

Deep seated racial bias exists across the organization resulting in any mention of
diversity automatically being characterized as a movement to hire less qualified
candidates. Resistance and resentment from these biases will likely serve as a
barrier to diverse employees experiencing a sense of belonging.

§

Resources and talent have not grown with the growth of the Town resulting in an
adverse impact to service delivery, staff feeling overworked, underpaid and
underappreciated.

§

Silos’ exist departmentally and among various leaders which negatively impact
communications, cross departmental collaboration and a breakdown in trust.
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Recommended Initiatives & 3 Year Strategic DIB Plan
New Initiative, New Strategies, New Ideas
The recommendations outlined below are drawn from employee survey feedback and focus
group discussions. Our intent is that this work will be carried out by committees and
leadership drawing on their existing expertise and embedding the diversity and inclusion
work into all areas of Town of Apex. The proposed actions/initiatives are intended to
provide a road map to implement the 3 YR DIB Strategic Plan along with (Exhibit B)
1. Diversity & Inclusion Champion
We recommend an Inclusion & Belonging Champion and Diversity Committee be
established in partnership to spearhead these efforts. Who is responsible for diversity and
inclusivity efforts within the organization? While it is often thought to be everyone’s
responsibility, minimal knowledge about diversity and inclusion, organizational bias, as
well as the lack of a structure to support it, that model will likely not serve Town of Apex
very well. It is strongly recommended that a DIB Champion report to the Town Manager.
Regardless of who owns the execution and tactics, visible and deliberate engagement is
necessary. Without senior-most-level engagement, diversity is often considered a
secondary “nice to have” rather than a priority for an organization.
2. Increasing diversity among the leadership of the organization is a substantial task to
take on, but it can and should identify ways to support building a more diverse, inclusive,
and equitable community. Options would include to support the existing programs,
identifying resources and tools to promote continued awareness and education for those in
leadership & annual inclusion assessments. New styles of thinking, asking better questions
and getting better answers will take the organization where it decides to go.
3. Integrate D&I Across Organization. We recommend all committees and leaders
consider how their work promotes, supports, and/or unintentionally hinders the shared
goal of working within a diverse and inclusive organization. The Diversity and Inclusion
Champion and Committee can assist all leaders not only those targeted in this report, with
reviewing their mission and suggesting potential assessment methods to evaluate work in
this area. A diverse workforce has been positively associated with greater talent
utilization, better employee retention, increased innovation and higher performance. To
achieve this, leaders must emphasize the importance of inclusive diversity by integrating
the value of inclusive diversity within all forms of agency communications to include social
media channels, agency websites, and inter office correspondence. Possible effective
communications should be cascaded from senior leadership through to first line
supervision.
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4. Employee Resource Groups offer many benefits to team members and the
enterprise:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Employees have the opportunity to be heard, valued, and engaged at all levels.
They can build connections within and across teams, fostering cooperation.
They can contribute perspectives that help executives identify business gaps.
They are able to understand both their customers and business drivers better.
They help to facilitate key areas of the employee life-cycle, like onboarding.
Remember that safe spaces are crucial components of inclusivity.
ERGs provide underrepresented employees with a safe space to make their
voices heard. By coming together in more intimate settings, employees along
with sponsors, advocates, and allies are often more comfortable speaking
openly about their concerns and can then discuss how to create short-and longterm solutions.

5. Listening Sessions: Hold executive listening sessions where senior leaders listen to
employees from underrepresented groups talk about their experiences at work. These
sessions will provide key insight to assess, redesign, and reengineer organizational
structures and processes to promote teamwork, collaboration, cross-functional operations,
and transparency; and to deconstruct organizational siloes that lead to exclusive cultures
and to flawed decision-making.
6. Hiring/Promotion Practices - Leaders shall develop and implement broad outreach
strategies to attract candidates from diverse sources, to the organization, consistent with
merit system principles, through strategic partnerships with affinity organizations, diverse
postsecondary educational institutions, professional associations, and public, private, and
non-profit sectors. Develop metrics to foster the diversity of the potential applicant pool
throughout all stages of the employee life-cycle. This can be accomplished through
targeted and strategic outreach and recruitment efforts that include the use of social media,
as part of an overall and comprehensive recruitment plan. Further, we look to focus upon
and raise awareness about the potential impact cognitive biases can have on all stages of
the employee lifecycle process. These “decision or selection” stages can have a significant
impact on the upward mobility and level of engagement employees experience within the
workplace, and it is important to support a system where the impact of any such biases is
minimized.
7. Training: Provide training and education on cultural competency, implicit bias
awareness, and inclusion learning for all employees. We recommend the Understanding
Unconscious Bias & Leveraging Diversity and Empowering Belonging class for all employees,
a 4 hour workshop. Include and engage everyone in the workplace to foster a culture that
encourages employees to feel uniquely valued and experience a sense of belonging.
8. Diversify the Workforce Through Active Engagement of Leadership. It is further
recommended that the full Leadership team participate in the 2 Day Strategies to Building
and Leading a Diverse Work Force. This customizable, interactive learning experience will
provide personalized coaching to organizational leaders. It will also offer the latest
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research, thought leadership, real solutions and strategies for real organizational
challenges. Leaders will leave with a roadmap for how to effectively influence a culture
transformation. They will also leave with practical tools, templates, and sample documents
for immediate use in their roles. Leaders can promote progress by communicating the
importance of inclusive diversity by speaking, modeling, and accounting for it.
Leaders shall review the wide range of policies, programs, systems, and techniques
currently in use and determine specific initiatives that should be enhanced and improved.
The evaluation should include diversity, inclusion, and belonging elements in performance
plans; employee resource groups; mentoring and coaching; and inclusive diversity training.
A key tactic to foster workforce engagement is the implementation of and emphasis on the
sort of inclusion that causes members to feel valued and makes it more likely that they
experience a sense of belonging.
Of particular interest will be continuing to address the underrepresentation in the
workforce of people who identify themselves as minorities to enhancing the Town’s ability
to recruit effectively from all generations to foster continuity in knowledge, skills, and
abilities as it experience the current retirement wave, finding ways to recruit more
minorities and women to compete for positions designated as falling within the fields of
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), and finding ways to recruit
more minorities and women to compete for positions in the Senior roles.

SUMMARY
We believe, the Town of Apex is up to the challenge of enhancing diversity and inclusion
efforts to build a sustained culture of belonging that reflects the communities it serves. The
work performed by the Project Team has opened dialogue amongst the various
stakeholders and has sparked optimism that the Town is committed to lead on this
important issue.
For your consideration, DHRS respectfully submits this report with recommendations for
immediate and long-term implementation. It is our hope it will adopt the recommendations
and embark on a new course of action that will increase diversity, inclusion and belonging.
Success will require support and commitment from the leadership to make diversity and
inclusion a priority both in word and action.
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Submitted by Gracie Johnson-Lopez, Inclusion Strategist

EXHIBIT A – Employee DIB Survey Results
EXHIBIT B - Town of Apex YEAR DIB PLAN
EXHIBIT C – D&I Toolkit
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(Exhibit C)
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION TOOLKIT EXAMPLE
Starting and maintaining a diversity initiative can be incredibly rewarding but it also can
be a little overwhelming. The following are some quick tips to get you started on your
journey to create or enhance your diversity initiatives.
1. ASSEMBLE A DIVERSITY COMMITTEE
To better understand the employees and clients that you are serving, assemble a diversity
committee that fully represents your community. Who are the leaders and key influencers
in your community? What are the key diversity groups that should be represented in your
initiative? Remember to think beyond ethnicity. Having a well-balanced team of diverse
members can assist you in identifying the most pressing concerns and help you gain “buyin” from others in the community to support and contribute to your diversity and inclusion
initiatives.
2. SET GOALS, MILESTONES AND REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS
To keep your diversity initiatives on track and to measure the effectiveness of your reports,
the diversity committee needs to establish goals. Goals are crucial to the success of your
initiatives, enabling you to:
•
•
•
•

Hold leaders and staff accountable
Establish a budget
Plan for staffing
Set timelines for completion
Setting milestones for your goals will allow you to pace and streamline your
diversity efforts for efficiency and success. To stay on track, you will need to
reassess your milestones monthly or quarterly and make adjustments accordingly.
Setting realistic expectations among the diversity committee members and the
groups that you represent is important. New committees often start very
passionately with big goals and many objectives in mind. However, if they do not
have the required resources or approval to achieve those goals and objectives, it can
become disappointing to both leaders and members. Consistently failing to meet
expectations also can create a negative perception of the initiative among the groups
being served.
To avoid this pitfall, establish realistic goals that can be accomplished with the
resources that you have and within the timeframe allocated. Communicate regularly
with your membership across various channels to minimize misconceptions and
keep everyone informed.
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3. TRY NEW IDEAS
Having a diversity committee allows you to explore and learn through new experiences.
Some of the best ideas come from hearing many different perspectives during the
brainstorming and planning phases of an initiative. As you plan your events and activities
for the year, make sure that you get input from as many viewpoints as possible. Solicit
ideas from team members who may be quiet or reserved; their contributions are just as
valuable. Don’t be afraid to try something new or step outside of the box. Some ideas may
work well, and some may not. Either way, your committee will learn and grow from the
experience.
4. COMMUNICATE WITH OTHER DIVERSITY GROUPS
When implementing diversity initiatives, you do not need to operate in a vacuum. You can
reach out to diversity groups within your community, in your state or a neighboring state,
or across the United States. Connecting with other diversity groups or leaders can provide
insight and best practices to enrich your initiatives.
5. CELEBRATE YOUR SUCCESSES
As you pursue your diversity and inclusion goals, be sure to applaud your own hard work
and success. You and the groups that you serve all have daily demands and responsibilities.
Therefore, it is important to pause and take time to celebrate milestones and
accomplishments and recognize the progress that you have made.
Celebrations and recognition can take many forms: an informal, inexpensive “thank you”
email, letter or greeting card; a public acknowledgement to the entire committee; an
informal potluck meal; or thoughtful keepsakes. The key is to take time to acknowledge and
celebrate accomplishments, to keep committee members motivated and encouraged.
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& Belonging Survey
Wednesday, March 11, 2020
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352

Total Responses
Date Created: Monday, January 20, 2020
Complete Responses: 352
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Q1: I feel like I belong at Town of Apex.
Answered: 352
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Q2: I can voice a contrary opinion without fear of negative consequences.
Answered: 351
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Q3: When I speak up at work, my opinion is valued.
Answered: 352
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Q4: Promotion decisions are fair at Town of Apex.
Answered: 349
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Q5: My job performance is evaluated fairly.
Answered: 351
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Q6: I feel that my compensation is fair, relative to similar roles at Town of
Apex.
Answered: 351
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Q7: I would support the Town of Apex being recognized among "Great
Places To Work" organizations.
Answered: 351
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Q8: I feel confident I can develop my career here.
Answered: 351
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Q9: The Town of Apex hires people from diverse backgrounds.
Answered: 351
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Q10: I do not feel like I need to mask or downplay any aspect of my
identities: physical, cultural, spiritual or emotional self at work?
Answered: 350
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Q11: The Town of Apex has an inclusive environment regardless of age.
Answered: 352
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Q12: The Town of Apex has an inclusive environment regardless of
religious preferences.
Answered: 352
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Q13: How important is diversity to you, yourself?
Answered: 350
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Q14: My direct manager demonstrates that diversity is a priority.
Answered: 342
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Q15: Senior leadership demonstrates that diversity is a priority.
Answered: 346
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Q16: I am a member of the
following team/department. If
you do not see your department,
list it under the comment section.
Answered: 333
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Q17: How united are the members of your department?
Answered: 351
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Q18: What is your gender identity?
Answered: 344
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Q19: What is your racial or
ethnic identity?
Answered: 345
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Q20: What is your age?
Answered: 338
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Q21: What is your sexual orientation?
Answered: 341
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Q22: Are you a person with a disability?
Answered: 349
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