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Cookies and badges. Pledges and sashes. You could 
be forgiven for thinking that the Girl Scout on your doorstep 
selling Thin Mints and Tagalongs is a member of an “old- 
fashioned” organization. After all, your mother, or your grand-
mother, was a Girl Scout … right? 

Right. But guess what? Girl Scouts of the USA (GSUSA) 
couldn’t be more on-trend regarding one of the most important 
tasks facing each and every aspect of the country today: practic-
ing inclusion at all levels. 

Girl Scouts founder Juliette Gordon Low was so transfixed
by the idea of empowering girls to take care 
of themselves and their communities that 
she couldn’t imagine any exclusions. After 
starting the program in 1912 in Savannah, 
Ga., she described it as unequivocally de-
signed “for the girls of Savannah, and all of

America.” Because of this farsighted emphasis on inclusion and 
diversity, GSUSA integrated racially well before U.S. law called for 
it, prompting civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. to pronounce 
the organization “a force for desegregation in the South.” 

Girl Scouts has involved girls from every strata of society 
from its earliest days. In 1917, the first troop for Girl Scouts with 
physical disabilities was organized in New York City, and African-
American and integrated troops were in place by the 1920s. The 
first Latina troop was established in Houston in 1922, and today 
Girl Scouting counts among its members troops of every racial and 

ethnic background across the country and in 
more than 90 nations around the world. 

On the Cutting Edge
Girl Scout troops can also be found on 
Native American reservations, in mosques, 

Girl Scouts is a modern marvel—a model  
of inclusion that works.

Leading the Way
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CELEBRATING  A LEGACY:  Girl Scouts  
of the USA CEO Anna Maria Chávez  
with Girl Scouts wearing vintage uniforms  
at an event in 2012 in Savannah, Ga.
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synagogues, temples and even detention centers, and, of course, down the street 
from your home. “We’ve always been on the cutting edge when it comes to inclu-
sivity,” says Anna Maria Chávez, GSUSA’s current Ceo and its first Latina one.

It wasn’t always a comfortable place to be, and GSUSA defined its extremely wide 
view of prospective Girl Scouts bit by bit. The group also had momentum from a source 
not available to most organizations. “When corporations and businesses have an em-
phasis on inclusion, for them it may be a bottom line issue,” explains Chávez. “For us, 
it’s what makes our movement strong—and it’s the girls who have that focus.”

Girls’ acceptance of the basics of inclusion—that projects and the communities 
around them are strengthened when diverse groups are brought together—is strikingly 
apparent in their Gold Award projects, the highest achievement in Girl Scouting.

one Gold Award project was undertaken by Megan K.C. Johnson in Seattle, a com-
munity that had a large homeless population. Megan decided to provide hats, socks 
and blankets for the homeless. To accomplish this, she partnered with local prisoners  
to help her knit the articles of clothing, creating an instructional video for the inmates to 
follow. And she built ties to the homeless, through Shriners Hospital. “The girls under-
stand that regardless of what your perspective is,” says Chávez, “you can bring in others 
to strengthen your outcome.” 

Such insights allow girls to aim higher in every way. “At AT&T, we’re proud of  
the Girl Scouts’ outstanding accomplishments and relentless commitment to the future 
generation of female leaders,” says Cathy Coughlin, AT&T’s global marketing officer,  
a board member of GSUSA and a Girl Scout.

Creating Greater Connections
Throughout its 101-year history, GSUSA has learned that celebrating and honoring 
the distinctive elements of diverse races, religions and backgrounds creates greater 
connections within a group. That has been Geico’s experience with diversity as well. 
A 76-year-old company that originated in Washington, D.C., Geico boasts that some 
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GIRL SCOUT 
EVANGELIST: 
Cathy Coughlin,
global marketing 
officer of AT&T.

AHEAD OF  
THEIR TIME:  
Girl Scouts  
in Montebello, 
Calif, show  
the proper way 
to cross a  
street, 1955.

10,000 “corporate community citizens,” 
more than a third of the company’s employ-
ees, engage in volunteer activities. 

“our employees come to us and say 
we ought to do this and we say, ‘Lead the 
way,’” says Rynthia Rost, vice president of 
public affairs at Geico. The company part-
nered with the Girl Scout Council of the  
Nation’s Capital several years ago to support 
their mission to build courage, confidence 
and character in girls. “It was a natural fit. 
Like them, we celebrate diverse cultures 
including African American, Caribbean, 
Hispanic, Asian, pacific Islander, Indian 
and more. The enthusiasm to share cultural 
heritage and practices bubbles up from  
our associates.” 

There is also a powerful business argu-
ment for having people with the greatest 
variety of backgrounds possible among 
your employees. Coughlin puts it this way: 
“AT&T is an inclusive brand with more than 
100 million customers. We’re committed 
to developing a diverse employee base. Not 
only is it the right thing to do, it just makes 
good business sense. our diverse employee 
base is a driving force that enables AT&T 
to bring richer ideas and solutions to the 
marketplace.”

But diversity at all employee levels 
doesn’t just happen because you want it to. 
AT&T pays special attention to employees 
with potential, identifying women and 
people of color with leadership ability at the 
entry and mid-career level. Then it funnels 
those individuals into highly structured 
programs, which involve a defined series of 
rotations through functional areas, assigned 
mentors and extra training. “When a high- 
level position opens up, you can’t look 
around and ask ‘where are the qualified 
people?’” explains Coughlin. “The key is  
to develop a pipeline of leaders.”

The opposite of inclusion, of course, 
is exclusion. Yet even when exclusion is 
overcome and organizations include diverse 
people within their ranks, more subtle 
biases can persist, leading many minori-
ties to continue to feel unwelcome and less 
valued. GSUSA has for the most part been 
able to sidestep such problems, thanks to 
the deep imprint left by founder Low’s  
finely tuned sensitivity. 

Small wonder that today’s GSUSA is a 
modern marvel of inclusion at work that 
helps girls realize that together, regardless 
of their background, they can be anything 
they want to be. ●

discover more at www.girlscouts.org/support or www.girlscouts.org/join.
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That’s the sound of millions of people
saving money with GEICO.

Knock, knock.

Woo.
Who’s there?

Woo who?


