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Chapter 2 

Diversity in 

organisations 
 

Learning objectives  
 

After studying this chapter, students should be able to: 

1. Describe the two major forms of workforce diversity. 

2. Identify the key biographical characteristics and describe how they are 

relevant to OB. 

3. Demonstrate the relevance of intellectual and physical abilities to OB. 

4. Describe how organisations manage diversity effectively.  

 

 

TEACHING NOTES 

 

This chapter looks at diversity from many perspectives. It pays particular attention 

to three variables—ability, biographical characteristics and learning. Let‘s 

summarise what we found and consider the importance of these for a manager 

trying to understand organisationalbehaviour. 

 

Ability—Ability directly influences an employee‘s level of performance. Given the 

desire to engage high-performing employees, what can a manager do about ability?  

 

First, an effective selection process will improve the fit between employees and job 

requirements. A job analysis will provide information about tasks currently being 

done and the abilities individuals need to perform these adequately. Applicants can 

then be tested, interviewed and evaluated on the degree to which they possess the 

necessary abilities. 

 

Secondly, promotion and transfer decisions affecting individuals already in the 

organisation‘s employ should reflect candidates‘ abilities. As with new employees, 

care should be taken to assess the critical abilities that incumbents will need in the 

job and match those with the organisation‘s human resources. 

 

Thirdly, managers can improve the fit by fine-tuning the job to better match an 
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incumbent‘s abilities. Often, modifications can be made that better adapt work to 

the specific talents of a given employee with no significant impact on the job‘s basic 

activities, such as changing equipment or reorganising tasks within a group. 

 

Biographical characteristics—We can readily observe biographical 

characteristics, but that doesn‘t mean we should explicitly use them in 

management decisions. We also need to be aware of implicit biases we or other 

managers may have. 

 

Diversity management—Diversity management must be an ongoing commitment 

that crosses all levels of the organisation. Group management, recruiting, hiring, 

retention and development practices can all be designed to leverage diversity for 

the organisation‘s competitive advantage. Policies to improve the climate for 

diversity can be effective, provided that they are designed to acknowledge all 

employees‘ perspectives. One-shot diversity training sessions are less likely to be 

effective than comprehensive programs that address the climate for diversity at 

multiple levels. 

 

 

CLASS EXERCISE: Treading new ground for 

workers with a disability  

 

Activity time: about 45 minutes. 

 

Open a debate. Split students alternately across the class. Use the debate topic, ‗All 

employers must accommodate and enable a workplace that is suitable for people 

with disabilities‘. 

 

Give the students 10 minutes to prepare and then allow five-minute rounds for 

each group. 

 

Key areas for students to discuss include the: 

1. Cost to employers for making such changes 

2. Impact on other workers.  

 

 

OB IN PRACTICE: Twitter’s diversity issue 

 

This section describes how Twitter is making cultural changes to address the lack of 

diversity in the company.  

 

Activity: Ask students to explain why companies should diversify their workforce. 

Emphasise that creativity is one main reason cited for workforce diversity.  

 

Employees from various backgrounds bring different perspectives and talents to the 

job. This leads to increased productivity and innovation. 

 

Another important reason is market share. A diverse workforce is better equipped 

to understand and meet the needs of a wider demographic of customers. 

1. What are some proactive ways in which companies can diversify their 

workplaces? 
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Answer:  Companies can diversify their workforces by creating a culture of 

inclusiveness. This can help reduce workforce turnover and increase 

recruiting effectiveness. Diverse groups are receptive to employers who 

make it a point to welcome them into the workplace. 

 

Another way companies can diversify their workplaces is by actively recruiting 

workers from different backgrounds. This may require companies to explore non-

traditional strategies, such as community outreach and networking with diverse 

groups and organisations about employment opportunities. 

 

 

ETHICAL CHOICE: Board quotas 

 

To say that women are underrepresented on boards of directors is an 

understatement. Among the board members of Fortune 500 companies in the 

United States, only 16% are women. Among the 100 largest companies in Great 

Britain, women hold approximately 12% of board seats, a representation that has 

changed little over the past five years. In the European Union (EU) more generally, 

only 9.7% of the directors of the 300 largest companies are women. In China and 

India, the figure is roughly half that. 

 

In response to such underrepresentation, many countries have enacted laws and 

guidelines. French law stipulates that corporate boards must be 20% female by 

2014. A 2011 official British government report recommended that women make up 

at least 25% of the boards of the largest British companies. Belgium, Spain, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Iceland and Italy have similar ‗pink quotas‘ in place, and 

Sweden is recommending 50% representation. 

 
Sources: J. Werdigier, ‗In Britain, a Push for More Women on Boards of Large Companies‘, The New York Times (25 February 2011), p. B3; 

and J. Galbreath, ‗Are There Gender-Related Influences on Corporate Sustainability? A Study of Women on Boards of Directors‘, Journal of 

Management & Organization 17, no. 1 (2011), pp. 17–38; and J. S. Lublin, ‗―Pink Quotas‘ Alter Europe‘s Boards‖‘, The Wall Street Journal 

(12 September 2012), p. B8. 
1. Given that women participate in the labor force in roughly the same 

proportion as men, why do you think women occupy so few seats on boards 

of directors? 

Answer: This question will have many possible answers depending on the 

viewpoints of students. Those who believe in the ‗old boy network‘ will say 

something to the effect that women are excluded from networks and 

relationships that result in ascension to a board. Those who believe that the 

workforce finally including women in similar numbers as men might suggest 

that the increase in women in the workforce are in lower managerial 

positions restricting women‘s consideration for boards. Some may suggest 

that appointment to a board is a factor of conceptual skill development that 

results from long periods of experience that women have not had time in the 

workforce to develop. 

2. Do you agree with the quotas established in many EU countries? Why or why 

not? 

Answer: The response to this question will spark considerable debate. 

Those who agree with the quota concept are those who likely believe in 

other governmental quotas including affirmative action. Those against will 

likely express the concept that appointment should be for the most qualified 

regardless of gender and the possibility that the EU‘s policy will lead to 

degradation of board effectiveness. 
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3. Beyond legal remedies, what do you think can be done to increase women‘s 

representation on boards of directors? 

Answer: One view will suggest that nothing needs to be done because as 

women develop the conceptual skills needed, the differences will eliminate 

themselves. Others will suggest that legal remedies are required because 

the situation will not change without such requirements. Women desiring to 

climb to this level should engage in development programs to help them 

acquire the conceptual skills needed for the board‘s work. Some may 

suggest that women take advantage of networking opportunities to raise 
their professional profiles. 

 

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS  

In-class activities  
 

Using all your senses 

Separate the students into groups of five. Ask each group to appoint a leader. Ask 

each leader to survey the classroom and take their group on a walk. The catch is 

that everyone must close their eyes and be lead around the room. At the end of 10 

minutes, ask each person who had their eyes closed what they experienced. The 

participants should discuss both what they felt and experienced. Now have students 

select another leader. This leader should now present a piece of information to the 

class about an assessment item they should have completed—make this an easy 

task, such as writing about the chapter, for example. The catch here is that the 

leader may not actually speak. They have to explain this with no words. Debrief the 

frustrations and issues that arise when words cannot explain what needs to be 

done. 

1. Debate the statement, ‗Diversity is about accepting and honouring 

difference.‘ Split the class into two. Make one team the affirmative and the 

other the negative, and have the teams debate why diversity is about 

difference rather than assimilation. 

Answer: This debate must discuss how assimilation is about asking people 

to do things differently rather than enabling difference. Ensure that the 

conversation concludes on the topic that diversity is about difference, not 

making everyone the same.  

 

 

Discussions and industry-related practical 
applications 

 

Graeme Innes (AM) has been Australia's Disability Discrimination Commissioner 

since December 2005. During that time, he has also served as Australia's Human 

Rights Commissioner for three and a half years and as Race Discrimination 

Commissioner for two years. Read his account about his problems with catching 

trains at: http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/clear-announcements-cannot-

stay-in-railcorps-too-hard-basket-20130203-2dsg1.html. 

 

http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/clear-announcements-cannot-stay-in-railcorps-too-hard-basket-20130203-2dsg1.html
http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/clear-announcements-cannot-stay-in-railcorps-too-hard-basket-20130203-2dsg1.html
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Discuss why RailCorp might not have acted on Innes‘s requests, and why 

organisations have a responsibility to deal with such requests or complaints in a 

timely manner. 

 

 

POINT/COUNTERPOINT 

 

Point 

 

The US state of Michigan had it right when it banned preferential treatment of 

applicants for public university admissions in 2006, and the US Supreme Court 

should use that case and the Fisher v. University of Texas case to confirm that 

affirmative action—whether for university admissions processes or in any other 

sphere—is a poor organisational choice. The practice, now outlawed in other US 

states, raises the percentage of minority individuals but doesn‘t create a positive 

diversity climate. Here‘s why:  

 

• Affirmative action lowers the standards for everyone by shifting the criteria for 

admission from performance standards to quotas based on race or other non-

performance attributes. Performance standards for the organisation are then 

effectively lowered. Groups not helped by the initiative will be resentful, as may 

be qualified members of the protected minority. 

• Research indicates that minority students are not helped by school admission 

initiatives. In fact, one study showed that minority law students who attended 

schools best matched to their LSAT scores performed better than those who 

went to higher-ranked schools than their scores would warrant without 

affirmative action. Similarly, employees who are mismatched to their positions 

underperform and are generally less satisfied in their jobs. 

• US businesses and laws do support diversity, and indicators show that US 

workers generally consider it important. But they value fairness more. In fact, 

though recently aimed at creating diversity, affirmative action was enacted to 

ensure fairness to the disadvantaged.  

 

Now that experience and research have proven a culture of inclusivity is more 

important for diversity than headcount, organisations should focus on the fairness 

of objective standards. Affirmative action is even unfair to its highest-performing 

beneficiaries, who suffer from the misperception that their success is due 

only to its advantages. 

 

Affirmative action has run its course to increase diversity, and it‘s time to create 

true equality by focusing on merit-based achievements. 

 

Counterpoint 

 

Affirmative action was enacted to ensure equality, and it‘s still needed today. When 

the United States was considering the issue for Black minorities back in 1965, US 

President Lyndon B. Johnson said, ‗You do not take a person who, for years, has 

been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race 

and then say, ―You are free to compete with all the others,‖ and still justly believe 

that you have been completely fair.‘ Dr Martin Luther King, Jr agreed that, in order 

to create equal opportunity, proactive measures are needed as long as some people 
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remain at a disadvantage. Today, minority groups are still not faring as well as 

majority groups. Minority groups test lower in academics, are underrepresented 

in management and leadership roles, and have a smaller presence in the 

professional ranks. Affirmative action continues to benefit the community. Consider 

the following: 

 

• Affirmative action programs have given all workers access to training and 

promotion opportunities through the establishment of merit-based norms. 

• Affirmative action policies work. The percentages of minorities in universities, 

management and the professions have increased in the years since it was 

adopted. 

• Diversity has contributed to the university and workplace experience. As 

research shows, understanding and tolerance are increased when members of 

different groups work together. 

 

Classrooms with a diverse student body help raise future leaders from minority 

groups, which helps them become integrated into US society. To be certain, 

fairness is in the eye of the beholder. Affirmative action provides opportunity, but 

then it is up to the individual to meet the expectations of schools or employers. 

 

If anything about affirmative action is changed through Supreme Court rulings, it 

should be only to expand the program until the statistics of minority-group 

achievements fully match those of the long-over privileged majority. 

 

 

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 

1. Describe forms of workforce diversity. 

Answer: The two major forms of workforce diversity are ethnicity and 

individual differences. These demographic characteristics define the factors 

comprising diversity in the workforce. Ethnicity refers to the racial and 

ethnic backgrounds of individuals. The individual differences include 

biological differences such as age, gender, race and disability, and also the 

length of service. These differences have been studied to determine their 

association with job performance, job satisfaction, turnover and other 

concerns of organisational management. 

2. Identify the key biographical characteristics and describe how they are 

relevant to OB. 

Answer: 

1. Age—older workers bring experience, judgement, a strong work ethic 

and commitment to quality. 

2. Gender—there are few differences between men and women that affect 

job performance. 

3. Race (the biological heritage used to identify oneself)—this is a 

contentious issue; differences exist, but these could be more culture-

based. 

4. Tenure—people with job tenure (seniority in a job) are more productive, 

less frequently absent, have lower turnover and are more satisfied. 

5. Religion—Islam is especially problematic in the workplace in a post-9/11 
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world. 

6. Sexual orientation—federal law does not protect against discrimination 

(but state or local laws may).  

7. Gender identity—this is a relatively new issue—companies are 

increasingly adopting policies regarding transgender employees.  

 

These characteristics are important to OB because corporations are always 

searching for variables that can affect employee productivity, turnover, 

deviance, citizenship and satisfaction. Data that is easily defined and 

available in an employee personnel file can contribute to success in an 

organisation.  

3. What are the relevant points of intellectual and physical abilities to 

organisationalbehaviour? 

Answer: Intellectual abilities are the abilities needed to perform mental 

activities—thinking, reasoning and problem solving. Understanding the 

concept is essential to managers as they plan, organise, direct and control a 

company‘s operations. Intellectual abilities lead to the mental activities 

needed to perform jobs in the changing operational environments of today‘s 

business. Since different jobs require the different application of abilities, the 

challenges of job design, recruiting and selecting workers, and evaluating 

performance are based on applying the necessary intellectual abilities to 

ensure fairness and appropriateness of management activities. 

 

Physical abilities refer to the capacity to do tasks that demand stamina, 

dexterity, strength and similar characteristics. Physical abilities are a factor 

of job design and performance. There are nine basic abilities needed in the 

performance of physical tasks. Management must ascertain the extent to 

which a job requires each of the nine abilities and then ensure that 

employees in that job have those abilities. 

4. Describe how organisations manage diversity effectively. 

Answer: Effective diversity management capitalises on diversity for 

organisational success. This includes recruiting and selection as well as 

training and development of employees to take advantage of diverse 

workforces. Effective programs have three components: 

 

1. They teach managers about the legal framework for equal employment 

opportunity and encourage fair treatment of all people. 

2. They teach managers how a diverse workforce will be better able to 

serve a diverse market of customers and clients. 

3. They foster personal development practices that bring out the skills and 

abilities of all workers. 

 

 

EXPERIENTIAL EXERCISE: Feeling excluded 

 

This six-step exercise takes approximately 20 minutes.  

 

INDIVIDUAL WORK (STEPS 1 AND 2) 
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1. All participants are asked to recall a time when they have felt uncomfortable 

or targeted because of their demographic status. Ideally, situations at work 

should be used, but if no work situations come to mind, any situation is fine. 

Encourage students to use any demographic characteristic that they think is 

appropriate; they can write about feeling excluded on the basis of race, 

ethnicity, gender, age, disability status, religion or any other characteristic. 

They should briefly describe the situation, what precipitated the event, how 

they felt at the time, how they reacted and how they believe the other party 

could have made the situation better. 

 

Responses may vary. Students may report that they felt different types of 

emotions such as anger, resentment, discouragement or loneliness from 

being isolated or targeted due to their differences. Because students may 

focus on the most commonly talked about demographic characteristics (race 

and sex), encourage more discussion of other relevant characteristics like 

being too young or old, their status as a veteran, or being a single parent 

and so on. Students may report how hostile the situation was or that they 

handled it without any further issues. Some students may suggest that the 

other party could have handled the situation by being open-minded and 

considerate.  

 

2. The students are then asked to think about a time when, either deliberately 

or accidentally, they might have done something that made someone else 

feel excluded or targeted because of that person‘s demographic status. Once 

again, they should briefly describe the situation, what precipitated the 

event, how they felt at the time, how the other person reacted and how they 

could have made the situation better. 

 

Responses may vary. Students may report that they felt awkward 

interacting with others who are different from them. They may also state 

that they gravitate naturally towards individuals who are more like them— 

speak the same language, have similar lifestyles or share the same values. 

Students will provide different ways in which they could have made the 

situation better, such as making an intentional effort to get to know the 

other individual, inviting others to join in social activities with the individual 

and using icebreakers to get acquainted. 

 

SMALL GROUPS (STEPS 3 AND 4) 

3. Once everyone has written their descriptions, divide the class into small 

groups of four or fewer people. If at all possible, and to avoid intergroup 

conflicts in the class review discussion, try to make the groups 

demographically diverse. Students should be encouraged to discuss their 

situations and consider how each of their experiences were similar or 

different.  

 

4. Responses may vary. Some students may experience strong emotions 

when re-living uncomfortable or stressful situations. Encourage learners to 

agree to disagree respectfully—especially about how they differ in how they 

perceive various situations. Students should be respectful and acknowledge 

other people‘s feelings, even if they have a different take on the situation. 

 

After reading through everyone‘s reactions, each group should develop a 

short list of principles for how they personally can work to avoid excluding or 
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targeting people in the future. Encourage them to be as specific as possible. 

Ask each group to find solutions that work for everyone. Solutions should 

focus on both avoiding these situations in the first place and resolving these 

situations if they do occur.  

 

Responses may vary. Students can use the following principles to address 

difficult situations: 1. Golden Rule: Do unto others, as you would have them 

do unto you. Treat others with the same level of consideration and fairness. 

2. Keep an Open Mind: Get to know others before you judge them. As the 

old saying goes, Seek first to understand, then be understood. 3. Find 

common ground. Embrace your collective diversity. Leverage diverse talents 

and backgrounds to achieve a distinct competitive advantage. 

 

CLASS REVIEW (STEPS 5 AND 6) 

5. Members of each group are invited to provide a very brief summary of the 

major principles the group developed, and then to describe their group‘s 

collective decisions regarding how these situations can be minimised in the 

future. 

 

6. The instructor should lead a discussion on how companies might be able to 

develop comprehensive policies that will encourage people to be sensitive in 

their interactions with colleagues. 

 

 

CASE STUDY: Human capital in the ageing 

workforce 

1. What changes in employment relationships are likely to occur as the 
population ages? 

Answer: The data shows very few changes occur between age and ability; 

however, the relationships with managers who may have stereotypical views 

about older employees needs to be managed. Importantly, ageing workers 

may need adjustments to working environments or to their hours because of 

their physical requirements, or because they have caring or health needs, 

but these do not overshadow the contribution that they can make. Targeted 

training that meets the needs of older workers, and offering flexible work 

schedules and part-time work to draw in those who are semi-retired, may be 

provided. Employing older workers may require adjustment on both sides, 

as a younger person may be managing a person older than their parents or, 

in some instances, their grandparents.  

2. Do you think increasing age diversity will create new challenges for  

managers? If so, what types of challenges do you expect will be most 

profound? 

Answer: Many challenges are presented, but as such they are not new. The 

challenges are related to dealing with other employee stereotypes. Also, as 

there will be an increasing number of older people staying in the workforce 

or returning to the workforce, the age gap between the youngest and the 

oldest employees will be greater. This will require the manager to seek to 
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minimise perceived differences in attitude. Many employee groups will be 

looking for greater flexibility in their working conditions and, hence, this is 

not an issue exclusive to an ageing workforce. The most profound issue will 

be dealing with perceptions and attitudes towards the ageing workforce. 

3. What techniques and practices can organisations put in place to limit age 

discrimination in the workplace? How can older employees help both 
themselves and the organisation in this regard?  

Answer: The answer lies in fundamentally sound management practices 

relevant for all employees: set clear expectations for performance, deal with 

problems directly, communicate with workers frequently, and follow clear 

policies and procedures consistently. In particular, management 

professionals note that clarity and consistency can help ensure all employees 

are treated equally, regardless of age. Training may also assist here, as will 

providing opportunities for older people to demonstrate the value they can 

add and the commonalities they share with other employees. Also, see the 

answers to question 1. 

 

Older workers can help by educating others about the value they bring to 

the workforce. Older workers are repositories for institutional knowledge. 

They play a vital role in helping organisations manage ‗brain drain‘, which 

many organisations experience when older workers retire. Older workers can 

help organisations deal with this major problem by helping pass on their 

institutional knowledge to younger workers.  

 

Older workers must be vocal about dispelling common myths about them. 

Contrary to popular myths, older workers are productive, stable, and do not 

necessarily incur more expense to employers in terms of wages and 

insurance.  

 

Older workers must also be flexible and open to change. They must be 

willing to adapt to evolving work environments and to take advantage of 

opportunities to expand their skill sets.  

 

 

ADDITIONAL ONLINE RESOURCES: 

 

Australian Government Workplace Gender Equality Agency 

This governmental agency provides information about workplace gender equality, 

compliance and reporting, and best practices for promoting workplace gender 

equality. 

https://www.wgea.gov.au/ 

 

Use this video from ‗What Would You Do? Shopping While Black 2‘ to discuss ethnic 

profiling in shopping: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hhM7Gzlt3sU. 

https://www.wgea.gov.au/
https://www.wgea.gov.au/
https://www.wgea.gov.au/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hhM7Gzlt3sU
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This newspaper article, ‗University of Queensland study finds black and Indian 

passengers less likely than white people to receive free rides on Brisbane buses‘ 

http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/university-of-queensland-study-

finds-black-and-indian-passengers-less-likely-then-white-people-to-receive-free-

rides-on-brisbane-buses/story-e6freoof-1226601500080 can be used to start a 

discussion about discrimination and attribution based on race. 
 

Do an Internet search on age discrimination. Choose three sites that each deal with 

a different aspect of age discrimination. For example: discrimination in high-tech 

industries, preventing discrimination, AARP‘s involvement with the issue and so on. 

Write a one-page paper (approximately 500 words) outlining the key points of the 

information obtained and how it confirms or disconfirms what we learnt about older 

workers in this chapter. 

 

Find a current article about an organisation that has been involved in an age 

discrimination suit. What were the specific issues involved? If resolved, what was 

the outcome? Bring a copy of the web page to class and be prepared to discuss it. 

In addition to searching, here are some places to start digging: 

www.aarp.com 

www.bizjournals.com (there is a free registration process for this site) 

www.hrlawindex.com (there is a free registration process for this site) 

 

Top executives and tough jobs. Learn more about the skills and abilities managers 

need, like intelligence, leadership, motivation, and so on, to be successful. Visit the 

About.com site and learn more. Print and bring an article to class for discussion. Try 

these pages or do your own search on About.com. Be sure to select links that look 

interesting that are found in the left frame. 

www.learning.about.com 

www.psychology.about.com 

 

http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/university-of-queensland-study-finds-black-and-indian-passengers-less-likely-then-white-people-to-receive-free-rides-on-brisbane-buses/story-e6freoof-1226601500080
http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/university-of-queensland-study-finds-black-and-indian-passengers-less-likely-then-white-people-to-receive-free-rides-on-brisbane-buses/story-e6freoof-1226601500080
http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/university-of-queensland-study-finds-black-and-indian-passengers-less-likely-then-white-people-to-receive-free-rides-on-brisbane-buses/story-e6freoof-1226601500080
http://www.aarp.com/
http://www.aarp.com/
http://www.aarp.com/
http://www.bizjournals.com/
http://www.hrlawindex.com/
http://www.learning.about.com/
http://www.learning.about.com/
http://www.learning.about.com/
http://www.psychology.about.com/
http://www.psychology.about.com/
http://www.psychology.about.com/

