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1.6: Key Diversity Theories
5. What key theories help managers understand the benefits and challenges of managing the diverse workforce?

Many theories relevant to managing the diverse workforce center on an individual’s reactions (such as categorization and
assessment of the characteristics of others) to people who are different from the individual. Competing viewpoints attempt to
explain how diversity is either harmful or beneficial to organizational outcomes.

The cognitive diversity hypothesis suggests that multiple perspectives stemming from the cultural differences between group
or organizational members result in creative problem solving and innovation.
The similarity-attraction paradigm and social identity theory hold that individuals’ preferences for interacting with others
like themselves can result in diversity having a negative effect on group and organizational outcomes.
The justification-suppression model explains under what conditions individuals act on their prejudices.

Cognitive Diversity Hypothesis

Some research shows that diversity has no relationship to group performance, and some shows that there is a relationship. Of the
latter research, some shows a negative relationship (greater diversity means poorer group performance, less diversity means better
group performance) and some shows a positive relationship.

These various findings may be due to the difference in how diversity can affect group members. Cognitive diversity refers to
differences between team members in characteristics such as expertise, experiences, and perspectives. Many researchers contend
that physical diversity characteristics such as race, age, or sex (also known as bio-demographic diversity) positively influence
performance because team members contribute unique cognitive attributes based on their experiences stemming from their
demographic background.

There is research that supports the relationship between group performance and task-related diversity as reflected in characteristics
not readily detectable such as ability, occupational expertise, or education. However, the relationship between bio-demographic
diversity and group performance has produced mixed results. For example, Watson and colleagues studied the comparison of group
performance between culturally homogeneous and culturally heterogeneous groups. Groups were assigned business cases to
analyze, and their group performance was measured over time based on four factors: the range of perspectives generated, the
number of problems identified in the case, the number of alternatives produced, and the quality of the solution. Overall
performance was also calculated as the average of all the factors. The factors were measured at four intervals: Interval 1 (at 5
weeks), Interval 2 (at 9 weeks), Interval 3 (at 13 weeks), and Interval 4 (at 17 weeks).

For Intervals 1 and 2, the overall performance of homogeneous groups was higher than heterogeneous groups. However, by
Intervals 3 and 4, there were no significant differences in overall performance between the groups, but the heterogeneous group
outperformed the homogeneous group in generating a greater range of perspectives and producing a greater number of alternatives.

This research suggests that although homogeneous groups may initially outperform culturally diverse groups, over time diverse
groups benefit from a wider range of ideas to choose from when solving a problem. Based on the cognitive diversity hypothesis,
these benefits stem from the multiple perspectives generated by the cultural diversity of group members. On the other hand, it takes
time for members of diverse groups to work together effectively due to their unfamiliarity with one another, which explains why
homogeneous groups outperform heterogeneous groups in the early stages of group functioning. (This is related to the similarity-
attraction paradigm, discussed in the next section.) Other studies have shown that ethnically diverse groups cooperate better than
homogeneous groups at tasks that require decision-making and are more creative and innovative. While homogeneous groups may
be more efficient, heterogeneous groups sacrifice efficiency for effectiveness in other areas.

Similarity-Attraction Paradigm
The cognitive diversity hypothesis explains how diversity benefits organizational outcomes. The similarity-attraction paradigm
explains how diversity can have negative outcomes for an organization.

Some research has shown that members who belong to diverse work units may become less attached, are absent from work more
often, and are more likely to quit. There is also evidence that diversity may produce conflict and higher employee turnover.
Similarity-attraction theory is one of the foundational theories that attempts to explain why this occurs; it posits that individuals are
attracted to others with whom they share attitude similarity.

Attitudes and beliefs are common antecedents to interpersonal attraction. However, other traits such as race, age, sex, and
socioeconomic status can serve as signals to reveal deep-level traits about ourselves. For example, numerous studies investigating
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job-seeker behaviors have shown that individuals are more attracted to companies whose recruitment literature includes statements
and images that reflect their own identity group. One study showed that companies perceived to value diversity based on their
recruitment literature are more attractive to racial minorities and women compared to White people. Another study showed that
when organizations use recruitment materials that target sexual minorities, the attraction of study participants weakened among
heterosexuals. Even foreign-born potential job candidates are more attracted to organizations that depict international employees in
their job ads.

Social Cognitive Theory

Social cognitive theory is another theory that seeks to explain how diversity can result in negative outcomes in a group or
organization. Social cognitive theory suggests that people use categorization to simplify and cope with large amounts of
information. These categories allow us to quickly and easily compartmentalize data, and people are often categorized by their
visible characteristics, such as race, sex, and age. Thus, when someone sees a person of a particular race, automatic processing
occurs and beliefs about this particular race are activated. Even when the person is not visible, they can be subject to this automatic
categorization. For example, when sorting through resumes a hiring manager might engage in gender categorization because the
person’s name provides information about the person’s gender or racial categorization because the person’s name provides
information about their race. Stereotypes are related to this categorization, and refer to the overgeneralization of characteristics
about large groups. Stereotypes are the basis for prejudice and discrimination. In a job-related context, using categorization and
stereotyping in employment decision-making is often illegal. Whether illegal or not, this approach is inconsistent with a valuing-
diversity approach.

Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory is another explanation of why diversity may be perceived as a negative outcome. Social identity theory
suggests that when we first come into contact with others, we categorize them as belonging to an in-group (i.e., the same group as
us) or an out-group (not belonging to our group). We tend to see members of our in-group as heterogeneous but out-group members
as homogeneous. That is, we perceive out-group members as having similar attitudes, behaviors, and characteristics (i.e., fitting
stereotypes).

Researchers posit that this perspective may occur because of the breadth of interactions we have with people from our in-group as
opposed to out-groups. There is often strong in-group favoritism and, sometimes, derogation of out-group members. In some cases,
however, minority group members do not favor members of their own group. This may happen because of being continually
exposed to widespread beliefs about the positive attributes of White people or men and to common negative beliefs about some
minorities and women. When in-group favoritism does occur, majority-group members will be hired, promoted, and rewarded at
the expense of minority-group members, often in violation of various laws.

Schema Theory

Schema theory explains how individuals encode information about others based on their demographic characteristics. Units of
information and knowledge experienced by individuals are stored as having patterns and interrelationships, thus creating schemas
that can be used to evaluate one’s self or others. As a result of the prior perceived knowledge or beliefs embodied in such schemas,
individuals categorize people, events, and objects. They then use these categories to evaluate newly encountered people and make
decisions regarding their interaction with them.

Based on schema theory, employees develop schemas about coworkers based on race, gender, and other diversity traits. They also
form schemas about organizational policies, leadership, and work climates. Schemas formed can be positive or negative and will
affect the attitudes and behaviors employees have toward one another.

Justification-Suppression Model
The justification-suppression model explains the circumstances in which prejudiced people might act on their prejudices. The
process by which people experience their prejudice is characterized as a “two-step” process in which people are prejudiced against
a certain group or individual but experience conflicting emotions in regard to that prejudice and are motivated to suppress their
prejudice rather than act upon it. Theory about prejudice suggests that all people have prejudices of some sort, that they learn their
prejudices from an early age, and that they have a hard time departing from them as they grow older. Prejudices are often
reinforced by intimate others, and individuals use different methods to justify those prejudices.

Most people will attempt to suppress any outward manifestations of their prejudices. This suppression can come from internal
factors like empathy, compassion, or personal beliefs regarding proper treatment of others. Suppression can also come from societal
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pressures; overt displays of prejudice are no longer socially acceptable, and in some cases are illegal.

At times, however, prejudiced individuals will look for reasons to justify acting on their prejudiced beliefs. Research has shown
people are more likely to act in prejudiced ways when they are physically or emotionally tired, when they can do so and remain
anonymous, or when social norms are weak enough that their prejudiced behavior will not be received negatively.

1. What are the theories that can help managers understand diversity?
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