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Preface

Managing Organizational Diversity—Trends and Challenges in Management and
Engineering covers the issues of organizational diversity in nowadays organiza-
tions. Markets, day after day, are changing more and quicker than ever. All over the
world academics as well as practitioners are seeking to understand how organiza-
tions manage and/or can manage the diversity of knowledge, skills, people,
workforce, cultures, and approaches that they are facing day after day, in order to
obtain more effective competitive advantages. They are anxious to know what
trends and challenges they need to deal with in order to become competitive and act
in a pro-active way. Nowadays, greater than ever before, the need to manage this
diversity is one of the main aims of organizational management. Successful orga-
nizations are those which understand the importance of all their assets, namely,
financial, physical, material, human, and intellectual. The management of all
of them is of critical relevance to the organization.

Conscious of the importance of these issues, and in order to answer the concerns
expressed by many academics, as well as executives and managers, this book looks
to help these professionals to understand and implement in their organizations
effective strategies, policies, and practices of how to manage organizational
diversity. It looks to show what are the different trends and challenges that orga-
nizations are facing in the way how they manage and/or need to manage their
organizational diversity.

Looking to communicate the recent developments and thinking in what concerns
the latest research activity relating to organizational diversity management
world-wide, the present book provides discussion and the exchange of information
on principles, strategies, models, techniques, methodologies, and applications of the
organizational diversity management, trends and challenges, in the field of industry,
commerce and services.

Following these concerns, this book provides, in seven chapters, a channel of com-
munication to disseminate, among academics/researchers, managers and engineers, the
way how organizations are developing in order to maximize and increase the add value
that they can obtain from their organizational diversity and the way how this diversity is
managed. More precisely, Chap. 1 discusses “Inclusion: Diversity Management 2.0”;
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Chap. 2 contains information about “Hard Times, Less Compassion? Distinct
Perspectives Towards Distinct Minorities in the Portuguese Organizational Context”;
Chap. 3 covers “Cultural Complexity in Large Organisations”, Chap. 4 describes
“Employee and Human Resource Managers Perceptions About Family-Friendly Work
Practices: A Case Study Focused on Perceived Organizational Support”, Chap. 5
focuses on “Workforce Diversity in Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises: Is Social
Identification Stronger Than the Business Case Argument?”, Chap. 6 gives information
about “Gender and Entrepreneurship in Angola: Narratives of the ‘Muambeiras’ of
Lubango”, finally, in Chap. 7 “Expatriate Women: A Dream Waiting to Come True” is
presented.

These theoretical and practical contributions will lead to an upper level of
knowledge of these functional managerial and business subjects, at the same time
that it will contribute to the acquisition of new conceptual skills able to answer to
the challenges and changes set by the competitive business environment in which
organizations are involved.

The Editors acknowledge their gratitude to Springer for this opportunity and for
their professional support. Finally, we would like to thank to all chapter authors for
their interest and availability to work on this project.

Braga, Portugal Carolina Machado
Aveiro, Portugal J. Paulo Davim
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Inclusion: Diversity Management 2.0

Deirdre O’Donovan

Abstract This chapter discusses the concept of inclusion, and proposes that
organisations should move beyond traditional diversity management initiatives
towards inclusion. It is not suggested that organisations skip over diversity man-
agement. Instead, it is suggested that they begin with diversity management and
move towards inclusion, which, as the title of this chapter suggests, can arguably be
considered Diversity Management 2.0. This chapter begins by defining and
explaining the concept of diversity and diversity management, before presenting an
argument for inclusion and outlining how organisations may begin their inclu-
sionary efforts.

Diversity: What Is It?

Diversity is not a new phenomenon, rather has always been present in societies.
Any two people are diverse from each other, no matter how similar they may
appear. Given that diversity has always been present in societies, it is arguable that
diversity has also always been present in organisations [1]. An apparent increase in
diversity in workforces today may be attributable to a number of factors, including,
for example, globalisation, anti-discrimination legislation and changes in demo-
graphics [2–8]. Regardless of the reason for its presence, and organisational interest
in the concept, in order to better understand what diversity means for organisations,
the concept must first be understood.

Although ever-present, defining diversity is difficult. First, difficulties lie in the
fact that diversity concerns both visible and invisible characteristics [8, 9], and can
be considered subjective, meaning it is created by individuals who characterise
others as similar or dissimilar to themselves [10]. Diversity can also be considered
context dependant, as individuals cannot be defined as “different” in isolation,

D. O’Donovan (&)
Department of Organisational and Professional Development, School of Business,
Cork Institute of Technology, Rossa Avenue, Bishopstown, Cork, Ireland
e-mail: deirdre.odonovan@cit.ie

© Springer International Publishing AG 2017
C. Machado and J.P. Davim (eds.), Managing Organizational Diversity,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-54925-5_1

1



rather only when compared to others in their environment [9]. Diversity is also a
relative term [9]. The relativity of diversity considers diversity indicators as
ambiguous as, for example, two individuals may identify as female, but one may be
more “feminine” than the other.

In the organisational context, Jackson and Joshi [6] develop the concept of
diversity further by exploring workplace or work team diversity. In doing so, the
concepts of Relations-Oriented Diversity, Task-Oriented Diversity, Readily
Detected Diversity and Underlying Diversity were introduced. Relations-oriented
diversity concerns attributes that are instrumental in shaping interpersonal rela-
tionships, but have no ostensible implications for the performance of tasks. These
attributes include, gender, age and religion. Task-oriented diversity concerns
attributes, such as for example, education level, experience and cognitive abilities,
which do seem to have an implication for work task performance. Readily detected
diversity concerns differences among team members on a number of characteristics
which are relatively easily discernible, such as age or nationality. Underlying
diversity, in contrast, concerns attributes which become evident through interaction,
such as personality or attitudes [6].

It is important to note that while diversity studies traditionally focussed on
diversity in terms of gender, ethnicity and culture, diversity encompasses many
other differences, perhaps almost an infinite number [11]. Although difficult to
define, a number of definitions of diversity exist. Joplin and Daus [12] offer a clear,
simple, concise definition of the complex concept, proposing it to simply refer to all
the ways in which people differ from each other. Although brief, this definition
underscores that individuals can differ from each other in a multitude of ways.

Under a more workplace-oriented focus, Griffin and Moorhead [4: 31] define
diversity as concerning:

The similarities and differences in such characteristics as age, gender, ethnic heritage,
physical abilities and disabilities, race and sexual orientation among the employees of
organizations.

However it is defined, diversity is a broad, complex concept that concerns every
individual. Additionally, diversity in the workplace is considered to carry impli-
cations for management, and so must be managed. Consequently, diversity man-
agement is more fully discussed later in this chapter.

Benefits Associated with Diversity

Diversity in the workplace can offer organisations a number of potential benefits.
According to a number of authors, leveraging diversity in the workforce is increas-
ingly being seen as a strategic resource for competitive advantage [13–15]. It has also
been argued that diversity is critical to the success of an organisation’s bottom line
[16]. It is interesting to note that many of the advantages associated with diversity
mirror those associated with inclusion, as will be evident later in the chapter.

2 D. O’Donovan



One potential advantage associated with diversity concerns Cost Savings. Cost
savings, in this instance, focus on the negative impact the mismanagement of
diversity has on an organisation’s bottom line. This negative impact specifically
refers to higher staff turnover costs, higher absenteeism rates and lawsuits on
sexual, age and race discrimination. Regarding higher turnover costs, turnover
among diverse employees is a costly and significant problem for many organisa-
tions, as are the subsequent added recruiting, staffing and training costs per person.
Additionally, a persistent flow of employees through an organisation results in
employees continually climbing the learning curve, rather than performing to their
full potential [13, 17]. It is arguable, therefore, that managing diversity enables
employees to perform to their potential [18].

The second element of the cost savings argument concerns lowering absenteeism
rates. Absenteeism rates, as has been well documented, can amount to significant
costs for organisations. Absenteeism can occur when individuals do not feel secure
about their status, as such insecurity prevents employees from fully engaging at
work. Monks [7] suggests that the introduction of diversity initiatives has a positive
influence on absenteeism rates, tending to result in a reduction of both labour
turnover and absenteeism levels.

The final aspect of the cost savings argument focuses on lawsuits on sexual, age
and race discrimination, or, perhaps more specifically, a strategic organisational
effort to avoid their occurrence [17, 19, 20]. Diversity programmes should assist
organisations in complying with laws regarding discrimination, and ensure that
policies and processes are in place in organisations to deter discrimination lawsuits,
as organisations that are conscious of the diversity of their workforce are more
likely to anticipate problems, thus potentially reduce the risk of litigation [13, 21].
Kim [22] examines this argument from an alternative angle, discussing it in terms of
company image. Organisations can focus on improving the company’s public
image or enhancing its image by using diversity management to reduce the chance
of discrimination law suits. It must be cautioned, however, that with the exception
of costs relating to turnover, actual cost savings from improving diversity man-
agement are difficult to measure [23].

Winning the competition for talent, or the “talent war”, refers to the attraction,
retention and promotion of employees from different demographic groups, and is
another argument for managing diversity [14, 17, 24]. It has been strongly sug-
gested that an organisation’s future is dependent on the quality of talent it attracts
and retains [16]. To sustain a competitive advantage, organisations must be able to
optimise their human resources [17]. Indeed, Carbery and Cross [25] contend that
for many organisations, one way in which effectiveness is measured is via the
achievement, and maintenance, of sustainable competitive advantage. Organisations
should focus on identifying, retaining and developing their key employees in order
to gain a competitive advantage over competitors [26]. Organisations that are able
to recruit, develop, retain and promote diverse employees are more likely to have an
edge over their competition, as talented employees will be attracted to organisations
that value their capabilities. These employees will also be more willing to invest in
productive activity if they believe they are being treated fairly, and that career
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opportunities are available to them [17]. Espinoza [13] similarly advocates a belief
that a diverse workforce allows diverse employees to identify with the company,
making the company attractive to other diverse potential employees.

Diversity can also aid in employee retention, as commitment to diversity indi-
cates to employees that the organisation cares for them as individuals [13, 21].
Organisations are cautioned that if they do not effectively manage diversity issues,
diverse talent will leave in favour of a competitor who does [27, 28]. That being
said, it is also noteworthy that Schneider’s [29] attraction-selection-attrition
(ASA) model indicates that the attraction and retention of diverse employees may
not be a straightforward process, arguing that organisations naturally evolve
towards social homogeneity as individuals prefer to be with others who bear
similarities to them. While candidates are more attracted to organisations that they
believe are made up of individuals similar to themselves, if, once hired, these
employees do not seem to fit in with the rest of the organisation, they are more
likely to experience dissatisfaction and, ultimately, leave. If such a condition
repeats over a period of time, the result is a gradual homogenisation of an organ-
isation [10, 29]. While this seems to suggest that homogeneity of the workforce
may be inevitable, to avoid this natural drift towards homogeneity, and subsequent
increased turnover costs, Jackson and Joshi [6] indicate a proactive approach to
increasing diversity may be necessary. Arguably, this position would appear to
support the assertion that diversity must be actively managed.

Driving business growth is another argument in favour of managing diversity
[17]. Driving business growth centres on organisations managing diversity to
leverage a number of possible opportunities. The first opportunity is based on
organisations using workforce diversity to gain an increased understanding of the
marketplace in which they operate [21, 27, 30, 31]. A 2003 report on diversity
undertaken by the European Commission cited improved access to new market
segments and improving performance in existing markets as benefits of diversity
[30, 31]. Furthermore, customers and suppliers are becoming increasingly diverse,
as indeed is the marketplace as a whole [16, 17, 23, 32]. It arguably makes sense
that the understanding needed to market to diverse demographics, and to respond to
their needs, naturally resides in marketers with the same background [17, 33].
Additionally, it has previously been found that individuals from a minority culture
are sometimes more likely to give patronage to a sales representative from their own
culture [23]. Similarly, in addition to gaining market penetration, organisations can
benefit from the goodwill of diverse customers who prefer to buy products pro-
duced by a diverse workforce, or who prefer to do business with organisations that
have a diverse sales force [17]. Espinoza [13] advocates this line of reasoning,
believing that an organisation’s sales force should match its customer base, adding
that diversity provides a good image to an organisation’s customer base, and
enhances company branding.

A further opportunity arising from diversity is greater employee creativity and
innovation [7, 17, 27, 31, 34–36]. Attitudes, cognitive functioning and beliefs tend
to vary with demographic variables such as gender, age and race. As diversity
shapes how we view things, one consequence of diversity in an organisation’s
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workforce, therefore, is the presence of different perspectives or views on the
performance of tasks [16, 17, 34]. If the varying approaches, views or opinions are
considered, the likely result is the enablement of management to make better and
more informed decisions [13]. Additionally, managing diversity can make em-
ployees feel valued and supported, which tends to result in employees becoming
more innovative [37]. It is also suggested that diversity can increase the quality of
team problem-solving, as diversity among team members enables employees to see
problems from an array of perspectives, based on their wide range of experiences,
potentially producing better decisions [17, 21, 23, 24, 35, 38]. Van Knippenberg
[38] cautions that in reality, however, groups often struggle in harnessing the
potential advantages of diversity, which is perhaps unsurprising given our knowl-
edge of the issue of group-think and the notion of group culture as a subculture of
organisational culture. Additionally, organisations must now also attempt to not
solely source the best individual for a position, but also consider the best combi-
nation of individuals in terms of their characteristics [10].

In addition to enhancing group and individual performance, less emphasis on
employee conformity to past norms, via the open acceptance of diversity, should
also improve creativity [23]. The notion that innovation is a positive consequence
of the presence of a diverse organisation or team is grounded in two propositions
[10]. First, it is assumed that diverse individuals have diverse, and consequently
more novel, ideas. Second, if individuals approach the same task from diverse
points of view, task-related conflicts are more likely to occur. Dealing with these
conflicts should result in a more thorough consideration of all aspects and
approaches, culminating in more innovative solutions [10, 39]. A related argument
for managing diversity relates to the earlier mentioned concept of group-think, or
rather avoiding it. Conflicts due to diverse perspectives result in questioning, and
moving beyond, prior practices, thus require questioning of current ideas or prac-
tices and the overcoming of group-think [10].

Diversity in organisations offers the potential to improve effectiveness at higher
levels in the organisation. Heterogeneity of top management can prevent a myopic
perspective at senior levels, and so leveraging diversity in higher levels of the
organisation can provide the organisation with an opportunity to improve leadership
effectiveness. Furthermore, the increased awareness developed by organisations
that manage or adapt to diversity can help them become more effective in
cross-cultural business situations [17, 21, 22, 27]. Additionally, good diversity
skills are compatible with good people management skills, and so focussing on
management’s ability to supervise a diverse workforce can result in improvement of
their overall people management skills [21].

Managing diversity can also improve the organisations bottom line [2, 13, 14,
40–42]. Employees who believe their employer supports them have a tendency to
be more productive. This increase in productivity positively impacts the organi-
sation’s bottom line [2, 13]. A commitment to diversity enables every employee to
contribute their individual ideas, talents and skills to the organisation, which again
ultimately drives the organisations bottom line [40]. Moore [9], however, argues
that the link between diversity and performance is not automatic or straightforward.

Inclusion: Diversity Management 2.0 5



As well as potentially improving organisational performance, diversity can also
impact an organisation’s flexibility. Through managing diversity, organisations
should become less standardised, and more fluid. This fluidity should, in turn,
create greater flexibility, enabling organisations to react to environmental changes
with greater speed, and at less cost [23]. Alternatively, organisations used to
offering flexible arrangements, such as family friendly or work–life balance
opportunities, may be better placed to overcome skills shortages or provide alter-
natives to redundancies in difficult times through career breaks or job-sharing ini-
tiatives, thus retaining their employees [21]. The culture of presenteeism in many
organisations, however, can result in limited uptake of flexible working arrange-
ments by employees due to fears that using such arrangements may result in
reduced career opportunities, thereby nullifying the potential benefits [7].

While a number of arguments have been presented for diversity management,
there are also many potential challenges associated with diversity in organisations,
as discussed in the next section of this chapter.

Challenges Associated with Diversity in the Workforce

Managers may now find themselves with a new and pressing, or sensitive, set of
challenges that were not as dominating, or perhaps were irrelevant, in an (appar-
ently) homogenous workforce [12, 36]. Moreover, although managers are being
increasingly called upon to deliver diversity strategies, there is little evidence that
managers are receiving the training or support necessary to do so [7]. Consequently,
managers may be more likely to view diversity a marginal activity, and be reactive,
concentrating on minimal compliance, rather than proactive, concentrating on
possible positive outcomes.

The genuine support and commitment of top management to diversity is crucial
[7, 23, 28, 43]. A lack of commitment on the part of top management may pose a
challenge, because if they do not talk about diversity, and embrace its values,
diversity initiatives will not work [13]. Resources, such as human, financial and
technical, must be committed, and provided to the organisation’s diversity initia-
tives [23, 44]. Indeed, commitment from the organisations top leadership is seen as
a component of a best practice approach to diversity management by the U.S.
government’s Accountability Office [45]. While crucial, however, top management
support alone is not sufficient. The use of champions for diversity at lower levels in
the organization, and employee involvement in driving diversity, is also of great
importance [23, 28, 43].

A significant challenge to diversity arises if various groups believe diversity is
only important to their group. If these groups have their own separate agendas,
rather than working together to improve diversity throughout the organisation, top
management may not believe in the merits of diversity [13]. A further issue con-
cerning groups relates to grouping individuals based on generalisations.
Organisations have, for example, a tendency to treat female employees and ethnic
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minorities as homogeneous groups. Doing so results in neglecting individuals in
those groups who do not fit the profile of the stereotypical member of that
organisationally formed group [46]. Doing so also neglects consideration of all the
ways in which the individuals in that group differ from each other.

Fully accepting diversity means accepting change about how business is done.
This forms another challenge, as many individuals are uncomfortable with change,
therefore resist it [13, 18, 44, 47]. Diversity management should bring about a
change in recruiting and retention policies, as well as a change in how people view
and accept differences [13]. A challenge is also posed by cosmetic changes, which
disguise what really happens in the organisation.

The fear of reverse discrimination has also been raised as a challenge to
managing diversity. Some employees may believe that managing diversity is a
smokescreen for reverse discrimination, and so these employees may resist diversity
management initiatives [18, 20]. Carnevale and Stone [2] and [48] also highlight
reverse discrimination as a challenge, proposing that men in particular, specifically
white men, are being forgotten about by organisations. Such fears are reflected in
the Resistance Paradigm for managing diversity. This paradigm develops through
concerns by a majority that they may be displaced by minorities. Under this
paradigm, all visible differences, and increasing pressure for diversity, are con-
sidered threats [49]. As such, it is important that white males are included in the
organisations future vision for diversity, and their role in achieving such is clearly
outlined [2]. Indeed, also referring to men, Muzio and Tomlinson [50] and
Smithson and Stoke [51] note that work–life balance policies are often seen as
policies for women’s problems, even though such policies are gender neutral.
Similarly, Kent and O’Donovan [52] highlighted that literature concerning work–
life balance indicates a bias towards women.

It was earlier noted that diversity in opinions and ideas is considered a positive
reason for managing diversity [16, 17, 23]. In contrast, it has also been identified as
a challenge, especially for managers [12]. One reason for this negative view centres
on organisations attempting to set agreement on important matters. Previously, such
agreements may have been quickly achieved, whereas now, managers in diverse
organisations now have to sift through, and decipher, a number of different per-
spectives on the same problem or issue. This can be a rather time-consuming
process, and the task of management becomes more complex [36].

Increasing interaction among diverse members in the organisation also increases
the potential for friction in the organisation [2, 53]. Friction and resulting tension
can reverberate throughout the organization, causing a reduction in productivity, an
increase in costs and reduced quality products or services. Tensions may also arise
as a result of culture clashes. Culture clashes can be a drain on the performance of
individuals involved, and perhaps undermine or damage organisational culture.
Consequently, work relationships and output may suffer [2]. Indeed, there is, on
occasion, an overall pessimistic view of diversity which suggests that diversity
creates social divisions, resulting in negative outcomes for the organisation [54].

Tokenism, whether real or perceived, can present a further challenge for
organisations [12]. Tokenism occurs when an individual is hired over more
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qualified candidates, either in an effort to address the concerns of stakeholders, or to
fulfil quota numbers. While quota systems are rarely in an organization’s best
interests, in an organization that has little tolerance for diversity, quotas may be the
only way to ensure that diverse candidates will be included in recruitment and
selection processes [12]. The use of quota systems, through which organisations
focus their recruitment and selection activities at particular diverse groups, is
advised against by a number of authors, for a number of reasons. Joplin and Daus
[12] and Von Bergen et al. [20] believe quotas automatically result in a perception
of tokenism. Flynn [48] warns that quotas can lead to discrimination towards white
men. Perceived tokenism often occurs when the diversity of an organization is
increased, as growing diversity often carries the perception that less qualified
candidates are being hired. In addition to the perceptions of existing employees,
new employees who believe they were hired for anything other than their merit may
become defensive, feel vulnerable and eventually begin to question their capabil-
ities [12]. These issues may result in increased turnover rates among new hires. The
use of quotas may result in organisations attempting to manage diversity through
the Discrimination and Fairness Paradigm, although perhaps not consciously. This
paradigm is based primarily on equal opportunities, fair treatment, recruitment and
compliance with legislation, but the potential difficulty is that it tends to focus too
much on achieving what is perceived as the “right number” of diverse employees
[22], rather than the right people for the job. Thomas and Ely [55] do observe,
however, that while organisations operating under this paradigm measure progress
in diversity by how well they achieve their recruitment and retention goals, it does
actually move beyond being solely concerned with numbers.

Finally, while cost savings was previously discussed as an advantage associated
with diversity, it is also possible that companies investing in diversity face addi-
tional costs. Organisations may face costs associated with legal compliance, cash
costs of diversity, opportunity costs and business risks [30]. Potential costs asso-
ciated with legal compliance may include employee training, record-keeping pro-
cesses and the cost of communication of new policies. The extent of these costs for
different companies will be influenced by the nature of existing internal processes
and legislative requirements. Cash costs associated with diversity may be short
term, “one-off” costs, for example, improving access to buildings for employees
with mobility impairments, but are often long-term and recurring. Potential cash
costs include, for example, those associated with the necessity for specialist staff
and the provision of training, the provision of support and facilities, communication
costs, the development of employment policies and monitoring and reporting
processes. Opportunity costs associated with diversity may include managers’ time
and productivity shortfalls. The business risks of diversity centre on the tendency
for many programmes which have been designed to change organisational culture
taking longer than intended, or failing. This phenomenon is referred to as execution
risk [30].

Regardless of the potential challenges associated with diversity, given the
potential advantages and the ever-presence of diversity, it must be managed. In
addition, this chapter proposes that diversity management is a gateway to inclusion
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initiatives, and so managing diversity is discussed in the following section of this
chapter.

Diversity Management: What It Is, and How to Do It

Different people behave in different ways [56]. Employees who may appear similar,
perhaps with regard to age or gender, are still very different individuals, and so may
respond differently to the same stimulus, and various management styles [57]. As
such, rather than treating every employee in the same way, managers must instead
recognise and respond to employee differences in such a way that retention and
productivity are maintained, while discrimination is avoided and fairness is main-
tained. This, Robbins [58] suggests, is one of the most important challenges facing
organisations today.

As discussed earlier, diversity may present organisations with a number of
benefits. The mere presence of a diverse workforce is insufficient to realise these
advantages [59]. Instead, to leverage these benefits, organisations must manage
diversity [23]. It should initially be noted that managing diversity and valuing
diversity are not the same. Valuing diversity is a more passive phenomenon,
referring to being aware of the relative worth and importance of diversity, whereas
managing diversity is an active phenomenon, which involves coordinating and
directing the differences of employees to ensure strategic organisational goals are
met [60]. With that in mind, however, it is also noteworthy that Liff [46], who has
also distinguished between valuing and managing diversity, does suggest that
valuing diversity is a possible version of diversity management, albeit one that lacks
a strategy for overcoming potential problems associated with diversity.

Managing diversity does not mean controlling or containing it, nor does it
involve the assimilation of employees to fit the organisations existing culture [21,
61]. Instead, diversity management refers to a concept of enabling each member of
a workforce to perform to their potential [61]. Such enablement requires organi-
sations to adopt a new way of thinking about differences among people, and a new
approach to the way in which employees are treated [18, 21]. Additionally, as
referred to in the previous section of this chapter, in order to be truly successful,
diversity management must receive support from the top levels of the organization
[2, 13, 14, 28, 44, 49, 62]. It is essential that managers take a proactive approach to
their involvement with employees [12]. One method by which top management
commitment may be secured is to involve managers in the planning process, giving
them ownership of diversity goals [2]. It is also arguable that developing a diverse
organization necessitates the presence of diverse management [63].

Organisations are cautioned that it is ill-advised to make diversity management
the responsibility of a single individual, as diversity management initiatives may
collapse, if and when, that individual leaves the company [28]. To offset this
concern, diversity management should be made a company-wide issue. It is also
important to note that as everyone, regardless of superficial similarities, has a
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different background, some will emphatically embrace diversity, others will not be
sure about it, and others will simply view it as a nuisance [13].

There is no single best way to create a model of diversity management, as each
organisation is different [21, 62]. IBEC [21] propose a four-phased cyclical
diversity management model, as seen in Fig. 1, which may be adapted to meet an
organisations particular need.

The first stage, analysis, involves constructing a profile of the level of diversity
that exists among the organisations workforce and customer base. Following this,
existing or current employment processes must be examined to identify areas
relating to diversity that require addressing [21]. Kochan et al. [64] are also
advocates of such analysis, arguing that regardless of the widespread use and
availability of Human Resources information systems, they have found that HR
data concerning groups and individuals could not be readily linked to performance.
Consequently, HR practitioners, and organisations, are limited in terms of learning
how to effectively manage the diversity in their company, weakening their stance on
the strategic importance of diversity.

Fig. 1 IBEC’s diversity management model. Source O’Donovan [1], Adapted from IBEC [21: 8]
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The second stage requires organisations to take a comprehensive approach to
establishing the key objectives behind the diversity strategy. Following this plan-
ning stage, the diversity management programme should be ready to implement,
bringing the organization to stage three in the cycle. Successful implementation
requires diversity strategies to not solely be seen as a human resources issue, rather,
as vital to the achievement of the organisations goals. Additionally, while it may
sometimes be appropriate to devise new policies, amendment of existing policies
and procedures is also important. Once the programme has been implemented, it is
crucial that it is regularly assessed, and, if found to not be achieving the desired
objectives, amended, requiring movement through the cycle again [21].

Many executives may be unsure of why they should want to learn how to
manage diversity [61]. Moore [9] makes reference to a particular perspective of
diversity in organisations termed Diversity Blindness. This perspective does not
consider diversity an issue that must be addressed, resulting in diversity and
diversity training being ignored. Consequently, organisations proposing to manage
diversity should begin by clarifying their underlying motivation, as, given today’s
competitive challenges, it is likely that only business reasons, specifically reasons
that highlight potential improvements in the organisations bottom line, for example
those outlined in this chapter, will result in the long-term motivation critical to
managing diversity [61]. Indeed, a report undertaken on behalf of the European
Commission proposes that companies adopt policies for three types of reason;
ethical, regulatory and economic, or a mix of the three [30].

Doke and Beagrie [41] propose that the starting point of any diversity man-
agement programme is to communicate to an organisation’s workforce what
diversity is, what the organization is aspiring to achieve, and the goals the orga-
nization has set in place to assist it in achieving its aim of effective diversity
management. Indeed, Miller and Tucker [43] highlight that creating awareness of
benefits of diversity among management and employees is important, as doing so
increases commitment to furthering the diversity goals of the organization. Kreitz
[44] agrees, and suggests that human resources directors and senior managers
should express the motives behind their interest in diversity, and identify the ways
in which diversity will benefit the organisation. A number of steps may be taken by
organisations to communicate the reasons for managing diversity to its employees,
and to initiate the process of diversity management.

First, it is essential that the vision is clarified [41, 61]. The ideal vision to be
communicated to the organisations employees is an image of fully tapping the
human resource potential of each individual in the workforce. Additionally, man-
agers must attempt to expand their focus [61]. There is a tendency for equal
employment opportunities to focus on women and minorities, offering little to white
men in particular, who are just as diverse in numerous ways. Indeed, [48] cautions
that white men may see a negative side to diversity programmes, as they are being
grouped into one bundle by some.

As the goal of diversity management is to create a heterogeneous culture, or to
make use of their heterogeneity, organisations should undertake a corporate culture
audit. As a corporate culture comprises a collection of unspoken and unexamined
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values, assumptions and mythologies, a culture audit is impossible to conduct
without external assistance [61]. Cox and Blake [23] are advocates of this step,
being of the opinion that a comprehensive analysis of organisational culture and
organisational systems such as recruitment, performance appraisal, assessment of
potential and promotion and compensation should be conducted. Organisations can
use this audit to uncover sources of unfavourable potential bias towards, or against,
certain groups, and to identify ways in which the organisations culture may inad-
vertently put some members of the organisation at a disadvantage.

Carrying on from their cultural audit, organisations need to modify their
underlying cultural assumptions. A particular problem with corporate culture is that
when changes to it are attempted, they are met by intense opposition [61].
Regardless, organisations must still attempt to modify their cultural assumptions if
they are to succeed in transforming their organisation from homogenous to
heterogeneous. The first purpose of modifying underlying cultural assumptions is
the enablement of organisational systems reform. Organisations should identify not
whether the system is at maximum efficiency, rather whether the system works for
all employees. The second purpose of assumption modification is to modify models
of managerial and employee behaviour, as managers seek subordinates who will do
as they do, or subordinates who aspire to be like them [61].

Organisations also need to assist their employees in becoming pioneers of di-
versity. Learning to manage diversity constitutes a change process, thus, the
managers of the organization must become change agents. Top management
articulates the organisations new diversity policy and their commitment to it, yet it
falls to middle management to implement the policy, and deal with any new
resulting problems. To help them do so, these managers should be appropriately
trained, and reminded of their importance in diversity efforts.

The penultimate step requires organisations that aim to manage diversity to
apply a special consideration test to diversity programmes. A number of questions
are to be addressed, specifically:

• Does the programme/principle/policy give special consideration to one group?
• Will the programme/principle/policy contribute to everyone’s success, or just

the success of one group?
• Is the programme/principle/policy designed for them as opposed to us? [61:

115].

If the answer to these questions is yes, the organisation is not yet on the way to
managing diversity.

Finally, organisations who are trying to learn how to manage diversity can
continue to use affirmative action. Similar to the usage of quotas, organisations do
need to move beyond affirmative action, as affirmative action does not deal with the
causes of prejudice and inequality, nor does it help to develop the potential of every
individual in the organisation. An alternative final step has been suggested by Cox
and Blake [23], termed “follow-up”. Follow-up consists of monitoring change,
evaluating results and institutionalising the changes as part of the organisations
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continuing processes. Follow-up should include more training and repetition of the
audit step. Organisations can also use focus groups to facilitate continuing dis-
cussions on diversity issues. Alternatively, organisations can, as part of their greater
diversity management initiatives, engage in diversity training.

Regardless of the approach to diversity management employed, there is a ten-
dency to become simplistic or rigid when considering differences [65]. Ferdman
and Brody [66] argue that differences should not be the basis for invidious dis-
tinctions between individuals, rather should be a source of pride, and used to the
benefit of all. It is necessary, therefore, that diversity management go further than
complying with existing legal rules or attempting to react to shift in workforce
demographics [67]. Organisations need to move beyond diversity management
towards creating an organisational environment that is inclusive for all employees
[68]. Individuals need to feel, and be, included in their professional workplace
environments [69]. Indeed, Anderson [34] proposes that any diversity initiative will
be more successful if managers engage and use processes that foster equity, con-
sensus and empowerment among, and of, employees, while Sabharwal [68] notes
that many authors have articulated that inclusion is the crux of organisational
diversity efforts. Ultimately, organisations should move towards inclusion.

Inclusion

Many individuals consider their individuality a significant part of themselves, a part
which they would not like to be overlooked [70]. In addition, to realise the potential
benefits of diversity, it is insufficient to simply hire and retain diverse employees,
rather, these diverse employees must be more fully integrated into the social fabric
of the organization [71]. Increasing emphasis is being placed on the need to
leverage multiculturalism and foster inclusion as a basis for the success of an
organization [72]. Pless and Maak [67] propose that organisations who take an
assimilation approach to diversity, which largely ignores differences, rather than an
approach of integration and inclusion, will struggle to achieve the potential benefits
afforded by a diverse workforce, as discussed earlier. Similarly, Ferdman [59] states
that it is not the presence of diversity, rather how it is addressed, that leads to
positive outcomes. Before proceeding, it should be noted that diversity and inclu-
sion, although related, are not interchangeable terms for the same concept, rather
are separate [73].

When discussing how diversity should be “done” in organisations, Davidson and
Ferdman [74] propose that the answer rests in an inclusive version of diversity. An
inclusionary approach to diversity management is one in which:

Differences are recognized, valued and engaged. Different voices are understood as being
legitimate and as opening up new vistas; they are heard and integrated in decision making
and problem solving processes; they have an active role in shaping and fostering creativity
and innovation; and eventually in adding value to the company’s performance [67: 130].
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Ferdman [59: 4] concisely notes that:

Inclusion involves how well organizations and their members fully connect with, engage,
and utilize people across all types of differences.

Based on these definitions, under an inclusionary approach to diversity man-
agement, the differences of individuals in the workplace are not just identified, rather
are integrated into the fabric of the organisations culture. Consequently Pless and
Maak [67] propose the argument that to fully realise the potential of diversity, a
culture of inclusion must be developed and established by the organisation. A culture
of inclusion fosters enhanced integration amongst employees, and activates latent
diversity potentials. Such a culture, built on clarified normative foundations, honours
both the differences of employees, and their similarities [67]. Full inclusion, and
truly valuing differences, requires the implementation of organisational processes
that involve all members of the community, or organization [65, 74].

The Nature, Dimensions and Levels of Inclusion

Inclusion is a contextual, individual, momentary and transient concept, which
occurs at both the organisational and individual level [1, 59]. Organisations should
also be aware that employees can feel simultaneously included and un-included.
Individuals may perceive inclusion in one area, perhaps among the colleagues in
their team or department, but not in the wider organization. It does not follow that
an employee who feels included in one context will perceive inclusion in all other
organisational contexts, and it is not automatic that an individual perceiving
inclusion now will do so in the future. This is significant, as it means that organ-
isations that are aiming to be inclusive, indeed, may generally be considered to be
so, may have individuals in the workforce who do not perceive inclusion.
Organisations are therefore cautioned that fostering inclusion at the individual level
is an ongoing process. As such, organisations should operate under the hypothesis
that inclusion is not a static concept, with employees perceiving or not perceiving
inclusion, rather, it is contextually dependant. Consequently, organisations are
advised to make an effort to monitor inclusion on a continual basis, to ensure that
employee’s perceptions of inclusion remain, even when operating in another con-
text, for example, on a different team or in another department [1].

Furthermore, developing inclusion just at an individual level is likely insuffi-
cient, cognisant that different departments may have different cultures and manners
of operating, meaning, as mentioned above, an individual may feel included in one
area, but not in another. If there is an attempt to be an overall inclusive organisation,
this may reduce the likelihood that individuals feel un-included when outside of
their department [1]. In addition, some individuals may believe they need to take an
active role in developing their feelings of inclusion, yet others may believe it occurs
naturally [1, 59]. Organisations are again reminded, therefore, to examine inclusion
efforts at both an overall organisational level, an individual level, and also at a team
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level. Doing so will assist in creating an organizational environment to support
individuals, who believe inclusion should naturally occur, while also assisting in
maintaining an individual’s perception of inclusion even when operating in different
departments or with different functions [1].

Inclusion is multi-dimensional. Indeed, Nishii et al. [71] propose three dimen-
sions of organisational inclusion, specifically, Foundation of Fairness in
Employment Practices, Organisational Culture of Inclusion, and Inclusion through
Participation. The Foundation of Fairness in Employment Practices dimension
relates to the extent to which an organisations HR policies ensure a level playing
field for all employees. To create a wholly inclusive environment, organisations
must design and implement practices without bias to ensure both diversity
throughout the organization, and goodwill on the part of employees. While the
presence of employee-friendly policies is important, the presence of such policies,
however, does not necessarily translate into the development of an inclusive
organization [68]. It was noted earlier, for example, that family-friendly work–life
balance policies often appear geared towards women. Indeed, in a study by Kent
and O’Donovan [52], it was noted that in participating organisations, more flexible
work options were available to women.

Dimension two, Organisational Culture of Inclusion, refers to the extent to which
the organisations basic assumptions, values and norms are inclusive of all
employees. If they are truly inclusive, employees do not feel a pressure to conform to
an ideal employee profile. Consequently, employees do not feel a pressure to hide or
face a conflict with their identity [71]. Truly inclusive organisations help those
employees who feel they do not belong to the mainstream feel part of the organi-
zation as a whole, while also helping those who do feel they belong to continue to
feel so [74]. Under the dimension Organisational Culture of Inclusion, organisations
devote resources to equipping their employees with the skills necessary for coop-
eration with other diverse individuals, recognise different perspectives and create a
culture of openness through which employees can learn from each other’s views
[71]. This would certainly be useful for organisations aiming to become, and con-
tinue to be, a learning organisation.

The third dimension, Inclusion through Participation, concerns the extent to
which an organisation successfully capitalises on, and leverages, the diversity of its
workforce, to apply learning from diverse perspectives to decision-making. This
dimension is grounded in the premise that diversity only benefits an organisation
when employees are encouraged to manifest their diversity on idea generation and
decision-making. Rather than simply telling employees they are free to make
suggestions and be involved in decision-making, employees should be actively
encouraged to come forward, perhaps, for example, by being invited to attend
meetings. Successful operation of this dimension necessitates both formal and
informal participation. Examples of formal participation include representation on
key decision-making bodies or committees, while informal participation concerns
participating in every-day, on-the-job decision-making. In addition to encouraging
the expression of diverse opinions and experiences, they must also be incorporated
into decision-making to ensure employees feel respected and included [71]. This
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means that when employees are invited to contribute, and that contribution is
useful, it should be employed. Failing to make use of employee involvement will
likely eventually result in employees no longer coming forward with suggestions,
setting back the progress of inclusion efforts. Indeed, Sabharwal [68] posits that
individuals feel accepted and secure in the organisation when they are part of the
decision-making process.

If an organisation falls short on any of the three dimensions of inclusion iden-
tified above, then obstacles to the full utilisation of diversity remain. Essentially,
Nishii et al. [71: 2] expect that:

The relationship between diversity and performance…will be moderated by these three
dimensions: in units/organisations that score high on these dimensions, there will be a
stronger, positive relationship between diversity and performance than in units/organisations
that score low on these dimensions.

Similar to Nishii et al.’s [71] multi-dimensional view of inclusion, Gasoreck [75:
27], while describing inclusion at the multinational firm Dun & Bradstreet, also
takes a multi-faceted view of inclusion, deeming it to concern the degree to which:

• Employees are valued, and their ideas are both taken into account and used
• Employees partner successfully both in and across departments
• Current employees feel they belong in the organization, and prospective

employees are attracted to the organization
• Employees feel committed to each other, the organisation, and the organisations

goals and
• The organisation continues to foster flexibility and choice, and attends to

diversity.

It is interesting to note that this last point (above) arguably supports the con-
tention of this chapter that inclusionary efforts should begin with diversity
management.

While there are clearly commonalities concerning what constitutes inclusion, for
example feeling valued or respected, individuals perceive these themes in different
ways, therefore, even if an organization is deemed to have an inclusive culture,
some employees may still not feel included [1, 69]. The core proposition, as dis-
cussed earlier, is that inclusion occurs at two levels: the individual and the
organisational level. Furthermore, an individual’s diverse make-up may impact
their perceptions, or whether they experience feelings, of inclusion. Individuals, for
example, who are introverts, may experience inclusion via the establishment of one
or two social connections, while more extroverted individuals may have to interact
with a larger portion of the community to feel fully part of it. Consequently,
individuals are cautioned to consider that treating others as they would like to be
treated may not serve to make others feel included, rather may appear to be an
imposition of their own values on to others. It is important, therefore, that organ-
isations attempt to uncover the needs of their employees with regard to what will
result in feeling of inclusion, and subsequently aim to address those needs [69].
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One simple method for uncovering what inclusion looks and feels like for different
employees is to simply ask them [76].

Addressing individual inclusion at the individual level is not, however, as
mentioned earlier, a sufficient strategy for the nurturing of an inclusive organisation.
Nurturing organisation-wide inclusiveness instead requires systematic and proactive
efforts at the organisational level [49, 69]. Indeed, Thomas and Ely [55] (adapted by
Davidson and Ferdman 2002: 83) propose that to fully utilise, and learn from,
workforce diversity, organisations must satisfy a number of preconditions,
specifically:

• The organisations leaders must understand that diversity includes different
opinions, insights and approaches to work

• Leaders must also understand that diversity presents both opportunities for new
learning, but also challenges in the form of a need for unlearning and relearning

• Each individual should be held to high performance standards, and the organ-
isational culture must encourage employee development through training and
education. Employees must also feel valued to ensure they contribute high levels
of performance

• Constructive conflict, open communication and tolerance for dialogue must be
encouraged

• A non-bureaucratic process must be in place to enable employees to construc-
tively challenge current operating methods, and reshape past policies and
practices, to be a more inclusive, empowering organization.

Regardless of these proposed preconditions, it is also insufficient to solely focus
on inclusion at an organisational level. Instead, both the individual and organisa-
tional levels should be viewed as independently vital for inclusion, but also inter-
active. Additionally, although there are a number of things organisations can do to
foster an inclusive work environment, inclusion is, in many ways, a momentary
creation, dependant on the particular individuals and situations. Creating an
inclusive culture, therefore, is a continuous process [69].

In addition to considering inclusion at the individual and organisational level,
organisations may also need to consider the concept of subordinant and dominant
groups. While employees are unique individuals, they also share group membership
with others as part of their identity. This has an impact both on the way individuals
treat, and are treated by, others [70, 77]. Groups do not hold equal status; some are
typically systematically privileged while others are typically disadvantaged.
Subordinant groups are those in lower power positions, while dominant groups are
those typically in a higher power position. When an individual from a subordinant
group occupies a position of assigned power in an organisation, they may have
significant power as an individual, however, would still be a member of a subor-
dinant group. Conversely, an individual from a dominant group operating in a
position of relatively little power in the organization may have little power as an
individual, but, as a member of a dominant identity group, still likely experience
benefits in both subtle and overt ways [77].
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The primary implication of the distinction between, and presence of, these
groups, is that well-intended efforts to create an environment of inclusion may be
hindered if the dynamics of the group power relationships are not considered [77].
By looking through the lens of subordinant and dominant groups, organisations can
enhance their understanding of what is required to create and participate in an
inclusive organization [78]. Having been made aware of the presence of such
distinctive groups, employees may be enlightened as to how members of these
groups can support organisational efforts to create a culture of inclusion. Regarding
dominant groups, Davidson and Ferdman [77] advance a number of prerequisites
for supporting inclusion, specifically:

• Dominants should assume a position of inquisitive probability, which requires
them to accept that they are a member of a dominant group, which has implica-
tions for the manner in which they engage with individuals in subordinant groups.

• Individuals from dominant groups should be encouraged to develop skills
enabling them to distinguish impact from intent, in that a dominant’s behaviour
towards a subordinant group member may be benevolent in intention, but
injurious in perception.

• An effort should be made to learn about the experiences of subordinants to assist
in increasing the overall sense of organisational inclusion.

• Dominants should aim to use their positions of power and privilege to change
the structures and systems that exclude or discriminate against subordinants.

It is important, however, that dominants are not made to feel that they are “the
problem”. Indeed, subordinants have a role in the fostering of an organisational
culture of inclusion, albeit rather different. It is recommended that subordinants:

• Assume a position of cautious openness, by engaging in dialogue and mutual
learning,

• Give effective feedback regarding which dominant behaviours should be rein-
forced or eliminated,

• Invite dominants to be guests in the subordinants group culture,
• Push for constructive change [77].

Members of both subordinant and dominant groups have roles to play in shaping
a culture of inclusion. Individuals, however, possess multiple identities, and as such
may be members of both dominant and subordinant groups. To assist, therefore, in
creating a culture of inclusion in the organization, individuals will likely need to
attempt to reconcile their multiple roles and group memberships [77].

Potential Advantages Presented by a Culture of Inclusion

As highlighted in Fig. 2, there are a number of advantages associated with inclu-
sion. Some of these advantages directly benefit employees, while all benefit the
organisation. Many of the advantages identified in Fig. 2 mirror those resulting
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from diversity in the organization. As discussed earlier, however, the advantages
associated with diversity are more likely to be realised under a culture of inclusion.
Given that the potential advantages are mirrored, yet inclusion is a more holistic,
integrative approach to diversity management, it is again argued that organisations
move beyond diversity management towards inclusion. Indeed, a report examining
global diversity and inclusion published by Forbes, in 2011, proposes that both a
diverse workforce and an inclusive culture are necessary for global success.
Similarly, Sabharwal [68] contends that inclusive management holds greater
potential for improved productivity and workplace harmony than diversity man-
agement alone. Ferdman [79] simply states that inclusion can provide critical
benefits to workgroups, organisations and society.

Under an inclusive environment, diversity is a key driver of innovation and
creativity, and can drive business strategies [80]. Similar to the business case for
managing diversity, diversity coupled with an inclusive culture is purported to
enhance idea generation relating to products and practices, due to the wide range of
employee experiences and perspectives [65, 80]. Indeed, Davidson and Ferdman
[69] have previously asserted that inclusion serves to open a pathway by which
individuals can organise and use their personal resources to do what they do best,
meaning employees can use those diverse experiences and perspectives. Moreover,
85% of executive respondents in the aforementioned global Forbes [80] report
agreed with the assertion that a diverse, inclusive workforce is critical to encour-
aging the varied ideas and perspectives that drive innovation. Indeed, increased
focus may be given by companies to the impact of diversity and inclusion on
innovation, as organisations increasingly attempt to use the power of innovation to
drive business goals [80]. It is interesting to note that in 2003, during a workshop
on the topic of inclusion undertaken by Ferdman, in which participants were asked
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to discuss outcomes of inclusion that they had experienced, participants noted an
improved ability to accomplish organisational goals, again supporting the argument
for an inclusionary approach to diversity management.

The existence of a diverse and inclusive workforce can assist in ensuring that the
products and services offered by the organisation are respectful and mindful of their
customers, and even their customer’s clients. If the workforce is reflective of the
organisations customer base, and is willing and able to use that similarity to
improve product or service offerings, the organisations outputs can be closer
aligned with customer desires. This can result in increased customer satisfaction
[76, 80]. Inclusive organisations may also benefit from assistance from their
employees on global challenges, including varying laws and regulations, language
barriers and cultural barriers [80]. Employees in an inclusive organization may, for
example be willing to openly discuss their national culture, thereby assisting the
organisation in better understanding, and adapting to, that culture. Moreover,
inclusion can result in improved productivity and less errors, which can result in the
production of products of a higher quality [76]. Indeed, decreased errors may also
positively impact the organisations bottom line, as less profit will be lost to wastage.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the business case for diversity proposes that
the employment of diverse employees, and diversity management policies, will aid
in the attraction, and retention, of the best talent [14, 17]. Rather than the mere
presence of diversity in a workforce, however, an inclusive organisational envi-
ronment is crucial to the attraction and retention of the best candidates [80].
Organisations can design diversity and inclusion policies to be used as specific
recruiting and retention policies, broadening the talent pool from which they can
recruit, while developing an employment brand that is seen to be fully inclusive
[80]. This nods to a link between inclusion and Employer Branding initiatives,
indicating that inclusion can assist in strengthening the employer brand, while the
employer brand can be used to reinforce, and highlight, inclusion. Success in
recruiting diverse talent does often, however, depend on the organisations ability to
provide job advancement opportunities equally. This presents an argument as to
why organisations should begin inclusion efforts via diversity management, as one
aspect of diversity management discussed earlier was the auditing of policies to
ensure fair treatment of all employees.

Inclusion has been identified as carrying the advantage of enhancing employee
confidence [1, 76]. Enhancing confidence has the potential to raise an individual’s
perception of their ability, which can positively impact performance. In addition to
enhancing performance, increased confidence may increase the likelihood of the
individual believing they are capable of going beyond their required tasks, that is
undertaking Organizational Citizenship Behaviours (OCBs), which are supra-role
behaviours [1].

Inclusion can also result in enhanced morale, feelings of support and job sat-
isfaction [1]. Interestingly, job satisfaction, engagement and a supportive work
environment have been previously cited in the literature as antecedents of OCBs. If
inclusion results in these factors, it is therefore again arguably evident that a
relationship exists between inclusion and OCBs [1]. It is also arguable that

20 D. O’Donovan



perceiving higher levels of support will increase employee loyalty and commitment
to the organisation, thereby increasing the likelihood that they will perform in a
manner that exceeds role requirements, perhaps in an effort to reciprocate for the
support and increased levels of morale emanating from the organisation.

In a similar vein, a further resultant factor emanating from perceived inclusion
concerns increased commitment [1, 76], whether to the job or organisation and
enhanced productivity, which are again likely to enhance performance [1].
Additionally, increased commitment has the potential to see reduced absenteeism
and turnover levels, allowing for a stability in the workplace, and savings through
reduced recruitment and selection costs.

Inclusion can also result in increased knowledge transfer, group cohesion and a
more positive group climate, thus, a better work environment [76]. Increased
knowledge transfer may pave the way for smoother inter- and cross-departmental
functioning, enhancing business operations. Improved group cohesion and a posi-
tive group climate will likely assist in the creation of a team culture, which is
identified as a factor contributing to perceived inclusion later in this chapter, as well
as potentially improving overall group performance.

Lockwood [14] simply summates the above arguments in favour of inclusion by
proposing that it serves to generate opportunities for growth, flexibility, and
adaption in the marketplace. Sabharwal [68] additionally summates, more generally
than above, that inclusion can result in improved organisational performance.
Organisations are cautioned, however, that in order to achieve enhanced perfor-
mance via inclusion, leadership which is both dedicated to fostering inclusion and
willing to empower employees in a manner by which they can influence work
decisions is necessary. Indeed, Shore et al. [81] also contend that organisations
must have leadership dedicated to fostering inclusion at all organisational levels.
Furthermore, Davidson and Ferdman [69] deem the development of an organisa-
tional culture of inclusion the responsibility of every organisational member, also
proposing that if individuals expect inclusion, they must also learn how to provide
it. Organisations are cautioned that inclusion efforts are hampered when employees
perceive other employees through the lens of oversimplified, negative stereotypes,
and when interpersonal interactions are perverted by status dynamics [82].

Consequently, introducing diversity management practices which are specifi-
cally targeted at improving the situation of historically disadvantaged groups will
likely fail to foster true inclusion [83]. One reason for such an argument is that
diversity management initiatives which focus on disadvantaged groups cause
resentment on the part of those who do not benefit from the diversity practices, and
potentially also exacerbates existing stereotypes [84]. Nishii [83] posits that as
organisations increasingly look to innovation to foster long-term success and
growth, it is of critical importance that the downside of diversity is addressed. In
particular, Nishii [83] suggests that solutions that make productive debate possible,
while also enhancing cooperation and learning are required.

An important starting point for such solutions is presented by inclusive climates,
which minimise divisive conflict by minimising structural inequalities, assimilation
and exclusionary decision-making. Nishii’s [83] argument, indeed much of the
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proceeding section, is supported by Sabharwal [68], who states that Organizational
Inclusive Behaviours (that is, behaviours which create inclusion) can be summated
under three concepts. Those three concepts are suggested to be commitment from
top leadership to foster inclusion, the ability to influence organisational decisions,
and fair treatment. Further discussion on fostering or developing inclusion is pre-
sented in the following, penultimate section of this chapter.

Inclusion: How to Get There

Stemming from a 2015 study by this chapter author, a number of contributory
factors can assist organisations in developing a sense of inclusion, as diagram-
matically represented in Fig. 3.

As identified at the beginning of this chapter, it is recommended that organi-
sations begin their inclusion efforts via diversity management initiatives. A tenet of
this chapter is that organisations should move beyond traditional diversity man-
agement programmes towards an inclusionary approach to diversity. Nonetheless,
there is merit in beginning with diversity management. Diversity management
facilitates the opening of a dialogue in organisations concerning what diversity is,
the potential advantages it affords organisations, and the identification of challenges
to workforce diversity. Moreover, via the diversity training elements of diversity
management, organisations can encourage employees to consider what makes them
different, but not for the purpose of negatively highlighting differences, rather with
a focus on how those differences can be harnessed in the workplace. Similarities
among individuals who appear quite different may also be focussed upon, thereby
increasing understanding and harmony, and enhancing a shared sense of purpose.

Diversity management has the potential, however, to be divisive, regardless of
original intent. The process may result in attempting to understand employees by
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Respect

Management 
Support
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Fig. 3 Factors contributing to inclusion. Source Author (O’Donovan 2017)
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“assigning” them to, and viewing them in light of assignment to, a particular
grouping, for example female, millennial or knowledge worker. This rigid cate-
gorisation has the potential to ignore other aspects of an individual’s diversity,
potentially resulting in individuals feeling marginalised. For example, it does not
follow that a “female” identifies as female, nor does it follow that a millennial
worker shares common characteristics with fellow millennials. It is recommended,
therefore, that while beginning with diversity management initiatives, organisations
do so with the ultimate aim of creating inclusion.

As discussed earlier, inclusion concerns holistically viewing the employee,
integrating both their similarities and differences into the fabric of the organisation.
Essentially, employees are allowed to be their full selves while in the workplace.
Moreover, differences and similarities are leveraged to improve organisational
functioning and performance. Organisations are advised to take such an approach to
diversity, and, more generally, talent management. It was noted earlier that inclu-
sion occurs at both the individual and organisational level, and is a contextual,
individual, transient concept. Creating and maintaining inclusion is, therefore, an
ongoing process. Regardless, organisations can capitalise on the identification of a
number of contributory factors assisting in the perception of inclusion.

The first contributory factor that organisations can develop, encourage and
maintain concerns teams. In particular, having a sense of team was strongly iden-
tified by O’Donovan [1] as important for inclusion, therefore, organisations should
identify ways in which a team orientation can be created. Organisations may, for
example schedule team meetings or briefings, or encourage inter- or
cross-departmental problem solving.

A second contributory factor concerns stability. In particular, the related con-
cepts of familiarity in a unit or department and the existence of relationships in the
workplace, both of which speak to stability, have been established as important.
Organisations are therefore advised to assist, or allow, individuals to form and
maintain relationships in the workplace. In addition, while rotation has been long
proposed as a potential combatant to low motivation or fatigue as a result of
monotony, organisations are, for the purpose of developing inclusion, advised to
avoid unnecessary, frequent, transfers across departments. If such transfers are
necessary, organisations may find it useful to encourage, and facilitate,
cross-departmental relationship building, whether by formal or informal means, in
an attempt to create familiarity throughout the organization.

Employee engagement also carries significance for inclusion. In particular,
perceiving respect from colleagues, in addition to being willing, and believing there
exists the freedom, to offer opinions on work-related matters, are further contrib-
utory factors. Believing oneself to be respected and free to engage in dialogue in the
workplace are elements of employee engagement, again reinforcing the argument in
the proceeding section that a link exists between engagement and inclusion.
Consequently, organisations should, in conjunction with inclusionary efforts, also
focus on employee engagement. Indeed, as concepts, both engagement and inclu-
sion arguably support and reinforce each other.
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The final contributory factor identified in Fig. 3 concerns management. In par-
ticular, management have a role to play in creating inclusion, much like they do in
championing diversity. While what constitutes inclusion is subjective, and therefore
seems different to every individual, management have a role to play in creating a
sense of inclusion. If managers are seen to behave inclusively, this symbolises the
importance of inclusion throughout the organisation. Similarly, if management are
seen to visibly encourage individuals to engage their differences to assist in their
work, this symbolises acceptance and valuing of differences. More generally,
managers have a role to play in reinforcing organisational culture, thus have a role
to play in reinforcing a culture of inclusion. Managers can act as driving forces, or
champions, for the other contributory factors identified and discussed above,
specifically, a sense of team, stability and employee engagement. These factors,
whether one, all, a combination, or in conjunction with other individual factors,
contribute towards perceived inclusion.

Conclusion

Perceived inclusion results in a number of positive outcomes, which organisations
should display an interest in, primarily as these outcomes carry the potential to
enhance performance. Inclusion is more likely than the mere presence of diversity,
or than diversity management, to result in capitalisation on the benefits associated
with diversity. Moreover, inclusion can enhance employee confidence, presenting
the potential of raising an individual’s perception of their ability, which can posi-
tively impact performance and increase the likelihood of the individual believing
they are capable of going beyond their required tasks. Inclusion can also result in
enhanced morale, feelings of support and job satisfaction, which can improve
performance and reduce absenteeism, and speaks to the importance of integrating
inclusion and employee engagement initiatives. Further resultant factors emanating
from perceived inclusion concern increased commitment, whether to the job or
organisation, and enhanced productivity, which are again likely to enhance overall
organisational performance.

Finally, it is strongly recommended that organisations develop an organisational
culture which truly values, and espouses the benefits of, inclusion in the workforce.
This culture can be used as a continual reinforcer of diversity and inclusion efforts.
To begin doing so, organisations can make use of the contributory factors identified
in this chapter. The factors contributing to perceived inclusion presented in this
chapter are far from complicated, making them relatively easily replicable across
organisations of different sizes and structures in different industries. Finally,
organisations are encouraged to create a culture that enables an open dialogue
between employees and managers. The subjective nature of inclusion means that
the best placed individuals to tell us what inclusion looks like are the organisation’s
employees. It is time to move past diversity management, and focus on inclusion;
Diversity Management 2.0.
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Hard Times, Less Compassion? Distinct
Perspectives Towards Distinct Minorities
in the Portuguese Organizational Context

Iris Barbosa

Abstract Several approaches to manage diversity were developed in the U.S. and
then disseminated to Europe. Their origin can be drawn in a timeline, but not their
end. Research is still needed on the way organizations combine them towards
distinct minority groups, particularly in less explored national contexts. The present
qualitative study examines how minorities are evaluated and dealt with by large
organizations operating in Portugal. The results reveal that distinct minorities are
being approached distinctively and that this significantly stems from the country’s
current hard financial conditions and ensuing social challenges, as well as from the
colonialist Portuguese past. The study particularly contributes by exposing diversity
as a social construct that can assume as many facets as the minority identity groups
present in a specific space and time.

Introduction

Recent studies revealed that affiliates from foreign origin are contributing to
introduce the diversity rhetoric in Portugal [1], although sometimes with trivial
practical impact [2]. Efforts to translate that discourse to the Portuguese context
were also reported, consisting mostly of its combination with the more traditional
equality/nondiscrimination principles and/or the integration of the subject in the
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) field [2]. The case of women as a political
minority and their struggle to reconcile increasingly demanding jobs with the
domestic and familiar responsibilities has been especially analyzed by Portuguese
academics [3–5]. However, insufficient attention has been paid to the way distinct
minority groups are being evaluated and dealt with in the current context of scarce
resources and job opportunities in Portugal. This is a particularly relevant scenario
to develop a study of this nature since at the same time that (a) it is expected to
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exacerbate identity attributes and thus fuel prejudice and discrimination [6], (b) a
diverse workforce that fosters innovation and competently deals with diverse
markets [7] seems vital.

Hence, the present study addresses the following research questions: How do
organizations operating in Portugal evaluate the presence of specific minority
groups? What organizational policies and practices are being developed and applied
to specific minority groups? How do they reflect the distinct diversity approaches
originated in the US, such as defined on Dass & Parker’s [8] typology? Aiming to
get an overview of the subject, a content analysis was made of the 24 corporate
websites (out of the group of the 500 largest companies operating in Portugal) that
presented diversity related contents in Portuguese language. Subsequently, an
exploratory research was conducted on six of those companies, which relied on
interviews with both managerial and nonmanagerial members and on the analysis of
relevant corporate documents. The results highlight that diversity is not a mono-
lithic concept. Instead, distinct identity groups can be evaluated and dealt with in
specific ways in the same organization and at the same time. In particular, orga-
nizations may, consciously or not, avoid, tolerate, or appreciate the presence of
distinct identity groups. The study also contributes by revealing that both the
colonialist Portuguese past and the current financial crisis in Portugal have an
impact on how minorities are being perceived and managed at the workplace.

Conceptual Background

Minorities and Other Related Concepts

The term minorities usually refers to groups of people that, in a particular social
context, mainly national, are less common or do not characterize the majority of the
population (i.e. the dominant group), but the others [6, 9]. Some minority identity
attributes are related to the notion of disadvantage, like psychical and mental dis-
abilities and chronic diseases [10]. Other human particularities, such as specific
ethnicities and religions, may also be associated with character or competency
flaws, as well as seen of less legitimacy in a given social/national context [11].
Hence, social and organizational prejudice (negative feelings) and discrimination
(detrimental behaviors) are common outcomes for minority groups [6]. Despite
their numeric representation, women constitute a political minority, since they are
frequently considered of inferior status than men [12] and underrepresented in
high-paying jobs and top management functions [13].

Several scholars proposed classifying the vast set of identity attributes mostly
by discerning the more visible human traits from the less visible or intrinsic ones
[14–17]. The more visible differences include biologic features such as gender, skin
colour, age group, and notorious physical disabilities. The opposing side of the
catalogue presents less detectable features (e.g. nationality of origin, ethnicity,
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sexual orientation, and chronic disease), which individuals may opt to pass or
camouflage when perceiving less tolerant societies and/or organizations [14, 18].
Difference is thus conceived as a social construct bind to space and time. Change is
always possible, as exemplified by the increasing social acceptance towards
minority lifestyles in big urban centres. But renewed intolerance towards the out-
sider can also occur, such as expected in societies facing severe financial conditions
and few job opportunities [6].

Main Approaches to Deal with Workforce Diversity

The remarkable human heterogeneity that weaves the U.S. social fabric early
impelled this country to find effective ways to deal with diversity at both social and
organizational levels. The European countries have been significantly influenced by
most of such proposals, which encompass particular views towards minorities. In
the early twentieth century, the U.S. melting-pot ambition implied that minorities
were accepted as long as they renounced to their cultural identity. By the 1950’s–
60’s, the increasing proportion of ethnic minorities and their refusal and/or inability
to blend in led the established majority to perceive them as a threat to the status quo
[19]. The assimilation ideal was then replaced by what Dass and Parker [8] refer as
the resistance perspective since this approach denies or avoids the difference, which
also characterized the European post-colonial period.

Originated in 1964, the U.S. Equal Opportunities legislation recognizes the social
groups that were historically discriminated against and demands organizations to
adopt individual merit as the unique criterion for human resource decisions [20].
This legal approach is deemed fundamental to circumvent biased decisions [21], but
falls short by ignoring the structural disadvantages of minorities. Moreover, it allows
organizations to limit the presence of certain minority groups by claiming (apparent)
meritocracy reasons, such as non-appropriate education or work inexperience.
Equality/non-discrimination principles and laws integrate the national constitutions
of the European countries, as well as the European Community legislation [22].

The recognition that the equality legislation was not sufficient to overcome the
effects of past discrimination fueled the development of the U.S. Affirmative Action
policies in the same decade [23]. Accordingly, organizations should promote the
presence of historically disadvantaged groups, such as women and ethnic minori-
ties. This approach was modestly implemented across Europe and its coercive
character is usually dismissed. Member states are recommended to design training
programmes to overcome the structural and educational barriers faced by ethnic
minorities and older people, as well as to promote the integration of people with
physical disabilities. Dass and Parker [8] classify the Equal Opportunities and the
Affirmative Action policies as Discrimination and Fairness type of approaches,
which are particularly characterized by conceiving differences as the cause of
problems and, as a result, by demanding minorities’ assimilation into the estab-
lished culture.
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The 1980’s context of growing global competition assisted to the development
of a strategic and voluntary approach that perceives differences as creating
opportunities, such as defined by Dass and Parker [8]. In special, ethnic minorities
are believed to help organizations respond to the needs of customers from the same
cultural backgrounds [24]. Moreover, the exhibition of a diverse workforce is
deemed to improve the organizational image among stakeholders who increasingly
monitor companies’ ethics and social responsibility initiatives [29]. Dass and Parker
[8] evaluate this perspective as legitimizing the access of minorities to better jobs,
but other authors criticize it on the grounds of its essentialist nature [16]—i.e.
minorities are seen as serving particular business interests, but the individual’s
unique vocation and skills may well be ignored. The discourse that minorities bring
important business advantages is frequently considered to be at odds with the
traditional European values of equality and meritocracy [25].

The U.S. diversity management model, or multicultural approach, conceives
diversity as a broader concept by including all human differences, and not just the
ones traditionally protected by the legislation. According to Dass and Parker [8], it
also assumes that individuals from distinct identity groups share similarities and
that both difference and sameness must be managed in the interest of long-term
learning and effectiveness. A diverse workforce is seen as offering the organization
a wide spectrum of critical analyzes and innovative ideas [7]. Opponents claim,
though, that the assumption that everybody is unique masks the structural disad-
vantages of specific minority groups [26]. The U.S. Diversity Management dis-
course seems to have conquered agenda among the E.C. politics. The European
Commission website, link Tackling Discrimination, reads “The Business Case for
Diversity shows that diversity management—whereby employers recognize, value
and include women and men of different ages, abilities, ethnic origin, religion or
sexual orientation—makes good business sense” [27]. However, investigations
indicate that European companies usually translate the diversity model by mixing it
with the more traditional equality rhetoric and social responsibility goals [28–31],
thus revealing some resistance to embracing it.

Managing the Portuguese Social Diversity

From the fifteenth century to the last third of the twentieth century, Portugal carried
out a significant colonialist venture. Native individuals from the several Portuguese
colonies (e.g. Angola, Mozambique, and Brazil) were seen and treated as intel-
lectually and morally inferior [32], an approach that persisted after the slavery
period. Consequently, these minorities were typically confined to the less rewarding
functions, usually more physically demanding, and expected to observe the
Portuguese cultural patterns. With the end of the dictatorial regime in 1974 and
consequent loss of the last colonies in Africa, more than half a million of the
Portuguese people that had settled there came to mainland Portugal. This massive
influx of people put extra pressure on a country that was the poorest nation in
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Europe at the time [17], with extremely vulnerable finances and limited job and
house markets. At least one decade was needed until these individuals were con-
sidered properly integrated into the established Portuguese society and seen as
regular citizens. The integration into the E.C. in 1986 offered social, political, and
economic stability to Portugal, attracting immigrants, mainly from the old African
colonies and Brazil, as well as the Eastern Europe. The Portuguese policies of
moderate tax and low salaries appealed to international investors and companies
[33, 34], which contributed both to introduce foreign management knowledge in
Portugal and increase its social diversity through the presence of expatriates.

However, the twenty-first century brought particularly tough challenges to
Portugal. A number of local organizations closed or downsized and several inter-
national companies relocated their facilities to more attractive economies [35]. High
unemployment rates and fiscal pressures, accompanied by a persistent contraction
on social protection, culminated in a social crisis. Hard financial sacrifices are now
being imposed to most of the population, in a remarkably different situation from
two decades ago, when more people enjoyed a medium class existence. Not sur-
prisingly, the 2014 OECD report indicated that the Portuguese people revealed one
of the lowest levels of job satisfaction among member countries. Concurrently,
social and workforce diversity in Portugal is still increasing. In a country where one
income hardly supports a family, more women and older people demand huge
participation and opportunities at work. The once omnipresent control of the
Catholic Church over the Portuguese society does not seem so relevant nowadays
and the definition of proper behaviors and lifestyles admits a wider spectrum,
particularly in the major cities. On the other hand, the significant number of
immigrants in Portugal originated noteworthy religious diversity, especially in the
urban area of Greater Lisbon [36]. Moreover, great changes in the Portuguese
legislation, namely the ones legalizing abortion and the marriage and adoption of
children by same-sex couples are expected to nourish a more openly diverse society
and contribute to diminish the reported negative feelings and discomfort of
Portuguese people towards homosexuality [37].

In line with the increasing social diversity in Portugal, affiliates from foreign
MNCs are contributing to introduce the U.S. diversity rhetoric into the Portuguese
organizational landscape [1], although more progressive diversity policies and
practices are still dismissed [2]. Yet, much less is known regarding how organi-
zations (and their distinct actors) in Portugal evaluate, portray, and deal with
specific minority groups in a context that combines increasing social heterogeneity
and diversity rhetoric with scarce resources and job opportunities.

Methods

Previous research has found that only 54 websites from the 500 largest companies
operating in Portugal (either from national or foreign origin/ownership control)
displayed workplace diversity related contents [1]. Stage 1 of the current study
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analyzes how the 24 corporate websites of that group that display such contents in
Portuguese language portray and declare to manage distinct minority identity
groups. Table 1 identifies these companies’ main features, 11 of them being from
national origin/ownership control and 13 from foreign origin/ownership control.
Websites only presented in foreign language were dismissed on the assumption that
they do not specifically address the Portuguese national context (but probably a
global/international audience). It is worth noticing that a previous comparison was
made between each of the 24 websites in Portuguese language and its corre-
sponding English version (whenever the latter existed). Most of the native com-
panies display similar equality/diversity contents in their local and international
versions, but companies from foreign origin frequently reveal less developed and/or
progressive contents in their Portuguese websites. This result adds to the conviction
that the websites’ contents in Portuguese language are the ones that address this
specific national context, thus offering a more accurate picture on how distinct
minority groups are perceived and dealt with in the corresponding company in
Portugal.

Table 1 Main features of the 24 companies whose websites were analyzed

Designation Sector of activity URL in 2010

Companies from national origin/ownership control (also referred as native companies)

CIRES—Companhia Industrial de Resinas
Sintéticas, S.A.

Chemistry industry www.cires.pt

Companhia Portuguesa de Hipermercados,
S.A.

Food distribution www.auchan.pt

Cooprofar—Cooperativa dos Proprietários
de Farmácia, C.R.L.

Pharmacy
distribution

www.cooprofar.pt

EDP Distribuição—Energia Lisboa (LVT) Electricity
distribution

www.edp.pt

Lactogal—Produtos Alimentares, S.A. Agro-industry www.lactogal.pt

Novadelta—Comércio e Indústria de
Cafés, S.A.

Agro-industry www.delta-cafes.pt

Petrogal Lisboa (LVT) Fuel distribution www.galpenergia.com

Recheio–Cash & Carry, S.A. Food distribution www.jeronimo-martins.pt

Salvador Caetano—Indústrias
Metalúrgicas e Veículos Transporte, S.A.

Metallurgy industry www.
gruposalvadorcaetano.pt

Sumol—Gestão de Marcas, S.A. Beverage industry www.sumolis.pt

Unicer—Distribuição de Bebidas, S.A. Beverage industry www.unicer.pt

Companies from foreign origin/ownership control (also referred as foreign companies)

BP Portugal Porto Salvo (LVT) (U.K.) Fuel distribution www.bp.pt

Companhia IBM Portuguesa, S.A. (U.S.) IT services www-5.ibm.com/pt

Eurest Portugal—Sociedade Europeia de
Restaurantes, Lda. (U.K.)

Restaurant and
catering industry

www.eurest.pt

(continued)
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All 24 companies were invited to participate in stage 2 of the study, which aimed
to further investigate the corresponding diversity perspectives and practices, but
only six agreed to. Fictional names are used to protect their anonymity. N1 and N2
are Native (N) companies, while F3, F4, F5, and F6 are affiliates from Foreign
(F) multinational corporations. A total of 44 members of these companies were
interviewed, including the Human Resources directors, managers from distinct
levels and areas, and collaborators with nonmanagerial positions (workers). The
sample reveals diverse in gender (18 men, 26 women) and age (from 22 to 60).
Most of the individuals were native Portuguese and five were foreigners from
Angola, Mexico, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe. Interviews lasted 40–180 min and
43 of them were audio-recorded with previous consent. Individuals shared their
perceptions on how their organizations access and manage specific minority groups,
and some added personal experiences. Corporate documents from the six compa-
nies (e.g. websites, ethical codes, mission and values statements, corporate
magazines) were examined in pursuit of references to diversity and, particularly,
minority groups. The companies’ demographics were also considered. NVivo 8
supported the analysis of both interviews and the documents considering the ana-
lytical categories and subcategories described on Table 2.

Table 1 (continued)

Designation Sector of activity URL in 2010

Glaxosmithkline—Produtos
Farmacêuticos, Lda. (U.K.)

Pharmaceutical
industry

www.gsk.pt

Gespost—Gestão e Administração de
Postos de Abastecimento, Lda. (Spain)

Fuel distribution www.repsolypf.com

Mapfre—Seguros Gerais, S.A. (Spain) Insurances www.mapfre.pt

MSFT—Software para
Microcomputadores, Lda. (U.K.)

Business software &
services

www.microsoft.com/
Portugal

Robert Bosch, Unipessoal, Lda. (Germany) Automotive and
industrial technology

www.bosch.pt

Siemens, S.A. (Germany) Electrical and
electronics industry

www.siemens.pt

Sociedade Portuguesa do Ar Líquido
Arliquido, Lda. (France)

Chemistry industry www.airliquide.pt

Tabaqueira, S.A. (U.S.) Agro-industry www.
philipmorrisinternational.
com/PT

Vodafone Portugal—Comunicações
Pessoais, S.A. (U.K.)

Telecommunications
services

www.vodafone.pt

Xerox Portugal—equipamentos de
Escritório, Lda. (U.S.)

Electrical and
electronics
distribution

www.xerox.com
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Dass and Parker’s [8] typology of the several diversity perspectives (described
on Section “Main Approaches to Deal with Workforce Diversity”) was developed
considering the U.S. context. However, it seems to be an appropriate tool to assist
in the interpretation and categorization of the current study’s results given that most
of those diversity perspectives were also identified in the European context.
Moreover, the coexistence of several approaches is a possibility since this study
aims to investigate the views and practices of companies from varied national
origins regarding distinct minority groups. The use of these authors’ comprehensive
typology is thus expected to be of particularly assistance to such analysis.

Table 2 Analytical categories and subcategories

Analytical categories Subcategories

Generic impressions towards equality
and diversity

• Relevance of a diverse workforce
• Relevance of diversity initiatives
• Workplace discrimination and prejudice

Diversity dimensions/minorities
represented

• Gender and parenthood
• Nationality of origin/ethnicity
• Age
• Disability
• Look and appearance
• Religion and political ideology
• Sexual/affective orientation

Jobs occupied by members of specific
minority groups

• Function
• Hierarchical level
• Associated responsibilities and rewards

Benefits associated with the presence of
specific minority groups

• Enhanced performance
• More creativity and potential to innovate
• Improved decision-making processes
• Better response to diverse/international markets
• Enhanced corporate image and reputation
• Response to institutional expectations
• Better work environment
• Increased flexibility
• Occupation of less interesting and rewarding
functions

• Employees with less negotiation power

Disadvantages associated with the
presence of specific minority groups

• Integration problems
• Performance problems
• Interpersonal conflicts

Policies and practices directed to
specific minority groups

• Identification of the implemented policies and
practices (e.g. minorities’ recruitment, integration,
training and career development, diversity
training, diversity councils, work-life balance
initiatives)

• Corresponding motivations, aims and impact
• Perception of corresponding relevance/adequacy

Organizational prejudice/discrimination
towards specific minority groups

• Manifestations
• Consequences
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Distinct Minorities, Distinct Perspectives

Most of the corporate websites from national companies specify the identity attri-
butes they conceive as particularly susceptible to suffer from prejudice and dis-
crimination, as exemplified next:

Equal conditions for all applicants are guaranteed in the HR recruitment processes,
regardless of race, nationality, gender, religion, colour, marital status, social class, and
political and sexual orientation.

Websites from companies from foreign origin/ownership control usually con-
ceive diversity as a more inclusive concept that can bring advantages to the busi-
ness. This is particularly noticeable in the case of companies from U.S. and U.K.
origin. The next example is illustrative:

The company nurtures its cultural roots and interprets diversity as a value and condition for
success. Openness and tolerance build a work environment that fosters each member’s
creativity, innovation and dynamism.

The next sections of this chapter analyze how distinct minority groups are
portrayed in the 24 analyzed websites, as well as evaluated and dealt with by the six
companies participating in stage 2 of the study.

Gender

Whenever the websites’ diversity discourse refers specific identity attributes, gender
is always addressed. However, while native companies tend to merely assure the
existence of equal opportunities between men and women, several foreign com-
panies express their commitment to promote gender balance. The next quotes are
illustrative:

The same selection conditions are guaranteed for all candidates, regardless of gender, race
or religion.

We are working to increase the presence of women on the board of directors. To achieve it,
we are improving our promotion and recruitment practices and rethinking our assessment
methods.

N1 managers positively evaluated a gender balanced workforce, considering that
“it provides a healthier work environment” (Portuguese male middle manager).
However, this view has not stimulated concrete initiatives on the part of this
company, such as work-life balance measures. Parenthood, for instance, is faced as
a private matter that only concerns the individual, as a female middle manager with
a baby explained:

Children are time and energy sponges and sometimes it is hard to keep the former work
standards [before parenthood]. But if you are truly committed, somehow you will work it
out.
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N2 managers declared to value “women’s soft skills, like interpersonal ones”
(Portuguese female top manager) as well as the contribution of female workers to “a
healthier work environment in the assembly lines” (Portuguese female line manager).
This company has developed substantial work-life balance initiatives (e.g. the 67 free
hours/year policy for child care) that, according to the HR director (Portuguese male)
aim to “alleviate the collaborators’ family and household responsibilities, particularly
women’s, but also to promote women’s career development”.

F3 reveals a remarkable proportion of women (85%) in the production units, as
well as their significant presence in administrative functions. However, men clearly
dominate this company’s management positions. No formal work-life balance
policies and practices were ever defined, but some schedule flexibility is permitted
in the administrative and management functions. In contrast, the HR director
(Portuguese female) explained that such measures “are impossible to implement in
the production units, since work is organized in teams and has to follow a strict
schedule” (Portuguese female HR director).

F4 website proclaims that “[F4] promotes and supports a diverse workforce”, but
this discourse did not prevent this organization from revealing significant gender
imbalance: only 25% of the workforce is female and merely 22% of the manage-
ment positions are occupied by women. Acknowledging this problem, the company
presents gender balance as its major diversity goal and is willing to hire and
promote more women. A generous set of work-life balance initiatives (e.g. flexible
work schedule and a number of convenience services such as babysitting and
takeaway) was also developed to help reduce gender imbalance, as concluded by
the HR director (Portuguese female): “To promote the presence of women is our
main diversity goal. (…) Our extensive list of work-life balance measures assists in
this goal”.

Women are well represented in F5’s management, administrative and R&D
functions. However, their access is denied when it comes to operational functions, a
policy that is explained and perpetuated by the long lasting lack of feminine
dressing rooms. Male workers naturalize gender segregation: “Everybody knows
that some functions are for men, particularly if they are physically demanding”
(Portuguese male worker). Apparently, the North-American HQs did not stimulate
the affiliate to address this problem or to develop work-life balance practices.

At F6, the predominance of women in assembly line posts and men at the
engineering functions is argued to result from “the profiles recurrently exhibited by
the corresponding applicants, not from any organizational policy or practice”
(Portuguese female HR director). Moreover, the interviewed managers contemplate
that great gender balance on management positions is particularly promoted by the
company’s significant work-life balance initiatives (e.g. the free summer activities
for the collaborators’ children). However, this topic does not seem to be captivating
great attention among workers, who are more particularly concerned with job
stability. The next quote exposes this perspective: “Frankly, I don’t care for gender
equality. What I care most about is keeping my job. I don’t feel very demanding
nowadays” (F6, Portuguese female assembly line worker).
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Nationality of Origin/Ethnicity

In the websites from both national and foreign companies, pictures representing
collaborators and clients/consumers usually reveal men and women with the kind of
appearance that people from Portuguese origin associate with themselves (partic-
ularly, brown hair and medium-light skin colour). On the other hand, pictures of
people from ethnic minorities tend to figure on the CSR sections/links. The few
foreign individuals employed in N1 are from Brazil, Eastern Europe, and African
ex-colonies. Managers considered them as “neither an obstacle nor a benefit to the
company” (Portuguese female HR director). They occupy less demanding and
rewarding operational functions, particularly in the assembly lines, and their
presence has not stimulated any specific socialization and integration measures.
Moreover, Portuguese native workers revealed little sympathy for the difficulties
faced by ethnical minorities, considering that “this is a time of great difficulties for
everybody, not just for [ethnic] minorities!” (Portuguese female worker).

N2 facilities in Morocco employ a significant number of native people in both
operational and management functions. They are perceived as contributing to the
company’s international aims since “better than us [the standard ‘Portuguese
workers’], they know the culture, needs and tastes of clients from the same culture”
(Portuguese male middle manager). However, this business case argument, often
deemed as “essentialist” [16], has not pervaded the official N2 discourse, since “the
Portuguese audience would find it odd” (Portuguese male top manager). In the
Portuguese facilities, some foreign individuals from more developed European
countries (e.g. England and Denmark) integrate management and R&D functions.
However, immigrants from Africa and Eastern Europe are confined to assembly line
posts, a situation that the HRM Director (Portuguese male) justifies with “the
corresponding inferior education and type of work experience”.

F3 employs a remarkable mix of people from 17 less developed countries in their
production units, mainly from Eastern Europe and ex-African colonies. Managers
assess their presence as being an asset to the company, given their minor status,
ambition, and negotiation power: “These people are grateful for the opportunities
they have found here, so they are more willing to make sacrifices than Portuguese
employees, such as working extra hours and on weekends” (Portuguese male line
manager). Also in this company, the few foreigners occupying management
functions are from more developed countries, such as the UK. Some Portuguese
native workers considered that the development of policies and practices promoting
the presence of ethnical minorities was inappropriate or even unfair, since “They
[ethnic minorities] are absorbing the few available jobs and that’s not fair!” (F3
Portuguese male worker).

F4 has a significant number of collaborators from foreign origin, such as
Belgian, Mexican, Angolan, and Cape Verdean. The presence of these individuals
is valued and promoted since they are perceived as “offering cultural and linguistic
skills that help the company in better communicating and fulfilling the needs of
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diverse clients” (Portuguese female HR director). Two dark-skinned collaborators
from African origin described experiences of discrimination and prejudice in the
Portuguese society, but categorically denied similar treatment at F4.

At F5, there is one Belgian top manager and one British R&D employee, but the
few employed Brazilian and East European individuals occupy less demanding and
rewarding functions at the production lines. A Portuguese male middle manager
clearly associates the individual’s country of origin with the opportunities found in
this company:

We [at the affiliate] are not unlike the Portuguese society and culture. So, we support all
these defeating segregation and racism principles, but when confronted with a real situation,
our attitude may be quite different. For instance, we may dismiss a candidate from an ethnic
minority arguing that he/she does not have the proper education or experience, but, in fact,
we’re camouflaging prejudice and stereotypes. (…) A non-white person who comes from a
less developed country (such as an old African colony) is more accepted in a lower level
task, no doubt. A French, English or German person easily integrates a top position because
our mindset associates them with higher knowledge and competence.

F6 employs a significant number of foreign individuals (mostly technicians from
Japan, Ireland, England and Germany), since the “company values their singular
skills and experiences” (Portuguese female HR director). The organization pro-
motes their smooth integration in both the company and the Portuguese society (e.g.
helping them to find suitable houses and schools for their children). Curiously,
though, there are no individuals from Africa, Brazil, and/or Eastern Europe, which
represent the major part of the Portuguese immigration pool.

Age

Websites from national companies usually display pictures of younger male and
female adults, while the pictures presented by foreign companies’ websites tend to
reveal higher age diversity for both genders. At N1, age diversity was positively
evaluated by managers, who find that “it’s important to mix the dynamic youth with
the responsibility and wisdom of the elder ones” (Portuguese male line manager).
On the contrary, the preference for a younger workforce was detected in both N2
and F3, where negative serotypes prevail:

It’s a matter of fact that older people are more resistant to change and less willing to
embrace challenges. (N2, Portuguese male HR director)

Older people lack the strength and dynamism to deal with the hard work in the production
units. (F3, Portuguese male manager)

Managers from F4, F5, and F6 did not reveal a preference towards either
younger applicants/workers or more experienced ones, and no contradictory evi-
dence was found in these companies’ demographics.
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Disability

Among the analyzed 24 websites, only one from a native company and three from
foreign companies have specific diversity/equality sections. In such cases, pictures
representing collaborators with notorious physical disabilities (mostly in wheel-
chairs) are displayed. N1’s non-discrimination discourse, presented in both the
website and the lobby’s chart values, alludes to the condition of disability. Despite
this rhetoric, no individual with this condition works at N1 as managers consider
that “it would be too complicate to hire someone with severe disabilities, such as a
person in a wheelchair” (Portuguese male middle manager). This opinion and
practice seems unjustified both in terms of architectural barriers (since the new
facilities have elevators and ramps) and the available functions (for instance, the
administrative functions and call centre posts available could be occupied by people
with disabilities).

N2 managers depict the integration of people with disabilities as a relevant social
responsibility aim. However, individuals with this profile are kept apart from
external stakeholders, as a top manager (Portuguese female) explained: “Let’s be
honest, clients and visitors don’t want to come face to face with workers with
disabilities. Other functions, where they are not so exposed, and don’t feel so
observed, are better for them”.

F3 managers presented the demanding coordination and speed skills required by
operational functions as major impediments to the presence of people with physical
disabilities. The absence of this identity group in administrative functions was
associated with the notorious access problems in the offices (mainly the lack of
ramps and large elevators), which are located in an old building. Nevertheless, the
company employs some individuals with light mental disorders in functions that do
not involve direct client contact, describing such measure “as part of the company’s
social responsibility commitment” (Portuguese female HR director).

Blind individuals and wheelchair users collaborate with F4 through telecom-
muting arrangements because this policy “reduces our expenses with appropriate
equipment and space” (Portuguese female HR director). However, since these
individuals are kept apart from colleagues and clients, they may have fewer career
opportunities [38].

Access ramps were recently installed in F5 to accommodate a worker who
became paraplegic after a car accident. Apart from this reactive measure, no formal
policies and/or practices concerning people with disabilities were adopted.

F6 employs a number of ear-impaired women in assembly line functions because
“they reveal more concentration and are thus less prone to making mistakes”
(Portuguese female HR manager). In contrast, people with mobility handicaps are
excluded since “the assembly line functions demand high coordination and speed
skills” (Portuguese male line manager).
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Appearance

Websites from both national and foreign companies usually display pictures of men
and women that, according to the traditional beauty patterns, can be considered
attractive. In three of the analyzed companies, appearance does seem to matter. Less
common looks are not free from judgment at N1, as revealed by a Portuguese male
manager: “There is a delivery guy with a funny multicoloured hair and people get
suspicious. But, after all, he proved competent”.

N2 managers consider less usual appearances (e.g. piercings, tattoos, and
peculiar haircuts) as inappropriate for employees dealing with clients because “they
do not seem so trustworthy, they don’t reflect the company’s image” (Portuguese
male middle manager). Also in this company, women who want to succeed are
expected to renounce their femininity and adopt a more conservative or even
masculine look:

Women who want to succeed here must adjust to a male business world. […] If you come
to a board meeting wearing something revealing, your ideas won’t be taken seriously.
(Portuguese female top manager)

At F3, less attractive men and women are placed in functions that involve no
contact with clients, such as cleaning. In this respect, a top manager (Portuguese
male) asserted: “Let’s face it: people don’t want to be assisted by someone who
looks very unattractive or sick!”

Managers from the remaining companies (F4, F5, and F6) did not disclose any
particular position regarding physical appearance, seemingly neither valuing nor
depreciating diversity at this level.

Religion and Political Ideology

Most of the 24 analyzed websites (i.e. regardless of the companies’ nationality of
origin) declare that employees are not evaluated on the basis of their religion.
Conversely, managers from all of the six further investigated companies considered
wiser to keep religion and political ideology private in order “to avoid conflicts,
particularly among workers who are less educated and open to difference” (N2,
Portuguese female middle manager).

Sexual/Affective Orientation

The websites of companies from foreign origin frequently include sexual orientation
among the list of identity attributes that must be protected against discrimination,
while this is less frequent on native companies’ websites. Individuals from most of
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the companies participating in stage 2 of the study (N1, N2, F3, F5) vehemently
expressed the idea that homosexuality must not be revealed at the workplace:

That thing [homosexuality] should be kept private. (N1, Portuguese male worker).

I don’t care if a collaborator is homosexual and, especially, I don’t want to know. In some
cases, you know, ignorance is a bliss. (F3, Portuguese male manager)

However, the same individuals did not consider inappropriate behavior when
heterosexual people disclose private matters at work, such as wedding plans,
because “these are normal” (N2, Portuguese male middle manager). Moreover,
some individuals denied the existence of homosexual collaborators in their com-
pany. This result (unlikely to be correct in such companies employing a large
workforce) suggests that collaborators who have this sexual/affective identity may
be concealing it and, consequently, experiencing anxiety at the workplace [14].

Discussion

Gender emerges as the most frequently mentioned identity attribute on the diversity
contents of the 24 corporate websites. Websites from native companies usually
declare the organizational commitment to guarantee equal opportunities between
men and women, while several websites from foreign companies present gender
balance as a relevant goal. Work-life balance initiatives are deemed useful to
promote the presence of women at the several hierarchical levels, including man-
agement positions, by half of the companies participating in stage 2 of the study.
Gender segregation is still a reality in some of the sample companies and this
situation is perceived not so much as a problem but rather as something “natural”,
i.e. associated with tradition and/or physical complexion. Both the persistent gender
segregation and the assumption that work-life balance initiatives are mostly
developed because women need them reinforce this group’s minor status [39].

Websites from both national and foreign companies usually represent collabo-
rators and clients/consumers through pictures of men and women with a com-
plexion that is easily associated to Portuguese native people. Seemingly, these
companies devalue the fact that a more diverse population characterizes the con-
temporary Portugal. Moreover, this option may risk communicating that individuals
from national origin are privileged candidates, as well as deemed more significant
buyers. On the other hand, pictures of people from ethnic minorities tend to figure
on the CSR sections/links, thus suggesting that companies regard them as disad-
vantaged groups that must be protected for ethic reasons, rather than as a valuable
workforce or client pool.

The foreign nationality of origin is faced differently depending on the specific
country of origin. Members from more developed countries, such as the US,
Germany and the UK, are appraised as possessing more sophisticated know-how
and, thus, as significantly contributing to the organizational competitiveness.
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In contrast, individuals from Brazil, Angola and Mozambique (which were former
Portuguese colonies), as well as from Eastern Europe, are generally found in less
intellectually demanding functions. These results suggest ethnical stereotypes and
ethnocentric attitudes that echo both the Portuguese colonial past and the world’s
geopolitical division [40]. As argued by Mighty [9], the individual’s geographic
origin influences the place s/he occupies at work.

Common age stereotypes in the Western societies [41] seem to prevail and
influence people’s management decisions in a couple of the analyzed organizations,
curiously one native company and an affiliate from foreign origin. Even more usual
is managers’ perception that the demanding requirements of operational functions
are among the major factors preventing the employment of people with disabilities
in the correspondent companies. This argument suggests that these individuals are
associated with functions that are less intellectually demanding, as if their physical
condition implied cognitive problems as well. Moreover, some managers consid-
ered wiser to keep individuals from this identity group (as well as less attractive
workers) in functions that do not involve contact with external stakeholders.
Findings also suggest that these individuals tend to be perceived and dealt with as
targets of CSR actions rather than valued by their specific talents. Both practices
preclude the full integration of people with psychical disabilities and limit their
career opportunities.

Religion and political affiliation are considered controversial subjects that should
be silenced at the workplace. Moreover, although it is considered normal and
expected that heterosexual employees reveal private life details, homosexuality is
perceived as a private issue that should not be disclosed, a view that conceives
homosexuality as a deviant behavior.

Drawn on Dass and Parker’s [8] typology, Table 3 summarizes the way the
companies participating on the study are evaluating and dealing with distinct
identity groups.

Table 3 Organizational approaches towards specific identity groups in the analyzed companies

According to Dass and
Parker’s [8] typology

Main results Minority identity
groups/attributes and
corresponding organizations

Resistance Perspective
(Diversity as threat)

Rejection/avoidance
Workplace discrimination.
Limited employment
opportunities. Organizations
do not benefit from
minorities’ talents and skills

• Ageing individuals (N2,
F3)

• Unusual/unattractive looks
(N2, F3)

• Mobility disability and
health problems (N1, F6)

Denial/nonissue
Differences must be
silenced/concealed.
Minorities may experience
anxiety and reveal lower
performance

• Minority sexual
orientations (N1, N2, F3,
F5)

• Religion and political
affiliation (N1, N2, F3, F4,
F5, F6)

(continued)
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Final Considerations

This study particularly contributes by exposing diversity as a social construct that
can reflect as many facets as the minority identity groups present in a specific space
and time. Most of the diversity approaches described on Dass and Parker’s [8]
typology were, indeed, found coexisting in the Portuguese organizational context,
some of them revealing more than one form. Companies that either reject/avoid the
presence of certain minorities (e.g. ageing individuals) or deny the existence of
some (less visible) identity attributes among their workforce (e.g. homosexuality)
can be considered as adopting the Resistance Perspective. Attributes such as
physical disability, less common looks, and ethnicity were tolerated but perceived
as bringing potential problems to some companies. This evaluation features in the
Discrimination and Fairness Perspective, which is mainly characterized by

Table 3 (continued)

According to Dass and
Parker’s [8] typology

Main results Minority identity
groups/attributes and
corresponding organizations

Discrimination and
Fairness Perspective
(Differences cause
problems)

Accommodation/Controlled
access
Limited opportunities and
access to specific functions.
Minorities may be perceived
as targets of CSR actions but
are not valued by their talent

• Gender segregation (F3,
F5)

• Physical disability and
health problems (N2, F3,
F4, F5, F6)

• Unusual/unattractive looks
(N2, F3)

• Immigrants from less
developed countries (N1,
N2, F3, F5)

Access and Legitimacy
Perspective (Differences
create opportunities)

Appreciation
The presence of minorities is
valued but not enough to
compel organizations to
actively promote it

• Gender diversity (N1)
• Age diversity (N1)
• Immigrants from more
developed countries (N2,
F3, F5)

Promotion
Minorities are viewed as
possessing specific
talents/skills due to their
identity groups. Their
presence is promoted in
specific functions

• Gender diversity (N2, F4,
F6)

• Immigrants from specific
nationalities of origin (N2,
F4, F6)

• Physical disability—the
case of ear-impaired
women (F6)

Learning Perspective
(Differences and
similarities offer
opportunities and bear
costs)

Full access
Minorities are evaluated on
the basis of their particular
talents/skills (regardless of
identity attributes)

Discourse found among
some websites of companies
from foreign
ownership/control but not
among the analyzed
companies
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confining such minorities to specific jobs and functions, as well as demanding their
unilateral adaptation to the organizational culture. The Access and Legitimacy
Perspective, which implies that differences are perceived as generating specific
benefits, was seldom observed in the sampled companies and, when identified, it
was mostly circumvented to gender balance and foreign nationality (particularly
when referring to more developed countries). Moreover, this approach was found as
assuming either a more active form if the organization really develops policies and
practices to promote such diversity, or a passive one if the organization merely
appreciates the (accidentally) existing diversity. The Learning Perspective, which
conveys a wider conception of difference and the pursuit of multiple objectives
derived from diversity, was detected in the website contents of some affiliates from
foreign origin, but was virtually absent from the interviews conducted on the
analyzed companies.

This study also exposes diversity as a concept that is socially (re)interpreted and
(re)negotiated over time. In concrete, although compassion, solidarity and support
are communal values traditionally attributed to the Portuguese society [42], the
persistent economic difficulties faced by this country seem to be thwarting the
sympathy towards the specific challenges faced by ethnic minorities, since native
people evaluate their own situation as equally tough. This is particularly evident
when it comes to foreign individuals from less developed countries, such as the
former Portuguese colonies in Africa, who are perceived as absorbing job oppor-
tunities but failing to contribute with valuable talent. Moreover, most managers
considered wise to avoid religious and ideological comments at the workplace, an
opinion that may be intensified by the current climate of tensions in Europe. Also
significant is the fact that the affiliate from foreign origin with more global activity
(F4) distinguishes itself by its appreciation of diversity, particularly in terms of
cultural background and gender. Such result demonstrates the impact that com-
plying with distinct institutional contexts may produce in terms of diversity per-
spectives and practices.

Longitudinal studies that analyze the corporate websites’ contents, and partic-
ularly the six sample companies, may expose the impact of more current changes,
such as the integration of Syrian refugees into Portuguese workplaces and the
recently elected left-wing government along with its corresponding social and work
policies. On the other hand, similar studies focusing on small and medium-sized
enterprises constitute a significant avenue of research since they are still dominant
in the Portuguese organizational context. Given that the current study reveals that
the same identity group can be perceived differently in distinct organizations
operating in the same national context (e.g. avoidance of elder employees vs.
appreciation of age diversity), it is expected that such variety of responses would be
amplified if companies of different sizes were included. Studies comparing com-
panies from more traditional versus more high-tech activity sectors are also
expected to offer stimulating results and discussions, as well as to contribute to a
more comprehensive understanding of the way minority identity groups are eval-
uated and managed in the Portuguese organizational context.
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Cultural Complexity in Large
Organisations

Nick G. Chandler

Abstract This chapter presents the key concepts and perspectives involving cul-
tural diversity in large organisations. The concept of a large homogenous organi-
sations culture is questioned using the case study of a large Higher Educational
Institution and arguments are made for adopting a differentiation perspective. With
this new perspective, employee subcultures are viewed in terms of diversity and
uniformity. The nature of diversity in the long term is considered through the
findings of a longitudinal study of the Higher Educational Institution. The diversity
in the organisation is considered in terms of intergenerational diversity through a
study the student’s values and perception. Finally, the strategic effect of complexity
in organisations is considered in terms of the evolutionary nature of strategy.

Diversity in Organisational Culture

Basic Terms and Definitions

The values are the general criteria, standards or guiding principles that people have
and use to determine which types of behaviour, events, situations and outcomes are
desirable or undesirable. An individual’s values may not be the same as those of the
organisation that management maintain, referred to as espoused values. Espoused
values are seen as a desired state as put forward by management as part of the image
of the organisation rather than the values held by all members of the organisation.
When a company indicates their core values on their company profile, these are the
espoused values which management hopes that the employees also uphold. These
espoused values may include terminal values, which are the desired end states or
outcomes, such as high quality, strong culture, and can often be found in an
organisation’s mission and/or vision statement. Instrumental values refer to the
desired modes of behaviour, such as working hard, keeping to deadlines, etc.) and
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can be found in company policy with topics such as time-keeping, ethics and
anti-discrimination.

The organisational culture refers to “a pattern of shared basic assumptions that
the group learned as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal
integration that has worked well enough to be considered valid and therefore, to be
taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to
these problems” [1]. Culture may refer to the ‘real culture’, which concerns the
characteristics of the organisation or the ‘constructed culture’, which concerns
people’s perceptions of themselves and others as members of the organisation. An
organisational culture may be divided in large complex organisations into groups of
subcultures. A subculture is a subset of an organisation’s members who interact
regularly with one another, identify themselves as a distinct group within the
organisation, share a set of problems and routinely take action on the basis of
collective understandings unique to the group [2]. Within each group of subcultures
there may be a dominant culture, which means that the subculture contains a
majority of the members of the organisation or that the subculture is significantly
larger when compared to the other subcultures. The dominant culture is often
associated with a management subculture since management is often seen as ‘in
charge’ and therefore dominant.

The Importance of Organisational Culture

Every organisation has its own way of doing things. Even within the same industry,
companies have their own style of working. The beliefs, ideologies, principles and
values of an organisation constitute the organisational culture. It can be seen in the
architecture, the uniform (or lack of it), social events and even the way employees
choose to celebrate. Consider an organisation with an open place office compared to
onewith closed cubicles or onewhere a uniform is compulsory to onewhere jeans and
t-shirts are acceptable and employees lounge on bean bags with their lap taps. The
organisational culture is more than just theway things are done or theway things look.
The organisational culture affects the organisation in the following ways:

• The culture decides the way employees interact with management.

When employees have the same way of doing things as management then it is often
referred to as a healthy culture. The interaction is positive and supportive to both
management and employees, resulting in continuous motivation and loyalty.

• The culture of an organization gives employees a sense of direction at the
workplace.

One of the keys to strategic management is ensuring that all employees understand
the values and direction of the organisation so that strategic decisions can be passed
clearly and effectively to lowers levels for implementation. The espoused values of
management give a basis for all employees to understand not only what the
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organisation stands for but also how to accomplish daily tasks. In this way,
organisational culture is seen as the glue that holds employees together with a set of
shared values and common direction.

• The organisational culture is part of the image of the organization.

Every organisation has its own way of doing things that make it different from all
the others, like an organisational fingerprint. It gives an identity to the organi-
sation. In this way the organisational culture enables employees to be aware of and
understand what the reason is for the organisation’s existence and what values and
norms are upheld in the organisation.

• The organisational culture protects itself, like an immune system.

Employees that behave against the norms and values of the culture will be seen as
not fitting in. In many cases organisations ensure that potential employees have the
‘correct’ values and behaviour at the interview stage and those that do not are not
given positions in the organisation. On the other side of the coin, this also means
that if change is needed, there may be resistance to change if it involves a change
in existing values and behaviours.

• Organisational culture is something organic.

The values and behaviours of an organisational culture may change in the face of
internal and external changes. Organisational culture change is a slow process. It is
said that after a merger, it takes at least 7 years for the two cultures to fully merge
[3]. However, organisational culture evolve in the face of environmental changes,
be they internal or external.

• The organisational culture indicates the way things are done.

The culture dictates the way of working that is preferred in a particular organisation.
For example, whether collaboration is preferred over competition, an internal focus
is preferred over an external focus or if stability and control is preferred over
flexibility and creative freedom.

Given the importance of organisational culture, small business owners need to
consider the type of culture they wish to develop in the early stages of establishing a
business. Then as the company grows and expands, the top management need to
build and reinforce the values and norms held in the organisation so that the culture
can become a strong culture. A strong culture is a valuable asset and has additional
benefits to the ones already listed in this section:

(1) Attracting the best employees

When an organisational culture is strong, employees are motivated and engaged.
This makes the organisation attractive to other workers in the industry who perhaps
do not have such a strong culture. In industries where talent is in short supply and
many organisations offer similar compensation packages, the organisational culture
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may be the deciding factor for talented workers to apply for a job. After all, a strong
culture means that employees enjoy working at the organisation and believe in the
direction in which the company is heading.

(2) Holding onto the best employees

If employees are motivated, engaged and believe in the core values and the desired
direction or vision of the organisation, then they are less likely to look for a job
somewhere else. As mentioned earlier, organisational culture is the glue that hold
employees together the stronger the culture, the stronger the glue holding them
together.

(3) No more daily chore

When a strong culture exists and people are engaged and motivated, then the job is
no longer seen as a daily list of chores that have to be done so that a salary is paid.
People no longer toil to get through the day but comes to work because they enjoy
it. Organisations with strong cultures are likely to have lower absentee rates through
sickness and other causes, as well as a lower number of staff leaving the organi-
sation, i.e. a lower staff turnover.

Building a strong culture requires some investment in time and money, but the
results significantly outweigh the costs. The culture needs to be considered from
day one and continuously built upon. However, as the organisation becomes large
and increasingly complex, top management need to consider the likelihood that the
organisational culture is no longer a single homogenous culture but may be frag-
mented into smaller cultural groups or subcultures. The following section considers
the organisational culture of large organisations.

Complexity in Organisations

When we look at society we see a wide range of values, ages, behaviours and
attitudes. If we consider large complex organisations then we can assume that such
organisations reflect a similar complexity as the society in which they operate [4].
This means that in large organisations there are likely to be a diverse range of
values, behaviours, attitudes and perceptions.

If we see large organisations as complex organisms, then this also means the
only way to fully understand them is to find the differences across the organisation
and analyse each diverse part, in other words: “it is only by understanding the parts
…we can understand the whole” [5]. Accepting diversity and complexity in this
context seems relatively straightforward. However, this acceptance only works if
we consider all the members of the organisation—not only the management but all
levels of the organisational structure. The greater size of an organisation means the
greater the likelihood of it splitting into subcultures. An example of the diversity of
subcultures can be seen in the following table:
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Table 1 shows that an organisation does not have to be an international
organisation to experience diversity. Through subcultures, employees see them-
selves and others very differently. They have varying attitudes to risk, time and
whether they focus on internal operations or the external environment. However, it
cannot be assumed that a large organisation means a large number of subcultures.
The view taken of an organisation’s culture is referred to as the cultural perspective
and the different perspectives will be shown in the following section.

Cultural Perspectives

Not all experts agree on the extent of diversity in organisations. Perspectives on
organisational culture vary from the one end of the scale where all employees have
the same or similar values and beliefs, to the other end of the scale where none of

Table 1 Subcultures’ characteristics in a large organisation

Return culture Market
culture

Profession
culture

Small labourers

Members Product managers [top
managers (to some
extent); potentially:
finance]

Sales
(potentially:
customer
care)

Technicians (to
some extent: the
lawyer)

Invoicing,
MIRA, lawyer,
customer care,
finance

Self portrait The conducting
midfielders

The magic
forwards
delivering
goals

Libero, defender
serving the
others

Secret talents on
the bench

Perception
of others

Skillful gamblers Over
occupied
little star
alike

Overloaded
geniuses
somewhere in
the building

Ambitious
ballasts

Internal—
external
focus

Intermediate internal Strong
external
(customers)

Intermediate
external
(suppliers)

Miscellaneous
(potentially
internal)

Attitude
towards risk

Intermediate Risk taker Risk avoider Risk avoider

Time
orientation

Intermediate Shorter Longer Intermediate–
longer

Professional
—task
orientation

Task orientation Task
orientation

Professional
orientation

Task orientation
(some
professional)

Professional
—business
orientation

Business More
business
than
professional

Professional Professional

Source Bokor [6]
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the employees share the same belief and values. The way we see or chose to see
organisational culture in terms of the level of diversity is referred to as the cultural
perspective. There are three perspectives:

The first is called the unitarist or integration perspective. In this view, we
believe that there is unity throughout the organisation. This means that we can
classify each organisational culture as a particular type, as with Handy [7] and the
four culture types: task, power, people and role-oriented cultures, or Hofstede [8]
with an organisation having a role, achievement, power or support culture. There
are a number of assumptions that we also have to accept if we adopt this per-
spective. First, leadership is top-down, with members unified and conforming to the
directives of top management. There is a high degree of homogeneity in terms of
values, attitudes and behaviours, which is why this perspective is also often referred
to as the ‘integration perspective’ [9]. The shared values and beliefs are seen by
members as ‘the way we do things round here’ [10], rather than ‘the way some of
us…’ or ‘the way most of us do things around here’. It seems reasonable for
managers to assume the integration/unitarist perspective as this reinforces their
desire for all staff to ‘tow the line’ and ties in with the concepts of vision and
mission as an integrative force encouraging improved staff performance and
increased unity of direction.

The second option is referred to as the pluralist or differentiation perspective. In
this case, diversity is accepted to some extent and is reflected in the existence of
diverse subcultures in organisations. The culture is no longer homogenous, but
rather ‘heterogeneous’. Even in smaller organisations such as supermarkets, sub-
cultures have been found to exist [11]. Conformity towards a single monolithic
organisational culture is replaced by cultural diversity and the potential conflict
between these subcultures is tolerated as management takes a ‘multicultural view’
of their organisation.

The final perspective sees the organisation and its members in an even greater
state of diversity. The organisation consists of individuals with their own values and
norms and as such neither a single dominant culture nor any subcultures are said to
exist. In such organisations managing cultural change is impossible on an indi-
vidual basis and the focus shifts towards communication and diversity management.
This perspective is referred to as the fragmentation perspective with fragmented
groups being issue-specific and no shared meaning between members of the
organisation or members of part of the organisation. The organisation appears as a
series of contradictions and confusion on the part of the members with a lack of
consistency, consensus and ambiguity.1

Whichever perspective is adopted, the caveat remains that this perspective only
serves when taking a snapshot of the organisation at one particular moment in time
as values are neither completely stable nor unstable but rather change according to
the environment of individuals and groups [12].

1Martin [9], ibid.
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Levels of Cultural Diversity

Subcultures are often understood to be countercultures in organisations and often
seen in a negative light. However, subcultures do not automatically translate to
‘countercultures’, rebelling against the organisation’s top management. Subcultures
may exist alongside a dominant culture [13] as each subculture has members with a
combination of pivotal and peripheral values. Pivotal values are the core values of
an organisation as espoused by top management. Members are expected to uphold
these values, with those that do not being rejected, or ejected, from the organisation
[14]. Peripheral values refer to those values not considered as core values but the
organisation may encourage members to adopt them. Failure to take on the
peripheral values, however, does not result in rejection in the same way as when
failing to uphold the pivotal values. When members of a subculture have the same
pivotal and peripheral values as the overarching organisational culture (i.e. the
dominant culture), then it is called an enhancing subculture. When the subculture
and dominant culture shares the pivotal but both the peripheral values, then it is
referred to as an orthogonal culture. Finally, when the subculture does not share the
pivotal or the peripheral values of the dominant culture, then it is called a coun-
terculture [15]. Even this breakdown of complex cultures into subcultures with a
combination of pivotal and peripheral values is further complicated by the view that
subculture types may be seen on a scale of increasing diversification rather than as
three concrete types, as can be seen in Fig. 1 [16].

As can be seen in the figure, a unitary culture refers to the integration or unitarist
perspective with a single monolithic organisational culture. An integrated organi-
sational culture is when the enhancing subcultures are a part of the overall dominant
organisational culture which may be seen as a combination of the integration and
differentiation perspectives. The slightly differentiated organisational culture refers
to a collection of both enhancing and orthogonal subcultures, with varying combi-
nation of peripheral and pivotal values and still takes a combination of the inte-
gration and differentiation perspectives. A significantly differentiated culture refers
to no enhancing subcultures and only orthogonal or counter subcultures. The sub-
cultures may be heterogeneous (a differentiation perspective), but there is still the
existence of a dominant culture as well. In the disorganised form of organisation,
there is no dominant culture and subcultures have no common values, which takes
the fragmentation perspective. It now seems that a fourth perspective has emerged:
the multi-perspective approach where the cultural composition of an organisation
could be one of a number of possible combinations with varying degrees of common
peripheral and pivotal values for enhancing and orthogonal subcultures, counter-
cultures, a dominant culture and fragmented sections of ambiguity and uncertainty.

It has been argued that in some organisations, such as prisons, pivotal values are
so widely adopted that they restrict the emergence of peripheral values and thereby,
the emergence of subcultures.2 However, this is unlikely in strong culture

2Schein [13], ibid.
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organisations. The extent that employees have pivotal or peripheral values in line
with the organisation not only indicates if the employee (or subculture) are
enhancing the values and beliefs of the organisation, but also the way the
employees (or subcultures) view the organisation and the world around them. This
is referred to as cultural lenses. In a large organisation made up of people from
different nationalities, employees learn to see things through the eyes of others as
they learn and appreciate cultural differences. However, in organisational culture
can still be diverse without national differences and the way employees perceive the
organisation, its management and the world around them can impact upon their
individual motivation and effectiveness.

Let us take an example of subcultures in a large organisation. A national
company with little diversity on an international level. However, employees have
grouped to form subcultures identified as certain types, such as a market (externally
focussed with stability and control) subculture, a hierarchy (formal procedures,
bureaucracy, internal focus with stability and control) and clan (family and group
centred with an internal focus as well as flexibility and a sense of freedom). These
subcultures exist with some harmony in the organisation and have common pivotal
values, as the clan and hierarchy subcultures have a common internal focus and
integration and the dominant market culture and hierarchy culture have common
values of stability and control. Thus management need to understand that, like links
in a chain, the hierarchy subculture has pivotal values in line with the dominant
culture, and that although the clan subcultures had no pivotal values in line with the
market culture, this subculture was not entirely isolated in the organisation as it has
pivotal values in line with the hierarchy subculture, as seen in Fig. 2.

It can also be seen from the above figure, there is a combination of perspectives
in play. We have integration (a dominant culture), differentiation (competing sub-
cultures) and fragmentation (residuals that do not fit any category). Thus diversity is
in fact represented in large organisation with a combination of these perspectives or
levels rather than a choice of one out of the three. There are examples of enhancing
(hierarchy subcultures) and orthogonal (clan and market subcultures) in relation to
the organisation’s hierarchy culture.

More Diversified Subcultures

Unitary

Integrated

Slightly

Differentiated
DisorganizedSignificantly

Differentiated

Fig. 1 The diversification of subcultures. Source Hatch [16]
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The Implications

To consider the implications of the potential cultural and intergenerational diversity in
large organisations, a specific casemay serve as an example of the distinct complexity:
the complexity of culture in higher education has been covered for almost half a
century. The organisational culture in higher educational institutions (HEIs) has been
described as ‘tribes and territories’.3 The potential for diversity is high, with teaching
staff experiencing high autonomy, indicating a lower likelihood of shared values and
yet a high respect for traditions and rituals which may indicate a strong culture. The
question arises: is the culture in higher education split by profession,with teaching and
non-teaching staff, are teaching staff split by topics taught? Is there a difference in
culture for teachers of soft or hard subjects? The following section will consider the
case of diversity in organisations in higher education.

Cultural Diversity in Higher Education

A number of studies of organisational culture in higher education have uncovered
the potential for accepting two of the three perspectives mentioned earlier in this
chapter: integration and differentiation [17] and this is referred to as the
multi-perspective approach. The unitarist perspective seems plausible when we
think of faculty members all sharing a common world view and the same
approaches to learning and the academic world in general. Likewise, attitudes to
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Fig. 2 The composition of culture in the organisation

3Becher [5], ibid.
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research and development may also indicate the existence of shared values and a
common desired direction for the organisation. However, the majority of studies
indicate that cultures of HEIs are complex and rarely homogenous [18] and that in
these institutions subcultures will emerge. In the example mentioned earlier, if
faculty share similar values towards research, learning and the academic world in
general, then rather than being an argument in favour of homogeneity in cultures, it
is in fact an indicator of the existence of occupational subcultures. Higher edu-
cation organisational cultures are differentiated from others because of greater
complexity [19]. Beyond occupational subcultures, departments are often split
according to the discipline. These departments may also be separated according to
location and may feel the need to compete with other departments for funding for
the yearly budgets, numbers of students enrolled on courses, number of publica-
tions or quality of research by staff. These competing aspects all serve to form
cultural boundaries. The resulting effect is that subcultures form based on the
discipline or specialisation of staff. Universities are often made up of a collection of
institutes or Faculties that may exist in different locations and may be seen as
separate units developing their own cultures. Furthermore, in higher education there
is also a student culture which may challenge and even change the values of the
organisational culture, and vice versa. This cultural complexity can be seen in
Fig. 3, which is referred to as a cultural web.

Subcultures are also more likely to develop in bureaucratic, larger or more
complex organisations with a wide range of functions and technologies [20]. There
are a variety of types of organisational subcultures, not all of which are based on
expressing opposing views,4 as in the case of orthogonal and enhancing organisa-
tional subcultures where some values and norms may differ from those of the
dominant culture, but there is still adherence to the core or pivotal values. Thus, these
subcultures do not impede organisational performance through conflict and resis-
tance to organisational values and norms. In an organisation with heterogeneous
subcultures, competing subcultures may cause conflict but the competition between
the subcultures may enhance members’ roles in the organisation, as, for example,
they strive to acquire more skills than the members of other subcultures [21]. In a
higher education setting, this competitive aspect could be seen in the number of
papers produced per department or rivalries based upon prestige or reputation.

When considering the potential impact of occupational subcultures, conflicts are
often seen as the likely outcome. Conflicts have arisen between managerial sub-
cultures which aim to control work within the organisation and other occupational
subcultures that seek autonomy [23]. Subcultures are often characterised as ‘con-
taining seeds of conflict’ as conflict may emerge when members of differing sub-
cultures confront one another [24] due to differences in values, attitudes and
behaviours. However, subcultures may also perceive themselves and other sub-
cultures and members in the organisation differently. By subcultures seeing events

4Trice and Beyer [20], ibid.
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through their own ‘subcultural lenses’ may also be a cause of conflict5 noted that in
multicultural organisations; members of subcultures perceived things only from
their cultural perspective (ethnocentrism), also perpetuating conflict.

The cultural diversity found in organisations in the form of subcultures does not
instantly mean that the organisation’s member are set for conflict and poorer per-
formance. In fact subcultures may have a positive effect upon strong culture
organisations in relation to an organisation’s desire to become ‘agile’ [25]. Agility
is achieved through subcultures providing the flexibility and responsiveness that a
unitary culture may limit. A prerequisite of this is that top management adopt a
multiculturalist view in that they allow the emergence and co-existence of
heterogeneous subcultures in the organisation. There are a number of other reasons
why subcultures may not have a negative impact upon the organisation. First,
subcultures may consist of smaller groups that are strategically weak and, therefore,
not threatening [26]. Second, subcultures often emerge in response to changing
demands and can serve as an outlet for members to express conflict and dissent
arising during turbulent times. These emerging subcultures are seen as a mechanism
for changing less central values as well as a means by which members can express
themselves. Furthermore, subcultures may have a particular focus that makes them
specialist in certain business activities [27]. If organisations turn their attention
towards examining and understanding subcultures, then this act and the attention
given to the organisation will aid the organisation in understanding the heretofore
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Fig. 3 Cultural complexity
in higher education. Source
Adapted from Valimaa [22]
and Becher [5]

5Gregory [4], ibid.
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hidden complexities, reasons for conflict and more generally heighten the man-
agement’s sensitivity to the cultural implications of business operations in general
and change processes in particular. Finally, subcultures may strengthen rather than
harm organisational cultures: a contrary point of view can strengthen beliefs, values
or behaviour as they are then put to the test and any challenge to existing beliefs is
thus a tool for reinforcement of values, beliefs and behaviour. As mentioned earlier,
subcultures contain a combination of both pivotal and peripheral values and so
subcultures could be orthogonal, enhancing or counter cultures [1]. This is an
important distinction: some subcultures could be destructive to the organisation
(countercultures), but some may not.

In spite of this list of potential benefits from subcultures, this does not discount
the fact the subcultures may in turn develop into countercultures that hinder
business operations, damage performance and cause conflict. In today’s environ-
ment of continuous change, instability and uncertainty, a destabilising element like
a subculture could be seen as potentially causing failure of the organisation,
especially in cases where the leadership is going through a period of transition and
the strategic direction is vague or unspecific, as in the case of organisations
undergoing a merger, for example.

In higher education, subcultures can act as “containers of creativity in which
ideas can formulate relatively independently of the constraints or influences of the
(strong) culture” [28]. The phenomenon of subcultures working alongside a dom-
inant culture has been observed in multiple cultures within organisations and
indicated a potential positive effect of these subcultures due to the variations
between them, hence coining the term ‘ambidextrous organisations’ [29]. Earlier it
was said that common pivotal values are the key to subcultures existing harmo-
niously with the dominant culture; however, it would be incorrect to assume that
large multi-faculty universities (referred to as a ‘multiversity’) or even small
institutions have something in common or some shared characteristic [30]. In the
1981 funding crisis in the UK this conflict of pivotal values in the professional
culture of HEIs was seen when power of veto was held by the faculties and
departments and in some cases departments and faculties vetoed against the
interests and concerns of their own institutions [31]. In a college or university, this
antagonism between subgroups may result in member conflict and so they stop
talking resulting in the formation of two distinct subcultures [32], and thereby
increasing the complexity and the potential for more conflict further down the line.

Employees may try to modify those values of other employees which seem
inappropriate to achieving their own goals or the success of the organisation and
this line of thought could be extended to an employee disagreeing with the
organisations values whilst continuing to work. This is a severe hindrance to the
efficiency of the employee and at the very least would result in the development of
cognitive dissonance, which a person holding two opposing views at the same
time. Such views not only stress the dynamic nature of subcultures but also that
there is a tendency to reduce the cultural distance between the subculture and the
dominant culture [33]. This is another indication that the impact may not neces-
sarily be a negative one.
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Finally, a subculture in any organisation may judge the others behaviour as
‘abnormal’ as they fail to live up to subcultural norms. The resulting effect is
alienation, a higher potential for misunderstandings, lack of appreciation of others
and conflict.

The Way Forward

Managing Subcultures

For large complex organisations, unitary cultures are actually the exception to the rule
andmultiple subcultures should be seen as the norm in organisations and not solely on
amanagement level [34].When organisationswish to develop a strong culture in large
complex organisations with a high likelihood of subcultures, then subcultures may be
aligned as ameans of strengthening the culture. The following model shows a process
by which organisations may seek to strengthen organisational culture through the
alignment of subcultures, referred to as a cultural audit (Fig. 4).

In the figure, it can be seen that this is a continuous process as it is assumed that
cultures and subcultures are dynamic in the organisation and that through
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Fig. 4 The change management process for aligning organisational subcultures
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interaction, as was suggested in the discussion part of this study, when one sub-
culture changes another may respond in kind either following the new set of values,
taking them on partially (as in this case when subculture three expected the lead-
ership to take on a market-culture style of leadership despite being a hierarchy
subculture type), or rejecting them partially or fully. Alternatively, this model could
be applied in practice as a means of conducting a ‘subculture’ audit prior to the
commencement of any change processes or when looking to implement a change in
the direction of the organisation.

Change Over Time

Conducting a subculture audit in a large complex organisation seems a means by
which the organisation can achieve a common direction shared through the whole
organisation. This is the desired result from a strategic point of view. However,
diversity has its benefits and the outcome of the cultural audit does not necessarily
result in the alignment of all subcultures. A recent study of the Budapest Business
School in 2011 [35] found that each subculture in an organisation may in fact have
its own specialisation. The organisation was a higher education institution and each
subculture had a different focus in terms of its market orientation. As can be seen in
the following figure, subcultures with a hierarchy culture type had an internal focus
and preference for stability. These subcultures were firmly oriented towards helping
and supporting students. The subculture with a market culture type also had a
preference for stability and control, but this was combined with an external focus.
The market subcultures were oriented towards competition. The third type of
subculture was the clan subculture and this group had an internal focus but also a
preference for flexibility and freedom of action. The clan subcultures had a pref-
erence for integration and a strong cooperation orientation (Fig. 5).

Market orientation in higher education is made up of these three elements (co-
operation, competition and student), and so the alignment of these subcultures
means that all three subcultures may be pushed towards one particular culture type

Market orientation in higher education

Student orientation Competition orientation Cooperation orientation 

Clan sub-

cultures

Market 

subculture

Hierarchy 

subcultures

Fig. 5 The contributions of subcultures to market orientation
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and one particular orientation. Thus, having a single culture type in the organisa-
tion, may lead to a lower overall market orientation and reduce the competitiveness
of the organisation. Cultural audits are a means of understanding the values and
perceptions of different subcultures in an organisation, but the need for mono- or
multiculturalism depends very much on top management conducting a scenario
analysis along the lines of asking: ‘what if this subculture no longer existed?’
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Fig. 6 How strategy unfolds in cultural diversity
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Cultural Diversity and the Evolution of Strategy

The uppers tiers of management develop strategic goals based upon key consid-
erations such as marketplace position and capabilities, whilst organisational sub-
cultures evolve organisational competences relating to the information passed on to
them concerning the organisation’s orientation. However, the information received
by top management on strategy is interpreted according to the subculture’s view of
themselves, others and the greater organisation, called the cultural perceptual
filter [36] and is similar to the cultural lenses referred to earlier in this chapter. This
process can be seen in Fig. 6.

It is through this model that management can appreciate the importance of
implementation of strategy in a large organisation with great cultural diversity.
Firstly, allowance needs to be made for how information is perceived and inter-
preted by subcultures. Second, management need to consider how information is
diffused, i.e. although strategic plans and related information may be diffused
through the hierarchy via top-down communication, information is diffused and
interpreted within each subculture. Finally, value creation is specific to each sub-
culture as collective learning will produce a range of different competences. Thus,
value creation is seen in a range of orientations and associated competencies being
covered by each subculture.
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Employee and Human Resource Managers
Perceptions About Family-Friendly Work
Practices: A Case Study Focused
on Perceived Organizational Support

Sandra Amorim and Gina Gaio Santos

Abstract This chapter looks at employee’s perceptions regarding the type of
family-friendly work practices available to them by their employing organizations
and, at the same time, it conveys their views on the organizational support received
on these matters. The empirical research is based on a case study design that
includes four companies belonging to different industries in Portugal. Overall, we
conducted 24 in-depth interviews with both operational employees and human
resource managers. The findings show that the HR managers in all the companies
admit not having formal procedures on family-friendly work practices but only a set
of informal practices that vary according to the functional level and the employee
rank. The company size and resources, the type of operational activities or the work
schedules are important explanatory factors for the scant adoption and implemen-
tation of family-friendly practices in these companies, and seem to play a more
influential role than institutional forces. Immediate supervisor and co-worker sup-
port are perceived by the employees as fundamental sources of organizational
support in the work–family life conciliation. The study limitations and future
research suggestions are also presented.

Introduction

In a world economy increasingly competitive in terms of work rhythms and work
pace and progressively more diverse regarding family-types, such as dual-career
couples or single-parent families, the relationship between professional and family
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life has become a central concern for individuals, but also for organizations and
society overall. Recognizing that the issue of work and family life encompasses
distinct matters related to organizational culture, family trends, and diversity issues,
it is important to understand how current organizations manage this issue. Thus, we
aim answering the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1 What type of family-friendly work practices and policies can be currently
found in employing organizations?

RQ2 What are employees’ perceptions about the organizational support regarding
the various family-friendly practices (FFPs) that are made available to them
by their employers?

The current study intends to shed some light into these matters and it is organized
as follows. In the first part, we establish the meaning of work and family life and we
conduct a brief literature review on the issue of FFPs and organizational culture. In
the second part, we proceed with a description of the methodology used in the
empirical study—a case study undertaken with four organizations in the Portuguese
context. The third part is focused on the findings presentation. Lastly, we look at
some limitations of the research and present suggestions for future research.

Defining the Work–Family Life Relationship

The last decades have been characterized by various economic and social changes
that made it difficult to manage the relationship between work and life domains,
leading to a growing interest in this subject. It is important to conceptualize what
we mean by “work” and “life.” Thus, we use Pocock et al. [44: 23] conceptual-
ization that defines work as “paid work” and “life beyond work as the activities
outside of paid work including household activities and those activities with family,
friends and community, including care activities and voluntary activity.” In this
research, we are particularly focused in family activities and in the work–life
policies that are being implemented by employing organizations in that matter.

The relationship between work and life domains has been conceptualized in
various ways, being one of the most widespread the conflict perspective [for a
comprehensive review see the studies by 17, 18]. Greenhaus and Beutell [27: 77]
define work–family conflict as a “form of inter-role conflict in which the role
pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible in some
respect.” According to the authors, there are three distinct sources of conflict:
(1) time-based conflict, where time spent in one role (work) cannot be devoted to
activities in the other role (family); (2) strain-based conflict, when strain in one role
affects one’s performance in the other role and; (3) finally, behavior based-conflict,
where patterns of behavior in one role may be incompatible with expectations
regarding behaviour in another role. Studies on conflict and interference (sometimes
also referred in the literature as negative spillover) are rooted in role theory, which
argues that role conflict (and role overload) occurs when there is a simultaneous
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occurrence of two or more sets of pressures such that the compliance with one
would make more difficult the compliance with the other [18].

More recently, Ashforth and colleagues [5] developed the concept of ‘boundary
theory’ to depict the micro-role transitions between distinct life domains (e.g., work
and family), involving the crossing of a set of boundaries on a daily basis and along a
continuum of segmentation and integration. The boundary theory presupposes that it
exists some degree of flexibility and permeability between life domains. As Pocock
et al. [44: 24] explain work and life are interactive domains that frequently overlap
each other and that are characterized by the spillover between them. Thus, the
boundaries betweenwork and family life are not closed but porous and varying in their
degree of boundary permeability and porosity [5, 44]. Hence, the porosity between
domains may be spatial (e.g., with work being done away from the workplace);
temporal (e.g., with work and caring activities being conducted simultaneously); and
interactive (e.g., with the actions of one domain affecting the other) [44: 24].

Also important, is the concept of “flexibility enactment” introduced by Kossek
et al. [32: 244] which is “the type of use and the way boundaries are psychologi-
cally managed and identify the conditions under which flexibility promotes positive
work–life outcomes”. The authors posit that the way workers use and experience
flexible work arrangements is dependent on how they prefer to manage the
boundaries between work and home. Thus, the integration of work and life domains
is not always the preferred approach and individuals may prefer to segment to some
extent work and family.

In this regard, for instance, the study by Santos [47] conducted with Portuguese
academics outlines the importance of the life-cycle in boundary-crossing processes.
For several academics in this study, parenthood is the life domain that influences
the most the crossing of boundaries between work and family on a daily basis.
Thus, the existence of young children at home help in forming more impermeable
boundaries between work and home because children’s needs tailor the workday,
while guarding against work interferences. Thus, various work factors and indi-
vidual life circumstances may dictate more segmented or integrated boundaries
between work and family life [5].

Theorizing FFPs: Definitions and Perspectives

Albrecht [1] defines the concept of FFPs as a set of corporate programs or measures
designed to respond to employees concerns with their family responsibilities,
aiming to help them manage their professional demands and personal and family
needs, thus contributing to overall work and life quality. Other authors [51] char-
acterize the FFPs as measures aimed at alleviating the conflict or negative spillover
between work and family life. More recently, the designation of FFPs has been
replaced by the term “work–life” initiatives [10, 12, 28]. This is a more encom-
passing label because it entails other life domains that go beyond the family and that
include leisure and voluntary and community work. Nevertheless, our study is

Employee and Human Resource Managers Perceptions … 69



particularly centered on the issue of family activities and needs, as such we will be
employing the more strict designation of FFPs. Examples of such measures may
include job sharing, flexible scheduling, on site-day care, elder/childcare provisions,
and condensed work weeks [51]. Overall, the FFPs have been categorized into three
main areas: (1) measures aimed at responding to family needs, such as childcare or
eldercare assistance; (2) measures regarding temporal and spatial flexibility, such as
telework or flextime; (3) and, finally, legal measures, such as the granting of par-
ental leaves [12, 21, 26].

Regarding the reasons why organizations favor the adoption of FFPs, we find
distinct explanations in the literature. The most prevalent explanation relates to
institutional theory [15] that posits that organizational fields become increasingly
alike because there are a set of forces that pushes them towards isomorphism: “which
is a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units
that face the same set of environmental conditions” [15: 149]. Three isomorphic
mechanisms were detected by DiMaggio and Powell: coercive isomorphism relating
to legal and political influences; mimetic processes that occur when one organiza-
tional unit imitates others units’ behaviors and successful practices and policies; and,
finally, normative isomorphism that steams from professionalization processes
within the organizational field. Thus, various authors highlight the role played by
institutional pressures for explaining the adoption of FFPs by organizations within a
given organizational field [e.g., 7, 25, 42, 43, 51, 55].

The recent study by Pasamar and Valle [43] with Spanish HR managers in two
industries—food and beverage and IT industries—shows a mixed support for both
the institutional perspective and expected efficiency gains from a managerial per-
spective (i.e., the perception by managers of the internal benefits and costs from
adopting work–life initiatives). The results show that mimetic and particular nor-
mative pressures influence the adoption of work–life practices, while coercive
pressures (e.g., the strength of legal arrangements) are less effective than expected.
The authors conclude that Spanish legislation is not enough to promote effectively
the use of work–life practices because it might be difficult to legislate workplace
culture changes [43: 1145]. Moreover, according to Pasamar and Valle, whenever
the organizational decision makers perceive positive outcomes related to the adop-
tion of work–life practices, they respond more positively to coercive and particular
normative pressures, which increases the availability and use of those benefits.

Consequently, important factors in the adoption of FFPs, at the organizational
and managerial levels, may refer to the size of the firm; the work force composition
in terms of gender distribution and academic qualifications levels; labor shortages in
specific work specialties; human resources recruitment and retention strategies; and
the prevalence of management systems focused on assuring employees’ organiza-
tional commitment through the benefiting of FFPs, as well as other organizational
efficiency gains, such as reducing absenteeism and turnover costs [7, 9, 14, 23, 25,
33, 34, 42, 45, 55, 56]. For instance, the recent study conducted by Kotey and
Sharma [33] with Australian small and medium enterprises (SMEs) points to the
prevalence of low levels of flexible work arrangements (FWAs). Overall, SMEs
allowed for the flexible use of leave entitlements and flexible working hours but
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seldom conceded the use of paid parental leave or job sharing opportunities due to
their limited resources and firm size. There were also differences in terms of
business sectors with the use of FWAs more common in the IT or scientific services
industries than in the manufacturing or primary sectors. And this happened because,
due to job requirements, the employees had to be physically present to perform
certain services or tasks, which did not allowed them to work from home (e.g., in
the IT sector it was more common to work from home because of the use of the
internet). In addition, unskilled workers by comparison with skilled workers used
much less FWAs. The rationale for that was that skilled workers held more control
and autonomy over their work and they were in a position to negotiate better
employment conditions and terms.

Overall, in recent decades, the research in this area [e.g., 11, 13, 29, 34, 36, 57,
59] recognizes the importance of implementing and adopting FFPs for both
employees’ well-being and organizational effectiveness and improved economic
performance, in particular, because the adoption of FFPs helps in the strengthening
of employee commitment, human talent retention, and decreased absenteeism and
turnover intentions.

The Adoption of FFPs: The Role Played
by Organizational Culture

Despite the individual and organizational positive consequences connected to the
use of FFPs, some barriers have been detected in what concerns its effective use
inside organizations. Thompson et al. [54] suggested that the lack of use of FFPs by
employees may be explained by the level of support that they encounter in their
workplaces, arguing that the level of work–family conflict that they may endure is
more influenced by the organizational support encountered than by the availability
of FFPs. In other words, in order for the FFPs to have a positive effect in reducing
work–family conflict levels, it is necessary that individuals feel that their use is
supported by the organization and does not put their career opportunities at risk.
Thus, how the organizational culture favors (or not) the use of FFPs is a funda-
mental aspect in the adoption of FFPs [e.g., 3, 4, 6, 12, 28, 38, 39, 54].

Thompson et al. [54: 134] define a supportive work–family culture “as the
shared assumptions, beliefs and values regarding the extent to which an organi-
zation supports and values the integration of employees work and family lives.”
The authors underline three important aspects that may make an organizational
culture more or less supportive of the work–life relationship: (1) the expectations
that the employee will prioritize work demands above family needs, which is
reflected in the number of hours that is expected that the employees will devote to
the organization as well as their unrestricted availability. This is characterized by
Daverth et al. [12] as organizational time expectations of spending long hours
visibly present; (2) the perceived negative career consequences or outcomes of
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adopting the available FFPs, [12]; (3) and the perceived organizational support and
sensitivity to employee’s family responsibilities and needs. This is referred by
Daverth and colleagues [12: 1712] as the managerial and organizational support for
the uptake of FFPs. These authors include two more determinants of a supportive
work–family culture: (4) the gendered perception of policy use that is the prevalent
idea that FFPs pertain only to women; (5) and, lastly, co-worker support regarding
work–family issues. Thus, individuals are more likely to benefit from the use of the
FFPs in a supportive organizational culture, thus experiencing reduced levels of
work to family conflict [54].

One of the most studied organizational barriers refers to the cultural stereotype
of the “ideal worker,” which contributes to the maintenance of workplace
inequalities. The “ideal worker” is someone that displays an undivided time com-
mitment and loyalty to the organization and is not distracted by family responsi-
bilities, being often depicted as a male worker [34]. This idea of the “ideal worker”
is deeply rooted in most working organizations that assume a preference for the
employees segmentation of work and family life domains, and which usually results
in a greater appreciation of male workers or of those workers without major family
commitments. In most organizations success and commitment is thus equated with
working long hours—which is usually more problematic for women that are still the
primary caretakers of the family—, and those who contest this culture and exhibit
their family commitments are perceived as less organizationally committed [8, 10,
22, 28, 34, 48].

Although there is an effort to make the issue of work–family interaction neutral
from a gender point of view, in practice, FFPs tend to be seen by both the
employers and the employees as policies broadly directed towards women [14, 23,
34]. According to Gregory and Milner [28] men often benefit from some type of
informal work flexibility but in a more concealed way and not explicitly connected
to family needs. Thus, FFPs are stereotyped as ‘women policies’ reinforcing more
than questioning gender stereotypes [34] as women continue to be perceived as the
main caretakers of the family and not committed enough to their organizations.

The study by den Dulk and de Ruijter [14] indicates that managers are essen-
tially interested in the performance of their departments and that work–life policies
are often seen as disruptive of work tasks and performance goals. In this research,
manager’s decisions to grant FFPs were dependent on whether the employee
making the request was supervising others, which was considered less favorably, as
well as on the gender of the employee. Requests made by women were considered
more favorably than those made by men, in particular when it concerned taking up
parental or care leaves. According to the authors, this is an indicator that family
duties are seen mainly as the responsibilities of women, which might curtail men’s
opportunities of also undertaking FFPs. Likewise, in the Greek context, Giannikis
and Mihail [23], pinpoint that the adoption of flexible work arrangements was
mainly uptake by women and public sector employees who were more likely to
perceive more benefits and fewer costs concerning the use of work flexibility.
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The adversarial organizational culture is also reinforced by the lack of super-
visory support. McGowan [38] found in her study that although managers publicly
defended that the employees with responsibilities in caring for the elderly should
present their cases to management, in practice they advised them to keep family
matters in the private realm. According to the author, the paradox between the
recommendation given by managers to explicitly express their family needs and,
informally, their advice to keep family issues silent highlights the power of orga-
nizational cultures to resist change and inhibit the use of FFPs. In this particular
case, the following of a silence strategy, by not communicating personal matters,
shows that the employee understood the (informal) message conveyed by the
organization about the proper ways to manage family commitments, emphasizing
the individual strategies, in which silence is included to the detriment of formal
organizational policies [38].

Hence, the support of supervisors or immediate managers is crucial for
employees’ successful work–life integration [12, 13, 20, 30, 35, 36, 46, 50]. As
underlined by Hopkins [30: 449] supervisors act as organizational gatekeepers
regarding “worker’s knowledge and use of organizational benefits, resources and
programs that might help workers better manage work and life responsibilities.”
Additionally, workers trust that their supervisors will help them manage their work–
family responsibilities by being knowledgeable about the family-responsive poli-
cies or benefits available to them. The recent study by Daverth et al. [12] proves that
the existence of a “context of support” is essential in the uptake of FFPs by
employees and that middle managers tend to mirror the behavior of senior managers
relatively to the support that they extend to the available work–life policies, thus
keeping with their perceptions of senior management expectations. The interde-
pendence between organizational culture and structure (i.e., formal HR policy and
practice relatively to FFPs) was then fundamental. Moreover, the study by
McCarthy et al. [36] shows that both organizational support (i.e., from the HR
manager) as well as the immediate supervisor support affect employee uptake of
work–life programs. In this study, employees reported more positive work–life
outcomes such as less role conflict, greater job satisfaction, and less turnover
intentions, when they perceived their supervisor as supportive.

Additionally, the support obtained from co-workers is also important because it
may enhance or inhibit formal initiatives aimed at managing work and family [2,
12, 13, 31, 40, 53] with research findings suggesting that co-workers may play a
vital role in the work–family relationship by providing emotional and/or instru-
mental support. Emotional support is related to the display of respect for the per-
sonal and family problems of work colleagues, while the instrumental support refers
to the completion of co-workers tasks whenever needed. The authors found that
emotional and instrumental support were more likely to occur in cohesive groups,
where employees considered the work climate as family-friendly, and believed that
the procedures relatively to the use of FFPs were managed fairly, and recognized
that their own supervisors supported the solving of conflicts between work and
family. Mesmer-Magnus and Glew [40] further note that the messages coming from
supervisors, consistently reinforcing the importance of family support, have a
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positive impact on co-workers behaviors and attitudes in terms of also reinforcing a
supportive work–family attitude amongst them. Also, the study by de Sivatte and
Guadamillas [13] shows that co-worker utilization of flexible work arrangements
was one of the strongest predictors for the effective use and adoption of various
flexibility benefits by employees (e.g., flextime, extra vacation days, or telework).

An important implication of the studies above is that it is not enough to create
FFPs, as these have to be supported by immediate supervisors and managed with
fairness throughout the organization and among distinct categories of employees.
To sum-up, the improvement of human resources management practices should
consider the analysis of the symbolic and cultural dimensions of organizations, thus
further advancing organizational work–family supportiveness.

Methodology

Research Design and Study Participants

To carry out the empirical study, a research strategy guided by a qualitative
approach was adopted with the use of the case study method [19, 60]. According to
Eriksson and Kovalainen [19] the case study design offers a detailed and holistic
knowledge on the subject under-research because it is based on the analysis of
multiple empirical sources of data, which are rich in real context. We employ an
extensive case study design by using four companies. Taking in consideration our
research questions, the study goals were the following: (1) to identify the FFPs that
four companies made available to their employees; (2) to isolate differences or
similarities between them relatively to the work–family organizational culture,
namely the role played by the immediate supervisor and co-workers in the adoption
of the FFPs.

The case selection was based on theoretical sampling aspects [19] and a con-
venience sampling strategy was used. Thus, by selecting these four cases we
expected to find similarities as well as differences between them that might allow us
to verify existing theory and/or make comparisons. The sampling criteria were the
following: (1) to have companies belonging to different business sectors or
industries in order to make comparisons and find differences or similarities between
cases; (2) to have companies with a human resource management (HRM) depart-
ment and with different sizes because this would enhance the variety in what
concerns the availability of FFPs. Table 1 offers a detailed description of the study
participants.

For reasons of confidentiality and anonymity, the names of the companies are
fictitious—hereafter designated as Alfa, Beta, Delta, and Chi. For each company we
interviewed the HR manager as well as five other employees, totalizing 24 par-
ticipants. Regarding the marital status and the number of children, most intervie-
wees were married or cohabiting and a few were divorced or single. Eleven
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interviewees had 1 child, another 11 participants had 2 children, and only 1
interviewee had more than 3 children, whereas another 1 had no children. In most
situations, the children were under the age of 12 and living in the family household.

Data Collection and Analysis

To collect data the following instruments were used: various organizational docu-
ments (e.g., organizational mission statements, annual reports, and company web-
sites), direct observation and field notes, and qualitative interviews. The gathering
of documents was useful for a general characterization of the company and its
human resources strategy. The access to the empirical data involved the making of
several visits to the companies, which provided the possibility of direct observation
and field notes, thus registering some observations and comments either during the
visits or immediately after them.

The main instrument of data gathering was the semi-structured interview which
involved the outline of main topics, by using an interview guide, but that differed
according to the interviewee reasoning [19]. Two different interview guides were
developed, one aiming the responsible for HR management and the supervisors and
the other one intending the operational employees. The length of each interview
comprehended a minimum of 30 min and a maximum of 90 min and they were all
recorded and fully transcribed. The interviews were conducted during the year of
2013, and the majority was held at the company facilities with the exception of two
interviews that were conducted outside the company at the interviewees’ request.

Table 1 Socio-demographic
characterization of the
interviewees

N = 24 %

Gender

Men 8 33.33

Women 16 66.67

Age

Under 30 years 2 8.33

31–45 years 19 79.17

46–60 years 3 12.5

Educational level

Preparatory level 3 12.5

Secondary level 10 41.67

Graduate level 11 45.83

Hierarchical position

HR manager 4 16.67

Supervisor/manager 6 25

Operational 14 58.33
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The data gathered through the interviews was subjected to a theme or coding
analysis [24]. Hence, some codes were defined previously based on the literature,
whereas other codes were established during the data analysis. Given that two
different interview guides were drawn up, one for the HR managers and other for
the employees, we developed two grids of analysis. The findings revolve around
four main themes: (1) types of FFPs that are available to employees; (2) HR
managers and employees perceptions about the FFPs; (3) industry or business
characteristics that facilitate or hinder the adoption of FFPs; (4) and, finally,
characteristics of the work–family organizational support culture.

Findings

Case 1: Alfa Company

The Alfa Company was established in the 1980s and is part of a Portuguese multi-
national corporation that operates in the food retail industry. The company is geo-
graphically distributed into two distinct locations, and employs an overall number of
1013 employees of which a significant number are women. The Alfa Company has
always supported employees in terms of health insurance benefits or various financial
assistance programs through the establishment of an internal corporate social
responsibility (CSR) department that functions as a support unit for employees.
The CSR department unit is nowadays part of the company formal structure, having
its own human and financial resources and an annual action plan that is built around
employees needs and upon consulting them. The CSR department possesses the
explicit support of top management and its initiatives are closely linked to the top
administrator leadership style that is highly paternalistic. For a detailed description of
the main FFPs and company benefits of Alfa Company, see Table 2.

The corporate initiatives were conceded to all employees regardless of the
function, the type of contractual arrangement or job seniority but its concession was
conditional to the employee’s annual income (e.g., the education and social assis-
tance initiatives were especially designed to benefit employees with lower incomes).

The following statement from an Alpha employee is illustrative of the
paternalistic-oriented work–family policies of the company:When my wife got pregnant

we looked for day care and kindergarten prices, (…) and the minimum monthly price was
150€… So, each month I manage to save 150€. And I see that assistance benefit as a salary
extra, right? If I have a monthly salary of 550€, and if I have my child kindergarten for free,
I feel that I earn 700€! (Man, operational worker, 39 years)

In the case of the highly educated employees, holding top-level management
positions, the Alfa Company offered other benefits, such as a personal laptop and a
mobile phone to have remote access to the workplace, and a health insurance plan
that was extended to all family members. The HR manager in this company con-
curred with the perspective that the work–life relationship should be viewed as
integrated and not as segmented:
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In the past there was this mistaken belief, which annoyed me that ‘work was work and
family was family and that they should be kept separately’. Fortunately, our top managers
understood it differently as time passed and that has changed. (…) Boundaries in life get
blurred… (Man, HR manager, 43 years)

The work schedules in Alfa Company are continuous, established in a 24 h and
7 days week basis with the use of shifts. Hence, continuous work schedules bring
about some difficulties in terms of family life management since most of the
schedules do not have entry and exit times coincidental with the schedules from
other institutions such as schools, day care centers and study centers, or even public
transport, and the schedules of other household members. The company offers
flexible work arrangements but acknowledges that the nature of the business and
company performance goals do not always match the personal needs of all em-
ployees, especially operational workers that have to choose between shifts. Here is
an excerpt that illustrates this point of view:

In our line of work we have the stores that are open daily during 14-16 hours a day, thus we
have multiple shifts with different work schedules…an opening shift and a closing one, and
so on. In terms of logistics, its non-stop, the work schedule is 24 hours a day and 7 days a
week. Hence, if the company wishes to meet its performance goals and remain competitive,

Table 2 Corporate initiatives and benefits implemented by the CSR department of Alfa Company

Corporate programs Type of initiatives or benefits

Health and employee
welfare

Health insurance internal program (free medical consultation or
reimbursement of 90% of medical expenses)

Wellness week

Recreational and sports activities

Gym activities and physiotherapy

Education Support of employees’ academic and educational goals (e.g., allowing
them to pursue the completion of a secondary school degree during
working hours)

Granting of scholarships to employees and/or their children

School kits for employees’ children who start elementary education

Discounts in the purchase of textbooks, school supplies and clothing

Full payment of school books to large families

Summer camps for employees’ children

Social assistance Financial support (e.g., grants) in extreme situations, such as a
prolonged illness, death of a close family member, and exceptional
financial assistance)

Baby’s kits upon birth

Life insurance

Telephone helpline to employees providing assistance in legal matters
or other rights clarifications

The offer of family Christmas vouchers

At one of the company locations, there is a nursery and a kindergarten
that is free for employees’ children
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something is got to give, and usually it is family and personal life… (Man, HR manager,
43 years).

Interestingly, some of the operational workers in Alfa Company were resorting
to individual strategies as a way to manage their work and family lives. Hence, the
interviewees mention the use of informal support networks such as neighbors,
babysitters or other family members. The company has a significant number of
couples that are both employees of the company, and sometimes they try to juggle
their work schedules in order to take turns in the fulfillment of family responsi-
bilities, thus sacrificing their living as a couple. The sacrifice of time to rest and
sleep was also frequently mentioned.

When negotiating with their immediate supervisors, many operational workers
try to bargain an informal solution which, in most cases, refers to schedule flexi-
bility that allows them to make switches in terms of entry and exit times, days off,
number of hours worked per day or vacation periods. In this context, the fact that
there are continuous working hours is considered an advantage from the perspective
of employees since the margin for exchanges with other co-workers is very large.
However, this measure is used informally and at the discretion of each supervisor,
which seems to pose problems in terms of fairness between distinct employees.
Thus, some workers report situations of support and comprehension for family
matters by their immediate supervisors and of mutual support:

My supervisor has always trusted me and she has always been very flexible regarding my
family and personal needs overtime. If I tell her: ‘tomorrow I’m not able to come because I
have to do this and this…’ and even if she does not have anyone available to replace me, it
has happened before, she would replace me herself… and I have also done that for her.
There were situations in the past where I had to cover for her. (Man, operational worker,
34 years)

By comparison, other participants convey situations of preferential treatment
between employees and lack of support and understanding on the part of their
supervisors, pointing to a scenario where productivity interests and compliance to
organizational goals prevail exclusively:

I think the company should pay more attention to those who have young children at home
as well as elderly family members, because it is complicated in those situations. Allow us
with more flextime and more freedom in terms of schedules because we often need to go to
the doctor’s and sometimes we need an hour or two and they [the supervisors] don’t let us,
they say no! But when they need us to do overtime, we are always amicable to their
requests and we receive them with open arms! (Woman, operational worker, 30 years)

Statements were also collected that refer not only to barriers posed by immediate
supervisors but also discouragement to seek support at other levels of the organi-
zation, such as the HRM department:

I know that I had the right to a schedule change, to make an adjustment. I know that if I
wanted to have it my way, I should have complained to the HRM (…) and I think that I
would have wan. But, should I do that? Start a war with my supervisor? Go behind his back
and complain to the HRM? No, I don’t think so… (Woman, operational worker, 37 years).
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It seems from the testimonies that some employees do not feel at ease to address
their concerns at the HR level because they believe that this puts into question the
legitimacy of their immediate supervisors and they may fear paybacks for con-
fronting their decisions. Explanatory reasons for the diversity of situations
encountered regarding supervisor support may be related to the size of the company
and the complexity of its hierarchical structure, with four hierarchical levels within
a single unit or store, and the lack of formal policies regarding the concession of
various flexible work arrangements.

As regard to the support provided by co-workers, the statements of the workers
report evidences of emotional and instrumental support, with colleagues available
for shift switches among them and showing concern for the well-being of their
colleagues. Some statements also show that co-workers can act as a strong cohesive
group and with power to alter dominant management practices, including the
imposition of limits on overtime requests by their supervisors. Overall, most
operational workers interviewed at Alfa Company seemed to be unaware of the
availability of concrete work–family policies despite the company formally dis-
playing a broad array of CSR programs and benefits (see Table 2).

Case 2: Beta Company

The Beta Company is a Portuguese multinational company founded in the early
twentieth century that exerts its activity in the industrial sector and has 1092 em-
ployees working in Portugal. Beta Company workforce is mostly male—90% of the
job positions. Additionally, the company possesses seven factories, of which three
are operating in Portugal and all of them are run in a highly automatized way with
cutting-edge technologies. Thus, the HR manager underlines the difficulty in
recruiting personnel for highly specialized technical functions at the operational
level as well as for some management positions that require skills that are scarce in
the labor market.

In 2011, Beta Company started the formal process of obtaining social respon-
sibility certification. The implementation of the social responsibility norm was
followed by several initiatives aiming at sensitizing the employees to social
responsibility matters. The company is also known for its strong links to the
community and its sponsorship of several local initiatives. Although the company
recognizes the importance of the work–family relationship for employees’ job
satisfaction, with the need for work–life conciliation referred to and endorsed in
institutional communication letters, the HR department recognizes the absence of
formal FFPs:

We do benchmarking by comparing ourselves with other companies that operate in the
same sector, that’s how I know about this subject [work- life policies] and its importance
nowadays (…) I would say that in terms of formal procedures, hum… with don’t have any,
no. Of course, if there is a situation that for some reason, an employee has a serious family
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problem that requires an exceptional measure… we analyze it, this has already happened.
But a formal procedure (…) we have nothing established. (Woman, HR manager, 40 years)

Despite this, Beta Company offers a set of measures or work–life benefits that
are, nevertheless, differentiated according to the employees’ functional level and
rank (operational versus managerial and administrative functions) and that include:

(1) A family open day: it is a day in the year where employees are allowed to
bring their family members to the workplace to know the factory facilities.
This initiative was also extended to employees’ friends in the current year.

(2) A Christmas party for the employees’ children with gift giving.
(3) Flexible work arrangements but only for administrative personnel and man-

agerial levels.
(4) The granting of 23 days off to the operational workers that work on rotating

shifts.
(5) The possibility to work remotely from home that is offered to managerial

employees on special situations.
(6) The inclusion of issues related to work–family conciliation on career devel-

opment plans for employees in managerial positions (e.g., the allocation of
geographic moves or expatriate assignments).

(7) The granting of a health insurance that is extended to family members, but
only for employees at managerial positions, and the concession of favorable
conditions of adhesion to the health insurance for all other categories of
employees (namely, operational workers).

The absence of formal FFPs, particularly at the operational level, is explained by
the HR manager in two ways: (1) on the one hand, work is allocated according to
rotating shifts, which introduces some rigidity in work schedules and makes it
difficult to implement flexible work arrangements, such as shift exchanges or
changes in terms of hours of entry and exit (they operate with a morning, afternoon,
and night shift and every worker rotates between shifts for given periods of time);
(2) on the other hand, the employees do not seem to experience difficulties in terms
of balancing work and family life, and according to the HR manager, they have the
opportunity to do so through the work climate questionnaire that is administered
biannually to all employees.

In addition, working in shifts is seen, at the managerial level, as an advantage
because there is the possibility of a clearer separation between work and life outside
work, as the worker ends his shift he also leaves the work load for the next shift that
comes in. On the other hand, the possibility of granting flexible work arrangements
is higher in the case of the employees holding managerial functions. The following
testimony is illustrative:

Operational workers, at the factory, also have family needs and problems to resolve, but as
they work in shifts it is easier to deal with those at the end of the shift, whereas I cannot
simply leave my workplace during working hours, my work schedule is always the same.
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As they work in rotating shifts, they sometimes have to be here during the day, but other
times they don’t. (…) In my case, what I often feel is that if I missed a working morning
because of a family matter, then I have to compensate the company, and I take the work
with me to do at home. (Woman, managerial position, 35 years)

In the Beta Company, the 23 days off that are granted to operational workers in
rotating shifts seems to be the explanatory reason for the high levels of employee
satisfaction with the company policy. According to the HR manager, in the last
working climate survey more than 80% of the employees signaled that they were
able to balance their personal and family life with their work.

Additionally, another motive that may justify the satisfactory results is the fact
that most of the workers are male. According to the HR manager, the work–family
policies are more justifiable in organizations where most of the workers are female,
which is an indicator of taking gender into account when thinking of FFPs, and of
the pervasiveness of gender stereotypes at the decision-making levels. The fact that
the division of household chores still remains much in the hands of women means
that organizations with mostly female workers may display a higher probability of
adopting FFPs, either for reasons of recruitment and retention or for organizational
efficiency reasons, such as reducing absenteeism and/or improving productivity.
Lewis [34] underlines that by centering FFPs on women, organizational
decision-makers are not promoting diversity goals or gender equality but are
marginalizing the issue of work–family conciliation by making it a woman’s
problem:

I think that another reason why we never had a formal policy on that matter [FPPs] has to
do with our workforce being male…. My personal opinion is that in the Portuguese private
sphere, it is still the woman that is responsible for household chores and family care, so I
believe that companies with mostly female workers are certainly confronted with issues that
do not affect us much. (…) Most workers here are husbands and… I, do not see these
requests: ‘Oh, my child is sick, I have to take a family leave’… (Woman, HR manager,
40 years)

The HR manager describes the organizational culture has being strongly influ-
enced by the top administrator, which has been heading the company for 20 years:
“I believe that our organizational culture has much to do with our President and
our Executive Board and how they look at these things, and the messages that they
convey to us about it. And what they tell us is that: ‘family always comes first’.” In
this regard, the HR manager states how working overtime is not a common practice
and how administrative employees are encouraged to leave the company on regular
hours. In those cases, there is also the possibility to finish pending tasks through
remote access to company computers. Nevertheless, in Beta Company the inter-
viewees also show a lack of knowledge regarding the availability of organizational
practices to support the conciliation of family life and work.
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Case 3: Chi Company

The Chi Company is a Portuguese company with 20 years of existence that
operates in the new information technologies sector. The Chi Company is a
small-size enterprise with 98 employees, with a balanced distribution by gender,
most employees are highly qualified personnel in the information technology and
management areas. Presently, the Company is a member of the ‘Portuguese
Network of Corporate Social Responsible Companies’ and integrates the European
Guide on Corporate Social Responsibility. The Chi Company is involved in several
initiatives with the local community and some of its employees do volunteer work
in the community. The company is characterized by few hierarchical levels and a
corporate history strongly marked by its main founder, who continues to run the
company. According to the HR manager, his leadership style has always been
characterized by proximity, innovation and entrepreneurship.

In terms of work–family benefits, the Chi company does not possesses any
formal policies and is also characterized by policy informality on those issues, as
explained by the HR manager:

We have a set of measures, of initiatives, that are being implemented and developed but that
are not formal measures, that is, we have some family- friendly practices that are in use but
that are not on paper. What are they? Let’s see, there is no formal policy stating that an
employee has the right to skip a work’s day to go with a family member, a grandparent or a
child, to a doctor’s appointment, but that already happens here and we have the availability
to accommodate that type of request. There is, on the company side, a concern with the
issue of work- family conciliation, I would say that… (Woman, HR manager, 37 years)

Despite the Chi Company being an intensive user of IT technologies, the
company does not offers the possibility of adopting flexible work arrangements to
its employees (there is the exception of the Research and Development depart-
mental unit). Once again, this is explained by the HR manager has being linked to
the characteristics of the work tasks that are strongly customer- service oriented (on
a business schedule that runs from 09.00 am until 19.00 pm), which means that the
employees have to be physically present to attend the customer, thus limiting the
possibility of more flexible work schedules. Nevertheless, the HR manager present
us with a set of family-friendly benefits and social responsible initiatives that are
used by the company although not formalized:

(1) The possibility to have schedule flexibility or to work remotely from home but
on an informal basis (this is the case of the employees working in the R&D
department and that are software developers).

(2) A health insurance that may be extended to the employees family members.
(3) The celebration of some dates, such as Fathers’ day and Mothers’ Day.
(4) The granting of a financial bonus of 500€ to the employees that become

parents.
(5) Several initiatives of community proximity that also involve the employee’s

family, such as doing joint volunteer work in the community.
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Overall, the interviewee’s testimonies show us a supportive organizational
culture in terms of supervisor and co-workers support and the sensitiveness to
work–family problems and difficulties. The following statement is illuminating:

My co-workers are also women and they are very understanding of my family needs… We
help each other out and we substitute for each other whenever we need (…) For instance,
when scheduling my holidays the other day my colleague even said to me: ‘you have your
kids and your husband to worry about, so you see first which dates you prefer to book’. (…)
And if I need to take an hour or two hours in the work day, I talk to my supervisor and I
come in earlier in the next day. I’ll make up for it another day…. (Woman, operational
worker, 34 years)

Despite the testimonies of employees reporting a working climate of proximity
and mutual support, and supervisor openness to family issues, some employees
underlined that the effort to balance work and family life was essentially an indi-
vidual effort and not something in which the company played an active role:

I do not have any extended family nearby, so I and my wife have to manage everything
without family help, so…in the days that the school closes, we already know that we have to
take some vacation days in order to stay with our children. Usually, we both try to take those
days off, so that we can have some family time together. (Man, operational worker, 34 years)

As with the previous companies, Chi employees demonstrate a lack of knowl-
edge about the existence of family-friendly benefits or practices inside their orga-
nization and they display difficulty in identifying measures to support that
conciliation. They usually pinpoint the importance of having schedule flexibility,
considering this a subject about which they have never reflected upon.

Case 4: Delta Company

The Delta Company operates in the Portuguese hospitality sector and it owns seven
units that vary between 3, 4, and 5 stars city hotels. The Delta Company was
founded in 1986 and currently employs about 220 employees. The company is
characterized by many hierarchical levels and the emphasis on employee produc-
tivity and organizational profit arises several times during informal conversations
with employees. The Delta Company is also characterized by the lack of formal
policies in the area of work and family conciliation. The HR department sees the
issue of work–family conciliation as not making part of the department’s main
goals. In this company, the HR department has a strong administrative and legal
character, and is essentially focused on administrative tasks, such as recruitment
and selection procedures and salaries and compensation issues. The areas of
training and internal communication are clearly underdeveloped. The lack of
interest by the top administrators about work–family issues is conveyed by the HR
manager interviewed:

In the short term, the main company stakeholders [shareholders and top administrators] do
not recognize that the implementation and development of such policies and practices
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[FFPs] will carry a significant weight on the return of financial investments and, therefore,
they are not interested in making any investment. I do not even know if they ever thought
about this… I guess they never sat down to think about it. (Man, HR manager, 43 years)

Some of the interviewees at Delta Company clarify that the lack of organiza-
tional initiatives concerning work and family conciliation may be explained by a
distant Administration that emphasizes financial short-term results, and that uses
aggressive strategies to reduce personnel costs, a management style which has
become more pronounced in the recent four years due to the severe economic crisis
that affected the country between the years of 2011–2013:

I think that the company is not suited to deal with issues of work- family conciliation,
because that also entails some financial costs, and maybe they do not have that money
available for that, and as long as they pay the salary to the employees they think that they
are okay, that the company is fulfilling their part. (Woman, managerial position, 50 years)

In the last years, Delta Company introduced several changes that were depicted
negatively by the interviewees and that led to the augmenting of employees’
unionization. Among those dissatisfactory measures, the company decided to cut
back on food subsidies and replace them by meals and, at the same time, demanded
from employees’ greater geographical, schedule, and functional flexibility. The HR
manager states that the employees may refrain to make more requests regarding
flexible work arrangements because, on the one hand, they may not feel entitled or
may feel unease making the requests to their supervisors and, on the other hand,
they may be afraid of being let go and lose their job. The use of flexible work
arrangements, in the case of Delta Company, seems to be one-sided and work only
to the company advantage. In Portugal, the hospitality industry is characterized by
short-term contractual arrangements. Here is an excerpt taken from an interview
with the HR manager that corroborates this rationale:

Some people do not want to ask for schedule flexibility because having worked in the
company for a long time, they are aware of the workplace culture and the need to show a
great availability for work and do overtime. And also because they think they do not have
the right to ask (…) Here in this company, the issue of schedule flexibility is critical, it is a
critical point, the employees who do not show the openness in terms of working long hours
and be flexible, they may soon be ‘invited’ to leave. (Man, HR manager, 43 years)

At times of economic crisis and financial strain, some organizations may reduce
the benefits granted to employees in order to remain financially viable [10]. This
might be the case of Delta Company that seems to consider the issue of work–
family as a strictly personal matter and that considers that assuring the employee
with a monthly salary is what the contractual arrangement obliges. This company
positioning is reinforced by the current Portuguese socioeconomic context of high
unemployment rates and welfare retrenchment [61]. The following statement
depicts well how employees feel about the company top management:

Our managers are not concerned with that, there are no such things as family- friendly
policies! Our managers’ mentality is very short-term and one-sided. They should know that
we are human beings and that we may get sick or have other personal stuff to manage, we
are people, not machines. (Woman, operational worker, 47 years)
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Once more, the role played by immediate supervisors seems to be crucial. At
Delta Company some employees acknowledge the support given by their super-
visors and co-workers in family related matters, who are often available to facilitate
schedule changes and assist in completing tasks. This support seems to be an
informal practice that may vary according to the supervisor management style. In
the absence of written policies, immediate supervisors are empowered to authorize
schedule flexibility, which translates into the possibility of the employee changing
entry and exit time or the number of hours worked in a day. Given this supervisory
autonomy and informality, some references to unfair situations appear, as shown in
the following excerpt:

It is obvious that sometimes there are two weights and two measures. In a section of 10
people, they are not all treated in the same way, and there is the chance that a given person
who was ill of staying home and make up for it later, while another person who was also ill
got her salary cut. (…) With the economic crisis, people hold back, do not speak of
injustices and do not express this feeling. (Woman, operational worker, 47 years)

Conclusions

The current study aimed answering two research questions: (1) What type of FFPs
can be currently found in employing organizations?; (2) What are employee per-
ceptions about the organizational support regarding the various FFPs that are made
available to them by their organizations?

Regarding the first question, it was clear that in both four case study units there
were no formal policies or practices regarding the issue of work–family concilia-
tion. The HR managers interviewed in the four companies have a general knowl-
edge of the subject under study, but acknowledge the absence of formal work–
family conciliation policies and practices in their organizations. Only in the case of
Alfa and Beta companies was there a more developed set of work–-life benefits that
were, nevertheless, part of the CSR strategy being followed, especially in the case
of Alfa Company. More importantly, in both four units what seems to prevail are
informal policies regarding flexible work arrangements or small adjustments in
terms of daily work hours or schedules (e.g., shift exchanges). Thus, like happens in
Townsend et al. [56: 16] study, our findings show that what prevails is an informal
system of practices that is associated mostly with the “utilization of ad hoc,
short-term flexible arrangements” that are granted by immediate supervisors. Thus,
the ad hoc solutions shift the work–family responsibility away from the organi-
zation and to the individual [28] and hinder an effective organizational change,
often contributing to the maintenance of unfair management practices that are
legitimized by the labor market and organizational financial needs.

Additionally, the findings also reveal that the prevailing perspective in terms of
HRM is a legalistic one, since organizations are only concerned with complying
with parental leaves and with the granting of other leaves allowed by law (e.g., sick

Employee and Human Resource Managers Perceptions … 85



leaves and legal protection of pregnant or postpartum women workers). For
instance, no company had formal arrangements related to the care of elderly.

Like in the study by Pasamar and Valle [43], we found that institutional pressures
[15] influenced those companies adoption of work–life benefits especially due to
normative and mimetic pressures. For instance, the HR manager interviewed at Beta
Company clearly stated that the company benchmarked others in the industry in
order to know the ‘best practices.’ This is one reason why the company offered, for
example, a health insurance, which was a common practice in the organizational
field (mimetic pressure). Corporate certification in terms of Social Responsibility
(normative pressure) awarded the companies with added legitimacy in their
respective organizational fields as well as the reputation as a ‘social responsible
company.’ Nevertheless, there were other reasons, related to organizational effi-
ciency gains and managerial reasons that also explain why the companies in our case
study opted not to offer FFPs. Thus, very alike the findings in Pasamar and Valle
study [43], we have to consider not only external pressures from the organizational
field but also the assessment being made, by organizational decision-makers, con-
cerning the internal benefits and costs of adopting work–family-friendly policies and
practices, which clearly seemed to be the case of Delta Company.

In times of economic crisis, organizations may refrain from adopting FFPs
because of financial constraints, which might be the case of some companies in the
current Portuguese context due to a prolonged economic crisis that reached its peak
in the period 2011–2013 with an international financial assistance program that
avoided State bankruptcy [61]. Hence, it might be the case that managers in Delta
Company are able to “distance themselves to some extent from being accountable
for decision making in response to request for flexibility through reference to
externally derived financial constraints” [56: 18].

Other important organizational characteristics that should be considered when
adopting FFPs are organizational size and workforce characteristics [33, 56]. In our
study, the large size companies (Alfa and Beta) offer more work–life benefits overall
and this might be explained by the availability of more economic resources. At the
same time, workforce composition seems to influence the adoption of FFPs. For
instance, in Beta Company, the HR manager interviewed considers that imple-
menting FFPs would make more sense if the company had more female workers,
because family care is mainly a women’s responsibility, thus being the company
workforce predominantly male there is no need for those policies. This shows a
gendered organizational culture, which has also been reported elsewhere [e.g., 23,
34, 48], and that ends up reproducing gender inequalities inside organizations.

One distinctive aspect of our findings is that within each case unit, with the
exception of Delta Company, there are differences between the various categories
of employees regarding the type of work–life benefits available to them. For
example, in Beta Company only the managerial and administrative employees
could benefit from remote work or flexible work arrangements, which were not
granted to operational workers. In Chi Company, only the software developers that
belonged to the R&D unit were allowed to work from home or to have irregular
work hours. Thus, the nature and the type of work activities or tasks entails
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differentiations in terms of the work–family measures that might be granted to each
category of workers. This has also the potential of generating perceptions of unfair
treatment amongst the different categories of workers within each company. See
Table 3 for a summary and comparison of the main organizational characteristics of
the four case study units.

Table 3 Comparison of the main organizational characteristics of the case study units

Companies: summary and comparison

Alfa Beta Chi Delta

Company size Large Large Small Medium

Geographical
dispersion of
the business

Large Medium Small Medium

Type of
operational
activities

Routine activities
but highly
dependent on
influxes from the
external
environment

Highly
automated
activities,
routine but
highly
specialized
tasks

Non-routine tasks
R&D activities

Routine activities
but highly dependent
on influxes from the
external
environment

Not specialized Customer-service
oriented activities

Customer-service
oriented activities

Work–family
(informal)
policies and
practices

Some,
differentiated by
job function

Some,
differentiated
by job
function

Few,
differentiated by
job function

Nonexistent

Schedules Various and
diversified

Rotating
shifts at
operational
level

Regular work
hours

Various and
diversified

Regular work
hours

Top
management
leadership
style

Supportive Supportive Supportive Unsupportive

Paternalistic
promotion of
employee loyalty
and commitment

Promotion of
employee
loyalty

Emphasis in
employee
participation and
development

Instrumental view of
the employee,
focused on
organizational profit,
and short-term
financial outcomes

Explicit support to
HRM

Explicit
support to
HRM

Explicit support
to HRM

Lack of support to
HRM

Supervisor
management
style

Inconsistent:
supportive or
uncooperative

Supportive Supportive Inconsistent:
supportive or
uncooperative

Often resistant to
the
implementation of
FFPs

Co-workers
support

Instrumental and
emotional support

Instrumental
and emotional
support

Instrumental and
emotional support

Instrumental and
emotional support
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Hence, those employees at the operational level that performed routine tasks and
that were under a tight control due to the technology in use or that occupied a client
—service function had less access to FFPs compared to more qualified categories of
employees who had more access to flexible work arrangements used as a way of
retaining scarce talent. This finding is consistent with other studies that point to the
fact that the possibility of flexible work arrangements is dependent on the possi-
bility of task reorganization and workers replacement by co-workers [59], as well as
on the scarcity of the worker’s skills in the labor market [49].

Moreover, at an operational level, in the Alfa and Delta Companies the use of
informal flexible work arrangements worked mostly to the advantage of the com-
pany and the need to adjust workforce volume to work loads and business sea-
sonality, which was resolved through the implementation of banks of hours that
covered, above all, the company seasonal needs. Additionally, working in shifts or
in diversified schedules, is considered by some interviewees of the Alfa, Beta, and
Delta Companies as a practice that helps them to better conciliate work and family
life because they are able to change schedules or days off with co-workers, allowing
them to accompany their family more regularly or deal with personal matters.

Regarding the second question included in our study on employees’ perceptions
about the organizational support regarding the various FFPs that were made
available to them by their organizations, our findings highlight that most of the
employees were not able to identify the availability of FFPs inside their organi-
zations and were mostly unware of its existence. With the exception of the Delta
Company, all the other companies offered a set of health, education, and leisure
benefits that sometimes entailed the establishment of protocols with external enti-
ties. Some of these benefits could be extended to other family members, such as the
health insurance. The lack of awareness on employees’ part may mean that internal
communication processes are not the most effective or even that the management is
not interested in largely publicizing those benefits.

Some studies reveal that the belief that work–family conciliation is a private
matter may lead employees to hold a low expectation of support from the employer,
which is legitimized by the low probability of employee mobilization to access their
rights [41]. Thus, individuals may seek family support essentially from informal
networks (such as neighbors, friends, or extended family) and by acquiring child-
care assistance through nannies and kindergartens [52]. Thus, in our study the
employees were resorting to individual coping strategies by using the support of the
extended family or nannies. Additionally, balancing work and family life was also
possible at the expense of sacrificing time to rest: “In average I sleep 4 h a night.
(…). And when I see that I won’t have time to organize everything at home, I don’t
sleep.” (Woman, 42 years, Alfa Company)

Additionally, the organizational culture of support towards the work–family life
relationship proved to be stronger in organizations like Alfa, Beta, and Chi, where
top management seemed committed to the issue, not only verbally, but also through
its inclusion in the overall CSR strategy (e.g., see Table 2 for Alfa Company). This
finding concurs with several other studies that underline the importance of top
management in promoting a culture of support [21, 37, 58].
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Also important in this study is the support of the immediate supervisors in the
granting of access to flexible work arrangements on an informal basis, thus con-
firming the evidences brought by other studies that also pinpoint the relevance of
immediate supervisor support for the uptake of work–life programs by the em-
ployees [12, 13, 30, 36, 50]. Hence, the organizational culture of family support is
created and sustained by the behaviors, attitudes and values communicated not only
by top management, but also by immediate supervisors and co-workers, who, as a
collective, weave the workplace culture. Thus, supervisor support play a crucial role
as they are responsible for allowing the adoption of flexible work arrangements by
employees.

Several statements made by the interviewees in Alfa, Beta and Chi companies
show how the understanding attitudes of immediate supervisors and co-workers
were important sources of emotional and instrumental support, hence contributing
more than formal support to the work–family life conciliation. The few studies that
depict co-worker support confirm that it is a type of support that increases job
satisfaction, performance, and employee well-being and that reduces conflict levels
[16]. In this study, in all the companies the support from co-workers was frequently
acknowledged as relevant.

One important aspect that should be underlined is the supervisor or manager
discretion concerning the management of informal flexible work arrangements,
which may be a source of potential inequalities between workers. The availability
of flexible work arrangements is internalized as part of a ‘give and take’ in the
relationship between employer and employee. However, as Lewis stated [34], when
the conciliation policies are designed as a reward to be earned, workers exhibit-
ing less availability for the company feel a lack of legitimacy to use them. On the
other hand, the fact that flexibility is a reward for an additional allocation of time,
creates a paradoxical situation where people less able to give their free time to work
are in disadvantage to benefit from these policies that have been implemented to
help them [34].

This research has some limitations that should be discussed. First, it is not
possible to generalize the findings to other contexts. Nevertheless, the purpose of an
exploratory study that is qualitative is not to statistically generalize its findings, but
rather to enable theoretical replicability, which this case study makes possible.
Second, the study participants in each case unit were selected by the human
resource managers, which might have added the effect of social desirability to their
answers. Nevertheless, there was the concern by the researcher to assure the full
confidentiality and anonymity regarding the information being provided by them.
Also, the study participants were limited, in most situations, to those having chil-
dren. The option to include participants with other family configurations might lead
to different and/or complementary information on the subject under study and a
more complete picture of the phenomena.

Future research suggestions include: (1) a deeper analysis about the differences
regarding the usefulness of FFPs between distinctive categories of workers (e.g.,
operational versus managerial levels); (2) how distinct forms of employment con-
tracts (e.g., temporary versus permanent) may play a part in the adoption and use of
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FFPs; (3) and, finally, a comparison between organizations in the public and in the
private sectors, which might reveal important dissimilarities in terms of
family-friendly workplace cultures.
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Workforce Diversity in Small-
and Medium-Sized Enterprises: Is Social
Identification Stronger Than the Business
Case Argument?

David Starr-Glass

Abstract Historically, workplace diversity has not been considered an intuitive
practice. At different times it has been viewed as a moral issue, a legally mandated
requirement, or as a combination of both. Today, workplace diversity is usually
presented in terms of a rational and pragmatic economic advantage: the so-called
business case argument. However, the implementation of diversity always takes
place within a social and cultural context and raises question of self-identification
and social categorization for those who are in, or who are coming into, the orga-
nization. Because of the numbers of employees involved, questions of identity and
the impact of diversity are perhaps most acutely encountered in small- and
medium-sized enterprises. This chapter considers the business case argument, the
paradoxes associated with diversity, and the potential challenges that result when
increasing shifts toward diversity are pursued in micro- and small-sized business
ventures.

Introduction

A recent survey by the Society for Human Resource Management [SHRM] of 546
senior executives, most of them at the CEO and CFO level, indicated that more than
half (55%) had organizational polices that promoted diversity and inclusion either
‘strongly’ or ‘very strongly.’ This high level of positive endorsement was consistent
for North America (59%) and the Asia-Pacific and Europe region (59%). The same
report identified five main rationales for organizations pursuing diversity policies,
with most respondents indicating more than one: (a) gaining internal efficacy by
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tapping into a broader range of backgrounds and skill sets (53%); (b) doing the right
thing—that is a matter of fairness and morality (47%); (c) understanding customer
diversity and thereby increase sales (43%); (d) being mindful of the diversity of
customers and suppliers (42%); and (e) complying with equal opportunity laws and
avoiding claims for discrimination (38%) [1].

These figures reflect some of the organizational rationales for actively pursuing
workplace diversity, and most of those rationales recognize that diversity leads to a
richer organizational inventory of skills, talents, and experiences, all of which can
result in economic and marketplace advantages. However, this survey only con-
sidered large-scale enterprises. A similar SHRM survey taken the year before also
included small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the results were sig-
nificantly different. The survey was completed by more than 1400 senior human
resource (HR) professionals and diversity practitioners in North America. It
revealed that on average only 30% of all organizations associated with the survey
had an official definition of diversity. But the total average is skewed and mis-
leading: large-scale firms are much more likely to have such a definition (43%) than
either medium-sized (16%), or small-sized (14%) enterprises [2]. Clearly, although
large-scale firms have enthusiastically embraced diversity efforts, that enthusiasm is
lacking in SMEs.

It is difficult to get a clear or accurate picture of workforce diversity in the SMEs.
Yet, there are fragmentary images in the literature and the composite picture they
provide is far from encouraging. For instance, surveying a sample of SMEs in the
UK, researchers found ‘a distinct lack of awareness or regard for good practice and
the risks of potential litigation’ and that many firms ‘were actively perpetuating
direct and indirect discrimination’ [3, p. 12]. Five years later, some of the
researchers conducted a follow-up study on gender-based diversity in SMEs that
revealed a greater degree of implicit organizational sympathy for diversity, a
growing management appreciation that diversity could offer positive business
advantages, but which nevertheless painted a bleak picture of advances in diversity
and inclusion in the workforce [4]. The picture of the SME workforces is hazy, but
a lack of diversity is clear among those who created small businesses. In 2010, only
8% of all SMEs in the UK were led by a member of a minority ethnic group and of
these almost all (88%) were micro-enterprises [5]. It is also estimated that only
about 20% of the UK’s 4.8 million SMEs are led by women [6, 7].

The Great Recession of 2008 brought about a profound and protracted downturn
in the fortunes of most firms, whether in North America or in Europe. SMEs were
particularly vulnerable, partly because of their limited organizational resources and
partly because of their difficulties in accessing credit and the financial markets.
However, SMEs are also particularly flexible and resilient, and many considered that
they would ultimately weather the recessionary storm. In particular, many suggested
that the informality and flexibility of their HR management systems allow them to
respond more rapidly and decisively than their large-scale counterparts [8–10].

This chapter revolves around a simple but perplexing question. If SMEs are
particularly susceptible to economic and marketplace downturns, and if SMEs do
possess HR structures that are flexible and responsive, why in these difficult times
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have they not embraced diversity efforts more enthusiastically for reasons of
pragmatic advantage if not of moral justice or legal compulsion?

This theoretical chapter seeks to answer this question, albeit partially and not
completely. A complete answer can only come when research has more clearly
illuminated many of the issues that are presently obscure. However, to provide that
partial answer the chapter is structured as follows. First, it provides a background
sketch of SMEs, outlining their prevalence and significant economic. Second, it
explores the sources and consequences of diversity paradoxes and the sets out what
is generally known as the business case argument for diversity. Third, it examines
the evolving ideologies that have shaped our thinking about workforce diversity
and the forces that have advanced it. Fourth, the chapter considers the social,
psychological, and group dynamics within SMEs that define self-identity and
provide a sense of inclusion and membership. Fifth, it discusses the social and
group dynamics that limit diversification of existing SME workforces. Finally, it
reviews some of the salient considerations, constraints, and convictions associated
with SMEs and their diversity efforts.

SMEs: Definitions, Prevalence, and Size Constraints

Obviously, SMEs are classified by their relative size. However, there is consider-
able variation in the criteria that have been suggested for measuring ‘size’ and
whether absolute or relative values should be employed in differentiating ‘smaller’
from large-scale operations [11]. A simple headcount approach fails to adequately
define small-sized enterprises and tends to obscure their qualitative differences with
large-scale corporations.

Many current definitions of a SME consider employee headcount together with
the firm’s economic activity (say, in terms of annual turnover) and/or its relative
financial strength (say, its balance sheet assets). However, economic and financial
parameters often prove difficult to determine and are frequently reported inaccu-
rately by SMEs themselves. Nevertheless, a firm’s headcount together with its
economic and financial information does provide a more realistic, robust, and
informative definition of small and medium-sized enterprises. These parameters are
reflected in current EU definitions [12–14]:

• Micro-sized enterprises have less than 10 workers, an annual turnover of less
than €2 million, and balance sheet assets of less than €2 million;

• Small-sized enterprises employ between 10 and 49 people, have an annual
turnover in the €2–10 million range, and balance sheet assets in the €2–10
million range;

• Medium-sized enterprises employ between 50 and 250 people, have an annual
turnover in the €10–50 million range, and balance sheet assets of €10–43 million.
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In addition to these quantitative parameters, SMEs are characterized as being
legally and economically autonomous—that is of being capable of making their
own operational decisions and formulating their own strategies.

In the US, the Small Business Administration has established two widely used
size standards: (a) in the manufacturing and mining sectors, small businesses are
generally those with less than 500 employees; and (b) in the nonmanufacturing
sectors, small businesses are usually those with average annual receipts of less than
$7.5 million. However, the determination of small business status—and accord-
ingly the federal support and assistance that might be available—is often deter-
mined by specific government policy for different local and national economic
sectors [15].

SMEs are by far the most common business entity in both developed and
developing economies, and in many economies SMEs contribute the largest amount
to the GDP and are the largest source of employment. In Europe, SMEs are
invariably referred to as the backbone of the economy, and for good reasons. In the
EU-28 countries, during the year 2014, there were more than 22.3 million SMEs
operating in the nonfinancial sector, which is 99.8% of all economically active
businesses in that sector, with micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises con-
stituting 93, 6, and 1% of the total respectively [16].

In 2014 micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises contributed €3.7 trillion in
gross value added (GVA) to the EU-28 economy (21, 18, and 19% of total GVA,
respectively), with large-scale businesses adding only €2.7 trillion (42%). In the
same year micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises employed almost 90 million
members of the EU-28 labor force (29, 21, and 17% of total employment, respec-
tively), while large-scale businesses employed 44 million people, or slightly less
than half of those in SMEs and a third of the total workforce [16].

In the US, the latest business census of 2008, which coincided with the onset of the
Great Recession, indicated that small businesses (those with less than 500 employees)
produced 46% of the private nonfarm GDP [17]. Employment statistics for 2012
indicate that just over 56 million people (about 49% of the total US workforce) were
employed in small businesses. The small business employment figure can be further
decomposed into: (a) those working in firms with fewer than 20 employees, just over
20 million (about 18% of the total US workforce); (b) those working in firms with
between 20–99 employees, just under 20 million (17%); and (c) those working in
firms with 99–499 employees, just over 16 million (14%) [18].

The dominance of SMEs in the labor markets and as a source of employment
means that they are central in any effort to increase diversity in the workplace.
Certainly, they are recognized as such by policy makers in the EU, who have
worked consistently to bring workplace diversity to the forefront and to promote
greater inclusion in SMEs. Indeed, just as SMEs are a reliable indicator of national
economic health, so too diversity within SMEs is an equally reliable indication of
diversity at the national level [19]. EU diversity projects place great emphasis on
the business case argument for diversity in the workplace, which basically says that
increased diversity provides the firm with a range of economic benefits—such as
increased talent, knowledge, and experience—all of which lead to a competitive
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advantage in the marketplace. The business case argument is usually presented as
quite unproblematic and is considered crucial in raising the diversity awareness of
SME management for ‘whom diversity is not necessarily a priority or a spontaneous
concern’ [20, p. 12].

The Paradoxes of Diversity and the Business Case

At first sight, it would seem that workforce diversity is a rather straightforward
concept that can be objectively presented and effectively monitored. However, over
its evolution ‘diversity’—and for that matter ‘inclusion’—has come to mean dif-
ferent things, to different people, at different times. It might, therefore, be helpful to
offer a definition of diversity and inclusion, and then to explore the ways in which
ambiguity and complexity have set in.

Diversity and Inclusion

Often the terms diversity and inclusion are used synonymously. However, each
term reflects a different understanding of what it means to be a member of, and
included in, the organization.

Diversity and the Dimensions of Diversity

Diversity is a statistically determined characteristic of a given population that
measures the degree to which different classes are represented in it. Of course, since
every person is different and unique it might be tempting to infer that any nonclonal
population is by its very existence diverse. The difficulty is that distinct classes must
be determined before diversity can be measured and this results in two problems.
The first is that the class assignment—that is the elements of variation that will
constitute the dimensions of diversity—is essentially subjective, always arbitrary,
but nevertheless considered important by those who will be determining diversity.
The second is that the classes assigned might not correspond to the
self-identifications and self-categorizations of those being classified, or seem
important to them, leading to their different perceptions or experiences of diversity.

Both of these problems can be reduced by exploring the elements of variation
that people feel are important in the way they see themselves and others. Research
suggests that the primary dimensions of diversity—those that people believe are
most important in defining self and others—include gender, ethnicity, race, and to a
lesser extent sexual orientation, socio-economic status, age, and mental or physical
characteristics. The secondary dimensions of diversity are more variable in nature
and are believed by most individuals to exert a less overt, or significant, influence
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on matters of self-identity self-classification, and on the identification and classi-
fication of others. As might be expected, secondary dimensions include a wide
range of characteristics including (but not limited to) educational background, re-
ligion, first language, and family status [21–26].

In determining organizational diversity, various combinations of primary and
secondary dimensions could be used. However, because of the historical pathways
that diversity has taken, the diversity dimensions actually used are (normally) the
same as those prescribed by existing legal requirements. Legally defined diversity
dimensions are those that characterize demographic classes that have been afforded
legislated protection against discrimination and unfavorable treatment. In the EU,
this currently includes gender, sexual orientation, disability, age, religion or beliefs,
and racial or ethnic origin. Workplace diversity can then be measured as the dis-
tribution of differences among workplace participants with respect to these defined
classes. This provides an index of compositional variety within the group.

Although measuring the extent of diversity is useful, the organization must still
determine against what the index should be compared. Should it be compared to
other organizations, economic sector demographics, or the demographics of the
ambient community? Should it be compared to organizational goals such as
increasing or maximizing diversity ? The index also is a statistical representation of
diversity and does not provide any insight into the consequences of diversification—
changes in levels of attitudinal separation between group members, or of perceived
power and influence disparity between them. Organizations might not consider these
questions and simply use their measures of diversity in a defensive manner to infer
that their diversity statistics demonstrate the absence of institutional discrimination.

Inclusion and Inclusiveness

Inclusion is an internal perception of those within the organization; whereas, di-
versity tends to be a managerial response to externally imposed conditions.
Inclusion is the extent to which organizational participants consider themselves to
be involved and included within the organization. From this perspective, inclusion
is primarily about perceived social identification with, and membership of, the
organization in which they work. Inclusion is an internalized sense of employee
belonging to the workplace that is stronger than the sense of identification with
external nonorganizational groups and groupings—at least when the individual is
presently situated in the organization, or recognizes organizational membership to
be salient.

Although a sense of inclusion is developed by the organizational participant, it
can be prompted and promoted by the organization. Thus, inclusive HR practices
try to create organizational and workplace environments that are characterized by a
sense of community, mutual respect, and collective responsibility. These HR
practices often center on furthering the integration of those with disparate cultural
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and ethnic heritages into the fabric of the organization, and of promoting individual
difference as a source of shared insight and opportunity within the organizational
community [27–31].

The Diversity Paradox

It has been pointed out that diversity—just like discrimination, multiculturalism,
and inclusion—is a rather nebulous construct that is ‘fuzzy in meaning, and vary
depending on the geographical, cultural, political, and organizational context’ [32,
p. 245]. For some, the diversity construct might be fuzzy and fluid in nature. For
others, the appeal and advantages of diversity in the workplace might be
self-evident.

However, the operationalization of the diversity, the development of policies
designed to promote diversity, and the diversity management enactments of HR
departments are all challenging. In part, these challenges rest on what appears to be
a set of interlocking paradox about the nature and the consequences of diversity.
These paradoxes arise because all organizational efforts connected with diversity
are rooted in a matrix of social, psychological, and ideological perspectives that are
often implicit and not fully articulated, but which nevertheless lead to paradoxical,
unintended, and counter-intuitive outcomes [33].

Scholars have framed these paradoxes in slightly different ways, but each is
grounded in the recognition that diversity ideologies are often not congruent with
the behavioral outcomes and social realities that follow diversity implementation.

• Diversity and Like-Minded Others Hackett and Hogg [34] highlight the
paradoxical dynamics of diversity efforts in organizations by noting that ‘those
who value diversity as a group attribute may strive to be with and live in
communities of like-minded others, people who also value diversity’ (p. 416).
Thus, as diversity efforts are increased those who favor diversity tend to become
affiliated with the group, while those who are not diversity-minded are
self-excluded. The resulting group may be very predisposed to the notion of
diversity, but its very sameness precludes or significantly reduces its own di-
versity. Like-minded communities are usually not very diverse.

• Diversity and Clonal Replication In a similar manner, Herring and Henderson
[35] see a tension and a potential paradox between: (i) a fundamental and
genuine understanding held by the organization that ‘without linking it to
concerns about access, equity, parity, and opportunity, the usage of the term
diversity is hollow’ (p. 22), and (ii) the human psychological and sociological
reality that ‘most organizations attempt to reproduce themselves by selecting
people who are similar to the members or constituencies they already have’
(p. 23). Here the organization, in honestly desiring to achieve expansive di-
versity and equity in an abstract sense, acts (through its recruitment, selection,
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and reward systems) in way that preserves the status quo. By definition, clonal
replication cannot produce diversity.

• Diversity and Divergent Behavior DiTomaso, Post, and Parks-Yancy [36]
argue that the somewhat abstract acceptance of identifiable difference and of
incorporating them into organizational settings is inevitably leads to an increase
in differing human needs, behaviors, and goals. They note that ‘the critical
question is [i] whether it is possible to retain a sense of difference without [ii]
difference taking on a negative connotation… in other words, is pluralism
possible without an unhealthy competition for resources?’ (p. 492). Diversity is
often seen in terms of adding varietal richness into organizational blend; how-
ever, diversity can also give rise to a growing sense of disparity and separation
for those in the existing in-group. Diversity can be viewed in a descriptive
compositional sense, but diversity also has behavioral consequences and some
of those can be negative.

• Diversity and Discontent Milliken and Martins [37] in their attempt to ‘find
common threads’ in the research literature associated with group composition and
outcomes—specifically whether greater diversity leads to higher productivity—
encountered a problem with the business case argument for diversity. This gen-
erally claims that all diversity is associated with positive and advantageous out-
comes. Reviewing recent management research, however, they concluded that
diversity ‘appears to be a double-edged sword, [i] increasing the opportunity for
creativity as well as [ii] the likelihood that group members will be dissatisfied and
fail to identify with the group’ (p. 403). Although often promoted in a unilateral
way, diversity has a double-sided nature. In some contexts and at some levels,
diversity is seen as variety (with a positive connotation). In other contexts and at
other levels, diversity is seen as separation (with a negative connotation).

These paradoxes come about because diversity is not the pre-existing norm
in social groups and business organizations. Social groups tend to preserve
their identities and perpetuate themselves because they are homogenous. Self-
categorization theory suggests that existing groups engender group cohesiveness by
encouraging members to see themselves in terms in-group membership, creating a
dynamic in which there is a ‘tendency to favor members of one’s own group over
members of other groups’ [38, p. 10]. Moves to upset this stability through the
increased diversity of group members—especially the enforced diversification of
the group—are perceived as threats to in-group homogeneity, cohesiveness, sta-
bility and the benefits that individual members have previously accrued through
membership, self-identification, and social status.

The Business Case for Diversity

Nowhere are the paradoxes of workplace diversity seen more clearly than in the
SME. By definition, these firms are small—that is, they employ small workforces
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that place limits on the extent to which diversity can be expressed, even if desired.
SMEs usually lack an extensive HR function that can advise on diversity initiatives,
create infrastructures for articulating diversity objectives, or implement effective
diversity programs. More significantly the smallness of the SME in terms of its
number of organizational participants creates in-group situations in which existing
group members seek to preserve their internal cohesion and to perpetuate their
assumed identity through selective—and often unconscious—recruitment, selec-
tion, and retention practices that preserve the status quo.

These dynamics take place at the level of the individual and the group. The SME
transcends both of these levels; it is a separate entity—not simply a legal entity, but
a distinct organizational entity with its own set of dynamics and goals. Diversity
presents challenges and opportunities for individual and group members; however,
are these similar to the challenges and opportunities of SMEs, or does diversity
always produce advantageous outcomes for them?

From the perspective of diversity as variety, it is clear that firms who encourage
workplace diversity can derive a number of advantages: (a) they can access a
greater range of talent in the labor markets; (b) they can come to a better under-
standing of their customers, suppliers, and competitors in an increasingly multi-
cultural environment; and (c) they can arrive to more relevant and informed
decisions in an more complex, diverse, and globalized world. Even in 1990, there
were those who appreciated that, at a national level (the US), for ‘a country seeking
competitive advantage in a global economy, the goal of managing diversity is to
develop our capacity to accept, incorporate, and empower the diverse human talents
of the most diverse nation on earth’[39, p. 117].

Historically, the business case proposition for diversity developed as a positive
alternative to state-legislated affirmative action programs, which were predicated on
norms of social justice and equality. The business case argument suggested that
diversity was a valuable resource that could be used by organizations to enhance
their effectiveness in a changing world. A growing acceptance of multiculturalism,
the realization that globalization was a power to be reckoned with, and the con-
viction that these represented economic opportunities shifted diversity arguments
away from moral, ethical, and judicial realms to economic ones. Diversity shifted
from equality-based perspectives with their ‘moral reasoning grounded in deon-
tology’ to perspectives ‘crafted by utilitarian arguments’ [40].

In the EU, the business case has been strongly advocated as the basis and
justification for increased diversity [20]. Diversity and its management are under-
stood to be connected with improved economic performance, enhanced social
performance, and better alignment with demographic and business—and, of course,
diversity management is in compliance with EU law [19]. Interest in the business
argument has been intense among business people, management practitioners, and
academics; indeed, to stimulate further academic and research interest the UK’s
Department for Business Innovation and Skills has recently compiled a compre-
hensive survey of the literature [41].

Although usually presented as quite unproblematic, the business case for
diversity does have its critics both in North America and in the EU. Some question
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the impact that it has actually had on business decision-makers and on HR practice
[42]; others believe that organizations should go beyond utilitarian rationales and
reframe their diversity consideration in terms of values, virtues, and ethics [40, 43];
while a few have tried to understand the impact the diversity case has made on
SMEs [44].

An Unfolding History of Diversity Ideologies

The shifting landscape of workplace diversity mirrors changes in dominant ideo-
logical systems. In part, these ideological systems are rooted cognitively, but more
importantly they emerge from widely held and commonly shared understandings
and perspectives of social identity groups. Nkomo and Hoobler [32] define diversity
ideology as the ‘societal beliefs and attitudes about nondominant racioethnic
groups, their status, and how they should be incorporated into the society or nation’
(p. 246). They use this definition to analyze the dominant racial and ethnic ide-
ologies in the US throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, con-
necting these ideologies to the prevailing attitudes of employers and the practices of
their HR departments. Their analysis suggest four eras in an evolving understanding
of workplace diversity.

The First Era: Active Exclusion and Discrimination

This period extended well into the second half of the twentieth century and mirrored
the broad socially endorsed attitudes toward race, ethnicity, and gender.
Paradoxically, the US from its inception was a country of immigrants; however,
increased immigration and the inflow of different ethnic identity groups in the early
1900s was seen as a threat to the perceived supremacy of the dominant majority,
which self-identified as White, Protestant, and male. Dominance and supremacy
was not understood in numerical terms, but as a preordained reality based on an
uncontested superiority of race which was rigidly preserved through social, cul-
tural, and legal mechanisms. These attitudes and assumptions informed HR prac-
tices that were overtly discriminatory and segregationist.

More pragmatically informed HR practices sometime came into play when there
was a pressing need for labor. Black employees were actively incorporated into the
labor force and vocational training and educational programs were created for them.
During this period, Black HR managers were often hired because they were pre-
sumed to be more sensitive to the issues of their co-workers. Interestingly, Delton
[45] makes a connection between the growth of the Human Relations School of
Management and rise of nondiscriminatory hiring practices after World War II, and
notes that ‘recognizing the role corporate actors played in integration offers an
important corrective to the current historical literature on workplace integration,
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which is based largely on post-1964 sources and which emphasizes grassroots
activism’ (p. 295).

The Second Era: Legally Mandated Equal Opportunity

Shifting political and social attitudes toward workplace and institutional discrimi-
nation brought about the enactment of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964.
Although in some sectors of society there had been a growing appreciation of equal
consideration from legal and moral perspectives, these did not usually translate into
equality in social arrangements, educational opportunity, or employment. The Civil
Rights Act of 1964 shifted things from a matter of conscience to a matter of legal
compliance. Specifically, Title VII of the Act made it illegal for employers with
more than 15 employees to discriminate in hiring, terminating, promoting, com-
pensating, job training or any other term, condition or privilege of employment on
the basis of sex, age, race, color, religion, and national origin [46, 47].

Despite the differing constructions that employers placed on Title VII—and their
hesitancy and reluctance to follow the spirit, if not the letter, of the law—the
passage of the Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) Act of 1972 clarified many
issues and strengthened the resolve of the federal government to ensure equal
opportunities in employment. The Act provided a mechanism whereby lawsuits
could be initiated, with federal government support, by those who had encountered
discriminatory employment practices in the hiring process or in the workplace. This
legislation placed a very real economic cost of noncompliance against the organi-
zation’s philosophical and rhetorical considerations of equal employment. The law
pushed employers to establish EEO practices at all levels of their HR process, and
encouraged them to formally adopt what many have called color blind approaches
to the recruitment, selection, training, promotion, and retention of their workforce
[48, 49].

The Second Era of diversity reflected a general social revision of diversity and
discriminatory ideologies, albeit a revision that was catalyzed (if not actively
pushed and forced) by legal enactments. Increasingly—although halting and not
universally subscribed to—there seemed to have been a movement away from the
norms of ingrained supremacy and discrimination to a more nuanced understanding
in which issues of fairness and equity were more clearly articulated and preferred.
The preference for greater equity and inclusion were clearly expressed in the areas
of employment and the workplace, which might have been seen as relatively neutral
and dispassionate arenas of economic activity, rather than as more contentious
arenas of social engagement [50, 51].
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The Third Era: Multiculturalism and Diversity Management

Diversity ideologies had generally included a melting pot metaphor, in which
diversity was gradually diffused and incorporated into society, providing it with a
greater cultural and ethnic richness [52]. In contrast, multinationalism has the root
metaphor of a tossed salad, where different cultural identities are preserved intact
and remain discernable although they contribute to (in a metaphoric sense) the
color, texture, and vitality of the whole.

The term multiculturalism originated in Canada, where it featured as a guiding
principle and driving philosophy in the country’s official social and immigration
policy as early as 1971. The concept slowly spread to the US in the late 1980s and
early 1990s [32, 52]. Multiculturalism places importance on the integrity of dif-
ferent cultural and ethnic identity groups, recognizes their legitimacy, and accepts
them as contributing to a pluralistic society. It values the different perspectives and
experiences of all social identity groups—whether differentiated culturally, racially,
ethnically, or by gender—and sees each as contributing uniquely to the cohesive-
ness of the whole society, not as being in any way subservient, inferior, or
privileged.

Multicultural approaches increasingly led to organizations seeing diversity as an
integral aspect of the human resources and human capital to which they had access.
It was appreciated that the diversity of these assets had to be managed and diversity
management became a significant aspect of organizational rhetoric and HR practice
toward the end of the 1990s. The conceptual shift moved diversity away from an
externally orientated legal compliance to internally focused issue of effectively
managing diversity [39, 53].

The Fourth Era: Post-racial Understanding
and Inclusiveness

Multiculturalism recognizes the experiences and perspectives of different identity
groups and seeks to balance these into a holistic understanding of society, or the
workforce. However, many critics sense that by adhering to ‘difference’ the mul-
ticultural enterprise begins with a premise that has ultimately caused its downfall.
They point to a society that is still fractured along socially identifies group lines,
with a disproportional accumulation and retention of power and privilege. They
point to the possibility of moving beyond the multicultural boundaries that have
designated ‘different but equal’ to a new post-multiculturalism that accentuates
equality and eliminates difference; that accentuates the individual and not his/her
historical group origins or putative social affiliations.

The post-racial argument for inclusion holds that, by and large, historical
groupings—such as race and ethnicity—have waned, or have become essentially
irrelevant. However, such a position seems strangely at variance with the reality that
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many in society and in the workforce experience, or believe that they encounter.
Nkomo and Hoobler [32], considering the prospect of a post-racial society, question
‘whether this can ever happen, or if this is simply a privileged or utopian view of
the world and institutions’ (p. 253). Others, such as Fryberg and Stephens [54],
argue for a more expanded and critical ‘science of diversity’ in order to ‘brings
arguments about ideologies and their effects out of the realm of “sincere ignorance”
and “conscious stupidity” and into the realm of research-based observations and
solutions’ (p. 118).

Many, if not most, question the extent to which a post-multiculturalist and
post-racial ideology accurately describe the state of affairs in our contemporary
society, the sentiments of those in the workforce, or the understandings of business
organization. It seems to most observers that we have actually not entered the
Fourth Era. However, it has been rightly pointed out that one impact of Fourth Era
thinking has been on the rhetoric, not necessarily on the practices, of HR depart-
ments which has increasingly emphasized the need for inclusion.

The trajectory taken by diversity ideologiesis clearly shaped by a unique set of
social, cultural, and political forces. It would be incorrect to assume that it must
pass through the four eras indicated above. However, this brief survey of the US
experience may provide useful insight into the evolution of diversity thinking and
diversity management in non-US societies.

Identities—Individual, Social, and Organizational

The number of individuals that the firm employs is obviously a key part of SME
classification. However, focusing on employee headcounts should not obscure the
reality that the SME is a discrete social collective, not simply an assemblage of
unconnected individuals. SMEs, like all other social organizations, are confronted
with issues of articulating their own distinctive identities and with the processes
through which organizational members, and prospective members, align their own
understandings of social and personal identity with the identity of the firm.

Social Identity and Self-categorization

There are two different theories of identity: identity theory, which is grounded in the
structural symbolic interaction approach taken by Stryker [55], and social identi-
fication theory, which has its origins in Tajfel’s [56] recognition of social catego-
rization. Although each has acquired its own set of meanings, some have suggested
that both theories have more similarities and overlaps than dissimilarities.
Generally, identity theory has tended to define identity in terms of the roles that
individuals understand they will assume and the meanings that they attach to those
roles; whereas, social identity theory has considered identity in terms of the social
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categories that individuals identify, the degree to which they see themselves
belonging to these categories, and the social meaning that they attach to them [57].

Social identity and self-categorization theories both understand that individuals,
as social actors in a social world, can neither define a unique and personal identity,
nor construct a comprehensive narrative of self, in isolation. The creation of identity
is continuously mediated and confirmed by the process of comparison with the
other. Social identity and self-categorization theories are essentially similar and
both provide ways of understanding how questions such as ‘who am I?’ and ‘what
is important to me?’ can be convincingly reframed by the individual, as a social
actor, in terms of the more expansive ‘who are we?’ and ‘what is important to us?’
[58, 59].

Individual and social identities work together dynamically, with each setting and
then confirming goals that are considered to be contextually salient. As Haslam, van
Knippenberg, and Platow [60] note, ‘the self can be defined in individual- or
group-based terms… [individual goals] focus and give meaning to personal identity
and serve as a basic for organizing and coordinating (potentially) disparate
behaviors… [group goals] help to direct and give meaning to shared social identity
which is used as a framework for coordinating and organizing the behavior of
(potentially) disparate individuals’ (p. 51).

Organization affiliation requires an interrogation of both self-identity and
self-classification. Affiliation can only be successful—for the individual and for the
organization—if the in-comer recasts a personal identity and classification in ways
that align with the present organizational in-group. Successful redefinition of per-
sonal identity produces a sense of in-group identification and of belonging for the
in-comer, and a sense of affirmation and cohesion for the existing in-group members.

A sense of belonging, and of wishing to continue to belong, helps to reduces
existential uncertainty and increases the predictability of the future for the members
of the group. In-group identification also increases self-esteem of members because
their views and behaviors, which others have now adopted in order to conform to
the group’s norms, are now seen as having been affirmed and validated. However,
in perpetuating their distinctiveness, identity, and cohesiveness the in-group tends
to identify and to define contrasting and problematic out-groups. To maintain clarity
of ‘who we are’ and ‘what is important to us,’ we set up an oppositional ‘who they
are’ and ‘what is important to them.’

Importantly, individuals possess multiple social identities and self-
categorizations and the saliency of these is contextually determined. Changes
in situational factors may lead to new questions of identity and categorization that
were previously unconsidered, or which were not considered either important or
relevant in the past. For example, in contexts of increasing diversity within the
organization, identity-based fault-lines may develop within the group, dividing it
into a number of new and relatively homogeneous subgroups that are aligned with
demographic characteristics of individuals (color, ethnicity, gender, etc.), which
have only now become salient.

For example if eight men work in a micro-enterprise they may all tend to
self-categorize as members of the firm. However, if the firm has eight workers four
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of whom are men and four women, the group may still predominately
self-categorize as firm members, but there is also a new identity category of gender
available to them and the creation of a potential fault-line. If the men are all old,
White, and Christian and the women are all young, Black, and Muslim there is a
significant multi-reinforced identity-based fault-line that may well split the group
into two. The split could potentially impair collective performance, inhibit col-
laborative efforts, and bring into question a sense of firm identity and affiliation. In
this case, the micro-enterprise can be said to possess ‘diversity’ (a representation of
different genders, races, and religions), but that has not necessarily improved its
performance, its success, or its organizational identity. If race and religion had been
more evenly divided among the age classes (one White Christian female, one White
Christian male, one White Muslim female, etc.) the same number of identity-based
fault-lines would be present, but these would run across the group rather than all lie
on top of one another. This would presumably make the fault-lines less susceptible
to fracture.

It is important to note that identity-based fault-lines do not necessarily split the
group; however, they do represent lines of potential fracture that might become
active in the future. In the example given the fault-lines are accentuated (or rein-
forced) because each member of the subgroups has the same gender, race, and
religion. Of equal importance, it should be noted that individuals can benefit sig-
nificantly from the resulting complexities of social identity that occur with group
diversity. Group members often appreciate the increased complexity of their
self-categorizations and respond by sharing previously unutilized skills and
knowledge that contribute positively to the group’s performance.

Organizational Identity

The emerging organizational identity of the SME is not a matter of managerial
rhetoric, but of what its various stakeholders (particularly organizational partici-
pants) come to recognize as the central and enduring values that differentiate the
firm from other similar enterprises [61–63]. Organizational identity, and the sub-
sequent self-identification of organizational participants with that identity, provides
a mechanism for developing social cohesion within the enterprise and a means
through which organizational members can answer questions of identity, classifi-
cation, and affiliation [64, 65].

The construct of organizational identity differs from that of organizational culture;
however, both have a reciprocal, dynamic, and synergistic relationship.Organizational
culture is the ongoing articulation, elaboration, and refinement of the (succinct) or-
ganizational identity narrative, which shapes the behavior and thinking of organiza-
tional participants and which is transmitted to those who enter the organization.

Whereas organizational identity may answers questions of ‘who are we?’ and
‘what is important to us?’ in the cognitive and affective domains, organizational
culture suggests answers for the behavior questions of ‘what do we do?’ and
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‘why do we do that? Although organizational identity and the self-identification of
organizational participants are different, they also seem to be reciprocally connected
with both necessary pre-requisites for the emergence of other related constructs
such as organizational commitment and organizational loyalty [66, 67].

Considerations, Caveats, and Conviction

There is little disagreement that diversity is a significant and pressing issue in the
twenty-first century. When asked, most individuals agree that diversity in the
workplace is a reasonable expectation and that discrimination is offensive and runs
counter to their sense of fairness. When asked, organizations—large-scale firms and
SMEs—claim that they wholeheartedly endorse the notion of diverse and inclusive
workforces. And undoubtedly these claims are sincere. For the rational business it
would seem that the proposition of a diverse workforce is predominantly a matter of
economic sense; a matter of responding to a convincing business case for diversity.

However, this is a particularly modern perspective. Historic attitudes and
responses to diversity, and for that matter many contemporary attitudes, are not
grounded in an economic calculus. Instead, they embody understandings of social
identity and social cohesion that are perhaps more human, behaviorally centered,
and absent from the assumed rationality of that pale and spectral being homo
economicus. Any historical review of diversity and discrimination illustrates the
power of social forces that had to be overcome. But, more than that, any historical
review offers insights into the present day dynamics of resistance to increasing
organizational diversity [68, 69].

SMEs by definition include a small number of participants. In this chapter it is
argued that, unlike large-scale firms, the internal dynamics of SMEs are much
closer to those of small groups. As a result, increased diversity within the SME
might: (a) result in the (problematic) reconsideration of individual identity and
self-classification; (b) endanger the existing self-esteem and cohesiveness of the
current in-group; and (c) lead to a proliferation of potential identity-based
fault-lines. All of these outcomes might be regarded with varying degrees of
concern by SME in-group members and by those who regulate group diversity.
This concern might lead to the conclusion—explicitly voiced, or subconsciously
held—that moves toward increased group diversity are problematic and should be
postponed and reconsidered, if not necessarily resisted [70–72].

In this chapter it is speculated that although SMEs are embedded in the social,
cultural, and political matrices of their national states their internal dynamics render
them somewhat resistant to external social shifts. The progression in SME diversity
appreciation might also be slowed by their preoccupation with the sharper issues of
existential survival and growth, their wish to avoid the perceived risks in new HR
recruitment and selection practices, and general sense that ‘diversity is not neces-
sarily a priority or a spontaneous concern’ [20, p. 12].
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Of course there are a number of limitations and caveats to this rather pessimistic
diversity outlook. Many of these have to do with what might be considered yet
another paradox. While diversity may be limited within SMEs it is expansive
between SMEs.

• Firm Size There are difficulties in defining SMEs by headcounts, but firm size
nevertheless plays a crucial part in firm dynamics. The actual number of those in
the workforce places limits on the extent to which diversity can be expressed.
But more than that, group size is an element in its cohesive and of the number of
fault-lines that can develop as diversity increases [72]. Based on these factors, it
would seem likely that micro-enterprises will find diversity shifts more prob-
lematic than small-sized ones, and that small-sized enterprises will be more
challenged than medium-sized firms.

• Business Sector SMEs are engaged in multiple business sectors. Some of these
sectors—for example those engaged in R&D, technology, innovation, and
knowledge sectors—may be more responsive the business case argument, since
diversity will increase their talent and innovation pool. Certainly these results
have been reported for SMEs in this sector. Increased diversity in boards of
directors and top management teams has been associated with higher product
and process innovation in Canadian and Spanish SMEs [73, 74]. It is speculated
that diversity efforts in these sectors might be more successful than in others
where there may be little demonstrable advantage in talent diversity.

• Founder Personality It is suggested here that increased diversity in SMEs will
to a great extent lie in the personal attitudes and dispositions of those who have
founded and who are constantly involved in their SMEs, rather than in the
distanced and diffused impersonal forces and HR policies that can develop in
large-scale organization. These personal attitudes and dispositions include tol-
erance for ambiguity, achievement motivation, social identity, and
self-categorization. This is not to deny the complexity of behavior within the
SME, or to privilege individuals as autonomous and to focus exclusively on the
psychological traits of decision-makers [75]. But, as Levison [76] noted for the
SME founder the business is essentially an ‘extension of himself, a medium for
his personal gratification and achievement above all… [if] concerned about what
happens to his business after he passes on, that concern usually takes the form of
thinking of the kind of monument he will leave behind’ (p. 91). Depending on
personal attitudes and goals, some SME founders—men and women—may be
motivated to leave a living monument in the form of a diverse and inclusive
business. They might also be motivated to create an enterprise that reflects and
furthers their own social identity.

• Ownership and Governance Structure Formal (contractual) governance
systems are the norm in large-scale enterprises, but these are often replaced by
more fluid informal (relational) systems in SMEs. Relational governance and
subsequent governance behaviors are based on mutual trust, recognizing and
respecting the other, and patterns of mutual reciprocity [77]. Reviewing her
work on Dutch family-based firms, Uhlaner [78] characterizes relational
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governance as a vehicle through which ‘owners share the same vision of the
firm… take a long-term view in their investments and in firm strategy, the
degree to which they are committed to the same goals… express an emotional or
affective attachment to the firm’ (p. 29). It may well be that relational gover-
nance patterns strengthen and reinforce in-group attitudes and behavior, par-
ticularly about diversity and diversity selection. Equally, it might be that SMEs
with contractual governance systems find it easier to arrive at ‘balanced and
impartial’ senior level decisions and advance HR initiative to increase diversity.

In beginning this chapter, it was acknowledged that the relationship between
adopting the business case argument for diversity and preserving the conservative
impulse of social identification could not be fully resolved. There are still too many
unknowns. More research is urgently needed to understand the attitudes that SME
participants hold about diversity and about the dynamics that motivate their choices
and responses. More research is needed to understand the diversity roles that SME
founders, boards of directors, top management teams, and employees see them-
selves as pursuing. We need to understand their priorities, the trade-offs that they
believe they are making, and the reasons for their decisions or nondecisions.

In 2004, the EU established national Diversity Charters through which organi-
zations voluntarily commit to promote diversity and equal opportunities in the
workplace, regardless of age, disability, gender, race or ethnic origin, religion or
sexual orientation. Ten years later, 13 national Diversity Charters have been
established bringing together 7100 European organizations and 13.6 million
employees. A recent survey of more than 1100 signatories revealed that they were
predominantly (70%) SMEs, and more specifically micro-enterprises (40%) with
less than 10 employees [79].

This demonstrates a strong conviction of even the smallest SMEs to voluntarily
commit to diversity in their workplaces. Organization size, the social identification
of their existing members, and numerous other factors can positively impact a
commitment to embrace diversity. These factors, however, can also operate to
negate business case arguments for diversity, even although the business case is not
without its problems. It would certainly seem that, despite the very real difficulties
that SMEs face in advancing diversity, there is a strong and resolute commitment to
the concept of diversity, and to making diversity and inclusion an integral part of
the SME’s internal landscape.
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Gender and Entrepreneurship
in Angola: Narratives of the ‘Muambeiras’
of Lubango

Evanice Nadya and Emilia Fernandes

Abstract The financial and economic situation of most African countries forces
individuals to create their own jobs in order to generate some sort of income for
themselves and their families. This chapter presents a study that aims to look into
the entrepreneurial experiences of a particular group of female entrepreneurs from
Lubango, Angola: the Muambeiras. After conducting interviews with a small group
of Muambeiras, five life stories were analysed to illustrate the gender difficulties
these women must overcome to do business, as well as the importance of business
practice as a way of dealing with gender discrimination. This study contributes to a
greater understanding of gender and entrepreneurship, through an account of the
diversity of how women carry out entrepreneurship and how they deal with gender
discrimination. Moreover, it contributes to redefine policies that can support these
women’s business activities and acknowledge their important roles in the
community.

Introduction

In the last years, and in several countries, entrepreneurship has been greatly com-
mented on, both in the media and by institutional government organisations [2, 26].
These discourses have presented entrepreneurship as a way of creating alternatives
to employment and economic growth, as well as constituting an approach to dealing
with financial crises [18, 25]. However, in northern and western countries, these
discourses are not gender-neutral. Indeed, they are being associated to a certain
masculinity, which is linked to an entrepreneurial practice perceived as exclusively
economic, and connected to a psychological profile that is culturally and socially
ascribed to men [1, 5].
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In many African countries, entrepreneurship is associated to a form of economic
and social survival, and not necessarily as a business opportunity [20]. The financial
and economic situation of most African countries forces individuals to create their
own jobs in order to generate some sort of income for themselves and their families.
However, this type of entrepreneurship is often performed by women. As a social
group, women have less access to the formal economy and employment. Due to
war, as well as political and social reasons, they are often those who are chiefly
responsible for their families, and are the only ‘breadwinners’ which families can
count on [8]. One of the countries where these gendered contours can be found is
Angola [9, 20].

This exploratory study aims to look into the entrepreneurial experiences of a
particular group of female entrepreneurs from Lubango, Angola, who are identified
as Muambeiras. These businesswomen import and commercialise diverse products,
such as clothes, fashion accessories and furniture. The Muambeiras of Lubango
play a major role in family economy, and are an important figure in the trading and
economic activity of their communities.

After conducting interviews with a small group of Muambeiras, five life stories
were analysed. These illustrate the gender difficulties they must overcome to do
business, as well as the importance of business practice as a way dealing with
gender discrimination and standing up against the subordinate position of women in
Angolan society.

The study of this business experience undertaken bywomen,which has rarely been
done before, will allow one to contribute to a greater understanding of gender and
entrepreneurship, through an account of the diversity of how women carry out
entrepreneurship and how they deal with gender discrimination. Moreover, this
exploratory study will contribute to a definition of the policies that can support these
women’s business activities and acknowledge their important roles in the community.

Gender and Entrepreneurship

In northern and western geographies, entrepreneurship has been perceived by
research and societies as an economic practice where men constitute the main
reference [31]. Entrepreneurial practice is often exclusively associated to instru-
mental and economic values which make use of a predominantly neoliberal dis-
course [1, 35]. Moreover, the ideal entrepreneur subject is constructed by resorting
to masculinity, which is centred on individual and psychological traits that value
ambition, competitiveness, and risk [5]. The institutional support given to en-
trepreneurship evaluates entrepreneurial projects based on such normative mascu-
line profiles [4]. Moreover, educational programmes on entrepreneurship are
constructed so as to value the masculine discourse, which favours young male
students who intend to pursue an entrepreneurial project [10, 33].
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This gender and normative construction of entrepreneurship, and of the entre-
preneur subject, creates social and cultural barriers for the entry and permanence of
women in entrepreneurial practice. They are perceived as being less capable than
male entrepreneurs [1], and their companies are attributed less value [6] or are
related to specific types of business which are socially perceived as feminine.
Female entrepreneurs experience greater difficulty in accessing financial investment
[27]. The lack of gender equality when requesting institutional credit often makes
female entrepreneurs depend on their family’s financial support, which further
reduces their opportunities of being autonomous in their businesses and in the
decision-making process itself. Moreover, family tasks continue to be socially
viewed as being women’s responsibility [19, 22, 27]. However, female entrepre-
neurs often have to deal with family resistance to their entrepreneurial practice [15,
27]. All these barriers position women asymmetrically in relation to men and they
are never totally recognised as “real” entrepreneurs.

In recent years, a line of research focused on gender and identity has explored
how female entrepreneurs deal with gender discrimination and reclaim legitimacy
in their business contexts. Female entrepreneurs have experienced a dual presence,
in the sense that they are related to two different and contradictory meanings of
gender [5]: the symbolic and social masculine meaning of entrepreneurial practice,
and the symbolic and social feminine meaning associated to women. Several
studies (e.g. [1, 5, 17, 19]) show how female entrepreneurs tend to move between
these meanings in order to achieve and maintain their legitimacy at work and in
their professional contexts as entrepreneurs. As an illustration, the study by Essers
and her co-authors [15, 16] reflects on the life stories of immigrant female entre-
preneurs and how they deal with ethnic constraints, gender and a normative mas-
culine profile of entrepreneur. For these women, and in their particular ethnic
context, this profile can be synonymous with a way of reclaiming their emanci-
pation [15], or exploring and developing a new female ethnicity founded on gender
equality [16]. Gherardi [19] studied the way in which female entrepreneurs nego-
tiate and subvert the dichotomous gender discourse of the work-family life balance
by challenging the assumptions that female work threatens family, and that women
in entrepreneurship will be affected by the potential work-family imbalance, since
reproduction and home are women’s first and main responsibilities.

The constant increase in studies focused on gender and entrepreneurship has
allowed one to understand the difficulties and experiences of female entrepreneurs
from many different parts of the world (e.g. [12, 28, 32]). However, most literature
tends to focus on northern and western countries. By choosing Angola and the life
stories of the Muambeiras as an empirical context, this exploratory study aims to
broaden the scope of the knowledge produced concerning the experiences of female
entrepreneurs in an African context.
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Female Entrepreneurs in Angola: The Case
of the ‘Muambeiras’

Entrepreneurship in the African context is often associated to economic survival
and not to business opportunities as such [24]. Entrepreneurial practice is under-
stood by individuals as a strategy to overcome high rates of unemployment and
poverty [20]. This type of entrepreneurship is particularly associated to African
women [20]. In Angola, women lead the numbers of entrepreneurship, with a rate
of 25. 2% when compared to the 20.3% of men [9]. As in other African contexts,
entrepreneurship emerges as a way for socially devalued groups to deal with
poverty and obtain some economic income for their families. Usually, most of the
entrepreneurial practice undertaken by women is situated outside the formal
economy [13]. Informal markets play important social and economic roles in a
country like Angola and coexist with the formal economy [14].

However, most of the entrepreneurial practice undertaken by women remains
invisible and is not acknowledged by economic and political agents, institutions or
Angolan society. Their voices are rarely considered when institutions discuss ways
of dealing with the legal and cultural constraints of entrepreneurial practice, nor
when polices are suggested to overcome such difficulties and promote en-
trepreneurship in this particularcontext [22]. In fact, the institutions of Angola have
been considering several polices and measures to boost entrepreneurship and bring
informal entrepreneurs into the formal economy. To achieve such a purpose, the
Angolan government has developed several institutional programmes: the National
Development Plan (Plano Nacional de Desenvolvimento—PND), Angola Invests
(Angola Investe), programmes of exclusive attendance and for credit support to the
entrepreneur (Guiché Único do Empreendedor—GUE; Balcão Único do
Empreendedor—BUE), Programme of Young Angola (Programa Angola Jovem—
PAJ). The main goal of these institutional programmes is to fight poverty and
unemployment, since Angola recently experienced extremely violent armed conflict
[7]. Both government and formal institutions have acknowledged the significance
of entrepreneurship as a critical practice in aiding the sustained development of
Angola, as well as a way of promoting structural changes [20]. However, within
this set of government initiatives, there is no policy with the aim to promote equal
gender opportunities in entrepreneurial practice or the recognition of the several
women who are already involved in entrepreneurship. Female entrepreneurs in
Angola remain invisible, and their social and economic roles in the Angolan
communities are not recognised or legitimised by institutional power. Moreover, the
few research studies which have focused on entrepreneurship in Angola have
favoured an economic and gender-neutral approach to entrepreneurship. This has
reinforced the invisibility of female Angolan entrepreneurs, even if international
and national reports point to their highly significant participation in the informal
economy. Angolan society has maintained a dominant and conservative discourse
with regard to gender, where women are culturally and socially associated to family
and reproduction [22].
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Methodology

Context of the Study: The Entrepreneurial
Practice of ‘Muamba’

In the Angolan context, ‘Muambeiras’ is the name given to female entrepreneurs
who import several different products from foreign countries, in order to com-
mercialise these in the informal economy of their communities [13].

The name of ‘Muambeiras’, which these female entrepreneurs are known as, was
attributed to them by the workers of the Luanda Quatro de Fevereiro International
Airport [3]. In order to carry out their entrepreneurial practice, Muambeiras have to
travel to foreign countries to look for the products they wish to commercialise in
their communities. Several international markets constitute their trade routes; these
include many Chinese cities, Dubai, Los Angeles, New York, Bangkok, Brazil,
Turkey and Lisbon. It is in these countries that the Muambeiras buy many products
with the intention of importing them to Angola, such as clothing, shoes, jewellery,
hair extensions and other fashion accessories [13]. In this sense, they need to know
which fashion trends will sell, as well as where the commercial and trade sources
for their products lie. These are indispensable conditions for their success in
Muamba [3, 34].

The entrepreneurial practice of Muamba implies that female entrepreneurs have
to possess a certain degree of autonomy, which contradicts the values of a patri-
archal society as is the case of Angola [34]. This is the reason why the work of the
Muambeiras is not favourably regarded in Angola, since these women are often
away from their families; they travel frequently and refuse to submit to a male
family figure of authority [3].

Barreau-Tran [3, p. 3] describes these Angolan female entrepreneurs as being a
group which is characterised by some diversity. Muambeiras can be female
entrepreneurs from low social classes with low educational levels, owners of
clothing and fashion accessories stores, market sellers and female professionals
looking for other forms of economic income to supplement their low salaries. For
many of these women, their entrepreneurial practice is a solution to the high rates of
unemployment, and to the gender discrimination they experience in the formal
economy [23].

As in other countries of Africa, Muambeiras play an important role in the
economic survival of their families and communities [13]. The civil war experi-
enced in Angola has resulted in women bearing great responsibilities in their
families. Female entrepreneurs often live in a context of single-parent families,
where the male element died due to civil war or the children are the result of
pregnancy in adolescence [3, 29].

This exploratory study aims to analyse the gender experiences of a group of
Muambeiras from Lubango, a city in the south of Angola. In particular, it analyses
which types of gender difficulties Muambeiras have to overcome to do business,
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and how their business practice can be perceived as a way of dealing with gender
discrimination in Angolan society.

Method of Research and Participants

Research concerning the gender experiences of Muambeiras is very scarce; it is for
this reason that an exploratory approach was adopted. This exploratory study
resorted to a qualitative methodology [11], using the semi-structured interview as a
research method. Most of the interviews took place between January and February
of 2015, at the Muambeiras’ homes, and lasted an average time period of 52 min.
Specific questions were asked regarding their personal trajectories, before they
decided to be involved in Muamba, and the constraints and challenges that they are
currently facing. Other questions were also asked concerning the advantages and
disadvantages of being female and an entrepreneur at the same time, and their
reflections about their contributions to the community in the position of female
entrepreneurs. The ‘snowballing’ method was used to contact the Muambeiras [30].
The interviews were conducted with eight Muambeiras of the Lubango region.
Most of these women occupied another professional position as public employees
in the education and health sectors, while simultaneously exercising the Muamba
practice.

The low number of interviews ensued from the fact that most of the Muambeiras
who were contacted did not feel comfortable about sharing their stories; they were
afraid that this could generate negative implications in their personal and business
lives. It must be remembered that Muambeiras are predominantly related to an
informal economy.

All the interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed. The qualitative data was
gathered to elaborate the analytical categories about the Muambeiras’ experiences.
In the first phase of qualitative analysis, open coding was used to find common
patterns and themes in the participants’ stories. For this chapter, one selected the
part of the Muambeiras’ stories, where they talk about their gendered constraints on
initiating Muamba and doing business, and the strategies used to overcome such
gendered difficulties. A selection of the five narratives where these themes homes,
and was undertaken.

The Life-Stories of the Lubango ‘Muambeiras’

In this section, excerpts from the life stories voiced by five Muambeiras are pre-
sented. All the names used to identify the Muambeiras are pseudonymous. Catarina
is 42-years old and finished high school. She has been involved in Muamba for
11 years although she also has a job in public service. She owns a fashion store in
the city centre, and employs two female workers. Before she sold clothes and
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fashion accessories, she had tried to launch other types of business. She lives with
her husband and six children. Vilma is 40-years old, has completed primary school,
and sells women’s clothes. She also simultaneously works as a public employee.
She does not have a store to commercialise her products, and this forces her to
receive her clients at home. She has been involved in Muamba for 10 years. Vilma
is single and has two children, whom she leaves with her mother and niece. Before
practising Muamba, Vilma sold home-made cookies, second-hand clothes, and
alcoholic drinks. Julia is 37-years old, and terminated the second year of university.
She is a nurse who then became involved in Muamba 16 years ago. She sells
women’s clothes from home. Julia is single and lives with her three children and her
mother. Guida is 41-years old, has a degree in history, and is a public employee; she
has been in the Muamba business for 16 years. Guida started her business by selling
women’s clothes and she also presently owns a furniture store, another food store,
an ice-cream shop and a business in cleaning services, whose major clients are
public institutions. She currently has nine employees working for her. She lives
with her husband and four children. Doming as is 35-years old and finished primary
school. She is a public employee and has practised Muamba for 9 years. She sells
women’s clothes from home. She is married and has three children.

Context and Constraints of Entrepreneurial Practice

In their discourses concerning entrepreneurial practice, female entrepreneurs shared
an experience of economic hardship at a very young age,which left themwith no other
choice but towork, evenwhen theywere children. Family needswere stated as thefirst
reason for starting to work at such an early age. Vilma confessed that her family lived
in very poorly conditions, which were aggravated by the Angolan civil war.

When I was a child, we experienced very difficult moments. We arrived in Lubango as
refugees. My parents were unemployed and we could not study because we didn’t have
money. At the age of 9, I started to help in the kitchen. I began selling cookies at 5 a.m. in
the market, and at 9 a.m. I went to school. The money that I got from this allowed me to
help my family and to pay my meals at school (…) At the age of 12, I sewed children’s
clothes, which I sold in the market. We had no ready-made clothes as we see today. Until
my twenties, I lived from this work.

They also shared several experiences of precarious work before becoming
involved in Muamba. Like Vilma, Catarina also had many work experiences before
starting to commercialise imported products.

I tried different jobs. I even worked in television as an assistant but I didn’t have a salary,
only some money to help my family and me. I thought that it would be better to look for
something different (…). I also sold ice-creams, which I made at my parents’ home when I
was younger. When I grew up, my responsibilities become greater because I got married
and I tried to find other ways of doing business. I sold bread. At that time, there was only
me doing that and two other bakeries in the city, which were not enough to meet people’s
needs. I also sold meat.
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This diversified business experience is also shared by Domingas.

I sold bread, afterwards cookies, ice-cream. I also sold cigarettes and clothes to my
neighbours.

Some of these experiences are, in fact, related to a practice of entrepreneurship
which allowed the participants to contribute economically to their families, first
their parents and siblings and, afterwards, their own families. Like Vilma,
Domingas talked about the need to help her mother and siblings to make some
money, so as to allow her family to surpass poverty.

We had many financial difficulties and that’s why I had to enter the business world very
early. My mother’s salary was too low, and for that reason I started selling soup in the
Maringa Square (…). With that money I bought school material for my brothers and me.

Julia emphasised the need to have another form of income besides her salary as a
public employee.

It is impossible to live only on my salary. Getting into business and afterwards becoming
involved in Muamba was a way of bringing money to my family, and allowing my children
to go to school. I have a family to take care of and I am the main person who is t responsible
for them.

Family is an important key-factor in the discourse of female entrepreneurs.
Family, along with the need to escape poverty, is the reason that leads these women
to progressive autonomy and the will to overcome the gender constraints which
women in Angolan society have to deal with. Family is, in fact, the justification
women use to start their entrepreneurial practice; this has allowed them to exercise
greater power in their families, since they are the major or first economic con-
tributor to the family. In this sense, Muambeiras often become the main bread-
winners in their families. By occupying such a position, they are thus transgressing
the conservative gender norms which attributed such a position to men.

However, the family also symbolises the conservative values inherent to the role
of women in Angolan society, and this constitutes an important constraint for
women when starting their entrepreneurial practice as Muambeiras. Catarina shared
that her entrepreneurial activity was not always supported by her husband and, in
order to go on her first business trip, she had to run away from home.

My first business trip is a very long story. I had to ask for my husband’s permission to
travel to Brazil and I was not allowed. So I had to run away. I remember that I only took
one piece of clothing, a dress, with me and I lied saying that I was going to Windhoek
because, at that time, we flew Lubando-Windhoek-Johannesburg-São Paulo. I went with
my cousin. When I arrived, I sold everything that I had brought with me. After that, my
husband never told me that I was forbidden to travel or do other things.

Julia also shared that she lied to her family about her first trip to the USA
because she was scared that they would forbid her to go.

I went alone to the USA and when I went on that trip I did not tell my family the truth.
I knew that they would forbid me to go because the journey was very long and I would be
going alone.
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These women’s constant need to travel is not positively viewed by their families
and communities. It implies long periods of time away from home and the total
transgression of the gender power relations in their communities, where women are
perceived as dependent and submissive to the male family figures [21, 22].

Moreover, travel implies that these women will (re)appropriate the meanings and
values considered to be part of the male symbolic universe [1, 5]. In a globalized
world, they are thus able to define themselves: through freedom of movement,
economic autonomy, and the willingness to take risks. Concerning these trips,
Catarina emphasised the freedom and the adventurous nature of her business trips.

I really love to travel. I started with Brazil, and when the prices got too high in this country,
I went to China. I have been in this business for 11 years and I thought that I should know
and explore other countries and cities, and that is why I started traveling to Miami, New
York, and Lisbon.

Most of these female entrepreneurs invested in a journey without having detailed
information about the countries they visited during their business trips, and without
knowing anything about the language or cultures of those countries. Nonetheless,
they mentioned the help of some local guides, so that they reveal an awareness of
the high risk involved in going on these business trips. However, the general feeling
is one of experiencing an adventure, testing their limits, and being able to surpass
themselves and their fears. Julia told us that her first journey to the USA was an
adventure, since she went to this country without any support or knowledge about
the country’s markets.

At that time, Muambeiras didn’t usually travel to the USA with Emirates (the travel
company), and I decided to go via Dubai. I was the only African person on the flight from
Dubai to the USA! During the trip, I was always praying to God to help me to finish my
journey, to be brave, and not to be scared. Alone on the flight and alone in the city!

Vilma also felt very proud of herself when she made the decision to explore the
furniture markets in China, and decided to invest in interior home decoration.

I went to China alone, I did not go with anyone, and I did not have a local guide (…) 90%
of the things I brought and got were a result of my research and curiosity.(…); when you’re
curious, you start being very attentive to what is happening around you, comparing prices
and different materials. I did all that alone, with God’s blessing.

Julia also expressed her need to take constant risks and explore new markets.

In the nineties, I went to Namibia to buy clothes and sold them here in Lubango (…);
afterwards, I started to explore Congo Brazzaville, in particular Pointe-Noire. We go where
we think it will be profitable. Then I started to explore Brazil, where I still go very often
(…) I also went to China but the markets did not have anything that had to do with me and
with my business.

Years of experience bring greater know-how of the business, which then
becomes an expertise in the global markets. One can see this from the way Guida
talks about the markets she explores.
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In Brazil, clothes are of high quality but much more expensive. In China, we have cheap
products but they do not invest in quality. However, the products of high quality in China
are more accessible than those in Brazil. In fact, many things we bought in Brazil were
made in China. Today I am in the catering service business, and I always go to China to buy
the material and equipment that I need for my work.

The risk inherent to these women’s entrepreneurial practice is also present in the
insecurity they said that they felt at airport customs. Corruption is also present in
their daily lives, when they have to receive their luggage at the airport. The fact that
they are women seems to create a higher probability of being harassed by the
customs airport staff, who always tend to change the taxes they have to pay and
make some of their luggage disappear; the airport police often humiliate them by
searching them, when they are treated as potential drug dealers.

At Windhoek airport we saw that all our luggage had been opened and searched. It was
something that we could always expect from the airport staff. During our most recent trips
we, the Muambeiras, always had a bus at the airport door waiting for us; it took us to the
hospital for a check-up to see if we had drugs in our bodies. I wonder if they would do that
if we were men. We were only released at the end of the day. Meanwhile, they opened our
bags, stole some of our things. We could only realise that when we arrived home, with no
chances of making any complaints (…). The truth is that, when we complain, nothing
happens (Catarina)

Julia complained about the Luanda airport and the corruption they have to deal
with.

All the Muambeiras know how difficult it is to arrive at our airport. We have experienced
very sad and stressful situations created by the customs staff, who always ask for more
money to pay our country’s taxes. We are very badly treated by these people, and we know
what they are doing, but we can say nothing if we want to continue carrying out our
business.

The country’s corruption and economic instability influence the Muambeiras’
lives. Their poor image, which is related to their gender condition and their need to
continue doing business, places these women in very complicated situations.

Access to credit is also another problem for the Muambeiras. The gender of the
Muambeiras seems to be linked to the idea that banks see their businesses as not
being “real businesses”. Moreover, these women often operate in an informal
economy, which further complicates their access to credit. This is Guida’s case; she
has often tried to obtain credit but has never managed to do so because she was not
considered to be a true entrepreneur.

In the beginning, they (the bank personnel) say that everything is ok, that they do not need
any more information or documents. Then, time passes and they never give us an answer. In
the end, they say that there is something missing and that our project is not a really good
project, but they never explain why. I think they have never intended to give me credit,
because they do not see me as a real businessperson.

TheMuambeiras thus experience the prejudice of doing business asMuambeiras
and of being women doing business. Their families and communities seem to
accept their entrepreneurial practice because the relation of dependence has
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somehow been transgressed: families need the economic income these women
generate, and communities need their businesses in order to have access to imported
products with some credit facilities, which the Muambeiras tend to provide to their
clients. However, this acceptance does not solve all the difficulties they face. In
symbolic terms, Muambeiras still have a poor image in the community and are
considered to be transgressing their gender roles.

Strategies to Overcome Gendered Difficulties
and Entrepreneurial Identity

Due to the submissive role of women in Angolan society, and to the fact that
Muamba often belongs to an informal economy,Muambeiras are always exposed to
great risk and find themselves in a rather weak position, which they need to manage
on a daily basis. As a result of all this, the Muambeiras’ discourses show that they
are always dependent on the relationships of trust they create with others, namely
with other Muambeiras. The Muambeiras’ network is a constant topic in their
discourse; it constitutes a strategy used to deal with the difficulties that they have to
overcome in their business practice. This network is particular important for
Muambeiras when they travel to foreign countries. Julia stressed how important it
was for her to find more Muambeiras in the hotel that she stayed in, in the USA,
during a business trip.

I was so happy when I found out that there were more Angolan Muambeiras staying in my
hotel. They came to introduce themselves to me, one after the other (…) Later, I made
friends with one of them. They explained that this trade route was very profitable, despite
the great distance they have to cover. They also told me that I should go to Los Angeles,
and gave me directions to get there: do this, and then that, and so and so (…). In China I
found Fatima and I liked her. We were in the same conditions: both alone and lost. So we
decided to trust each other and started shopping together, trading together. When I went to
Dubai with my cousin, I took Fatima with me, and Fatima also buys things for me when I
cannot travel.

Catarina said that it was very important for her to meet a Muambeira whom she
admired for being so successful and independent. Domingas, on the other hand,
mentioned that she always travels with other female Muambeira friends with whom
she shares a room in the hotels where they stay, in order to reduce expenses.
Domingas also uses the contacts established through her Muambeira friends to do
business.

During one of my trips through Angola, I met a Muambeira, who I became friends with,
and she told me about the Brazilian hair business (…). I went on my first international trip
with that friend and she helped me to buy Brazilian hair, which was a great success among
my clients (…) Muambeiras were traveling to China very often and, due to my friend’s
suggestion, I also decided to invest in this market (…). I did not like the Chinese markets
because the products were of low quality. However, on my return trip, I talked to other
Muambeiras and they told me about the Turkish markets.
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Muambeiras also talked about the importance of trust relationships with their
clients, who are often also women. Julia said that she preferred to have older
women as clients because they are more responsible and always pay for what they
buy.

I have clients that have been with me for a long time, and these clients always bring new
clients whom I can trust. I often give my clients credit and I need to trust them. Young girls
also pay their debts but, because of a few that did not pay, I prefer the older female clients.

The experience of having to sell their products from home makes these trust
relationships extremely important. By having a shop, Catarina was able to over-
come such difficulties. She believes that clients who do not pay only do so because
they do not see Muambeiras as real businesspeople.

I have clients that have owed me money for 10 years. They don’t take my work seriously.
Sometimes it is very difficult to get the money and we cannot complain. The problem is
more serious when we sell from home; clients tend to see us as friends and some forget to
pay, or delay the payment of the products they take for a long time.

However, they all agreed that their success in sales, whether in a shop or at
home, depends on their trust relations with most of their clients.

Their success as entrepreneurs is often related to their conquest of freedom, to
their children’s well-being, and to economic profit. In Carolina’s case, such success
implies values of beauty and elegance, which is partly connected to a certain
cultural construction of femininity.

I hope to continue to practise Muamba because I love my work. I need to travel, to be in
contact with other people, and to visit other types of stores, where you can see beautiful
clothes and shoes. This is my life.

The female construction of the Muamba business is also present in Julia’s dis-
course, when she reflects on her contribution to the community, and to the eman-
cipation of other women.

I help to modernise the image of our city. I have given credit to my female clients who,
thanks to my products, can dress better and feel better about themselves. I see how they get
satisfaction from that. I see how we broaden women’s horizons.

Female entrepreneurs also emphasise their relation with other cultures and
customs, as well as how they learn to understand difference through such experi-
ences. Domingas speaks about that experience and how it has allowed her to
understand the importance of feeling free to make her own decisions, of being a
self-confident woman.

Contact with other cultures, and ways of being, has made me think about my life, about
what I want for myself and for my business. It has helped me to educate my sons; but it has
also allowed me to become surer of my value, and more independent.

Vilma considers herself to be an important person in her community because of
her involvement in Muamba. In her view, no one can deny that she is a highly
successful and independent businesswoman.
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I am very proud of myself. In fact, I am one of most important people here in my
community in terms of doing business. I do not depend on my ex-husband, I was able to
feed my siblings, pay for their school, and am now responsible for my own family.

Guida emphasises that the Lubango community has to value Muambeiras
because they bring innovation to the city, and they create jobs when the business
starts to grow.

I do not work alone at present. I have 9 permanent employees with me. I have improved my
life but also that of the people who work with me.

This feeling of pride and achievement is also present in the way these women see
the future. Those that do not have a store to sell their products, hope to achieve such
an aim in the future. That is Julia’s case.

My dream is to have my own shop. Now I am still working as a public employee and I
cannot travel as often as I wish. When I have a shop, I can hire people who can help me to
go further.

The discourse of risk is also included in the construction of the participants as
entrepreneurial subjects. Guida resorts to the meaning of risk to define her way of
doing business, and that has changed over time.

Nowadays, I know that risk is part of my job. I have to see further, to increase the amount
of money I invest in the products I import (…). I have to consider that I have more
competition than I had a few years ago as well.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, the life stories of a group of Muambeiras from Lubango was
explored. The aim of this exploratory study was to analyse how these female
entrepreneurs deal with gender when they do business, and how business can
contribute to the emancipation of their gender. We demonstrated how family and
community contexts affect their life choices, and how the context produces an
indirect effect on their very early stages of economic independence. This indirect
effect has helped these women to become emancipated from their families and to
reclaim legitimacy in their communities. As in other African countries [20, 24],
women are often their family’s main support and the main breadwinners. However,
they still occupy a gender position of submission in relation to men. They are
underestimated in the formal economy and have less access to employment [20–
22]. Muamba arises as a professional and work alternative in order to deal with
poverty, unemployment, low salaries, and the lack of job opportunities.

This exploratory study also shows that most of the difficulties which these
women deal with are related to their country’s political and economic conditions:
corruption, economic instability, and difficulties in accessing credit. However, their
gender seems to aggravate these difficulties. The combination of being women as
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well as Muambeiras generates contradictory effects in the lives of this group of
female entrepreneurs. They are constrained and discriminated against in their en-
trepreneurial practice, not only because they are women but also due to the fact that
they have obtained their emancipation through that same practice.

Moreover, the strategies inherent to their business practice help Muambeiras to
overcome some of the gendered social and economic constraints. The most
important of these seems to be the existence of an informal network, which pro-
motes affective relations and work support among Muambeiras. This female net-
work allows women to share information about trade routes, to travel together to
foreign countries, and to create ties of friendship amongst themselves.

Muamba is also a practice that allows these women to construct a positive image
of themselves by resorting to meanings related with freedom of movement, inde-
pendence, ambition, a willingness to take risks, and adventure. The fact that the
Muambeiras reclaim such meanings implies that they end up being representatives
of a male ideal of the construction of the entrepreneur subject, which is often
reinforced by mainstream research and society [5, 31]. Through this identity of
entrepreneurial work [15], the women transgress and symbolically escape from their
submissive position and from the restrictive female meanings associated to women
in Angolan society [21, 22]. Moreover, they appropriate a certain degree of mas-
culinity to define what it means to be a Muambeira, without attaching such
meanings to men. In this sense, the reclaiming of such an identity, and the attri-
bution of value to the Muamba practice, has allowed these women to be progres-
sively recognised and legitimised in their communities as business subjects, and
thus enter the formal economy.

To conclude, this exploratory study contributes to an understanding of the
complicated but acknowledged reality of female entrepreneurs by researching a
context which has seldom been explored. One thus hopes to bring greater visibility
to the experiences of a particular group of female entrepreneurs, who play an
important role in the economy and social life of Lubango. Such knowledge can aid
the Angolan Government, as well as public institutions, to define specific policies to
promote equal opportunities in gender-related work. This would support the
recognition of Muambeiras in their communities, and would allow them to continue
with their businesses, namely by facilitating access to financial investment, and by
intensifying the ethical control of the airport customs services.
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Expatriate Women: A Dream Waiting
to Come True

Claudia Carvalho and Carolina Feliciana Machado

Abstract In a context of a globalized economy, business is no longer limited by
national boundaries. To maintain their competitiveness, organizations are increas-
ingly establishing and strengthening their presence overseas. For this reason, and to
accomplish their projects more successfully, many firms take the option to deploy
employees from the home’s company to their subsidiary. This way, we have
inevitably assisted to a strong rise of these professionals in international assign-
ments. However, this rise has been very disproportional to men and women, with a
clear disadvantage do women. Indeed, women represent a clear minority compared
to men. What explains such a huge difference that sets apart men and women?
The present critical literature review starts from this issue in order to obtain a
greater understanding of the gender effect in the process and in the experience of the
expatriation (one of the many international forms of mobility in the organizational
contexts).

Introduction

In a context of a globalized economy, in order to stay competitive and, in some
situations, to guarantee its survival, organizations are, more and more, spreading its
wings as well as expanding its businesses across borders. For this reason, and in
order to realize its projects with great success, worker’s displacement from the
home’s company to other international contexts where they operate has been
increasingly an option to these organizations. Inevitably, we have been witnessing
to a strongly grown of professionals in international missions. However, in a great
disproportionately way for men and women, with a clear disadvantage for women.
Indeed, women represent a minority in these worker’s total universe.What explains
such a huge difference that sets apart men and women? This present chapter of
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critical literature review starts from this issue with the aim to understand gender
effect in the expatriation process and experience (one of the possible ways of
international mobility in the organizational context). To this end, we will present, in
a first step, the expatriation concept, exploring some statistical data about the same.
Then, we are going to focus the concepts of gender (male and female) and gender
stereotypes. Clarified the main concepts that guide this chapter, we will move to the
core of this critical review, in other words, the relationship between expatriation and
gender. The discussion will be focused in three specific issues, namely, the different
perspectives about women role in the expatriation process; the factors that explain
women under–use in these international assignments; and the change that had
occurred over the last years.

Expatriation: Concept and Statistical Data

According to the Priberam Dictionary of Portuguese Literature [1] expatriation
means “to send out motherland” and “Go out of their motherland to live abroad.”
By this side expatriate is “that one who lives, willingly or not, abroad its moth-
erland.” This concept analysis, further removed from scientific research, is
important in order to understand the broad sense of expatriation, reason why dif-
ferent authors use the concept in a very distinct way. Indeed, this concept scientific
use changes greatly, not only due to the fact but also the process had been started by
the Government, by an organization or by the person itself, as well as on the basis
of being or not a voluntary process [2].

To the scope of this work, we will consider the expatriate organizational vision
which define him/her as the worker who, continuing to perform duties in his/her
organization, is temporarily transferred to another country (by an established period
of time), accompanied by their family [3–5]. It is important to highlight that, even
when the expatriation focus is limited to this level, we find a variety of visions
about the concept, essentially in what concerns the expatriate period of time. Many
authors (e.g., [6]) understand expatriation as that who occurs until 5 years. Many
others also define a minimum period of time, usually from 6 months to 2 years (e.g.,
[4, 7]). Moreover, Bonache et al. [8], Banai and Harry [9] and Fenwick [10] draw
attention to most varied forms of mobility which go beyond the expatriation con-
ventional vision that include workers who travel regularly to another country, not
implying necessarily moving to it. However, it is important to point out that, due to
its distinctive characteristics, some authors consider that these new mobility ways
cannot be included in the great expatriation cluster [5].

To better understand the expatriation process, we must bear in mind that it
involves three phases: pre-expatriation; expatriation and repatriation [11, 12]. The
first phase assumes an assessment of the need of expatriation, including the entire
recruitment and selection process as well as the applicant’s preparation. The second
phase refers to the international mission development. Finally, the third phase is
related to the expatriate return to the home organization. Regarding to this last
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phase, it is important to clarify that expatriation implies that the worker contractual
relation remains after the international mission and, once finished, the worker shall
have the right to return to the home organization to a task to be defined, which
should be compatible with the repatriated worker profile [13].

Expatriation has been used by organizations with a strategic character, as a way
of more easily reach a well succeed internationalization process. Indeed, research
has shown, in an extensive way, the expatriation potential to the internationalization
success, by a diversified set of reasons among which we can highlight the need to
anchor the subsidiary organization in the home organization policies and values
(e.g., [5, 9, 14, 15]). Maybe by this strategic character, expatriation has been greatly
associated to management positions. Indeed, expatriation begun to be confined to
this type of positions, initially very associated to diplomats and professionals with
military career, whose professional nature required to stay out of the country [16].
However, nowadays expatriation includes a great number of professionals [17], as it
is confirmed by data in the “Global Relocation Trends: 2012 Survey Report” where
it is revealed, inclusively, that the number of expatriate workers in technical tasks
overpass those that are in management tasks [18]. The option by workers expa-
triation with a profile highly technic is usually relate with the difficulty in finding
this type of worker locally (in the host country) [13].

Given the relevance of internationalization and expatriation to organizations, this is
a phenomenon in great expansion. According to the study developed in 2011 by
Pricewaterhouse Coopers, international assignments increased 25% in the last decade,
forecasting an increase of 50% until 2020. At the Portuguese national level AEP [14]
forecast that expatriation can increase about 20%. The study “International
Assignment Survey—Portugal 2010” developed byMercer Consultancy, reinforce the
increase trend of workers’ expatriation processes of the Portuguese organizations.

Gender and Gender Stereotype: Concepts

Defined the expatriation concept, it is critical to clarify the concept of gender,
frequently confounded with that of sex (female or male). When we refer to one’
person sex, we are pointing out the basic differences that exist between men and
women in a physiologic way [19]. By this side gender is the identity—female or
male—that each of us interiorize and which include specific behavioral roles and
standards (Oakley 1972 referred by [20]). This is, so, a sociocultural construction; a
construction that, as Delphy [20] highlights is imbued of an intrinsic asymmetry and
hierarchy that split groups. This happens because “They are assumptions, however,
that have tended to be developed and refined in contexts dominated by males and,
hence, have been disadvantageous to females” [21, p. 352]. So, in a context char-
acterized by a traditional male domain, women were during centuries associated to
the private/domestic/familiar spherefamiliar sphereprivate spherepublic sphere and
men to the public/productive/of work spherework sphere [21]. It is from these roles
internalization that result female and male identity female identity [22], the first
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associated to a great sensibility and emotionality and the second to a great inde-
pendence, aggressiveness and dominance [23].

This woman andman image become, this way, a “kind of prototype that come into
being as a norm to a team” [19, p. 10]. Thus, often, people form an opinion about
others characteristics and behaviors based only in their gender—female or male [24,
25]. This type of beliefs about different attributes and roles ofmen andwomen (gender
stereotypes) are widely shared and are extremely embedded in societies [25, 26].
Izraeli et al. [26] distinguish three types of gender stereotypes—gender character-
istics stereotype, gender role stereotype, and gender professions label.

Gender characteristics stereotype refers to the embedded beliefs about differ-
ences in personality traits between men and women [26]. As noted before, women
are considered as being more emotional, dependent, conformist, passives, and less
ambitious and rational; the opposite is valid to men [23, 26].

Gender role stereotype concerns to beliefs related to behaviors considered
appropriated to men and women [26]. This type of stereotype is based in beliefs
such as those that defend that women primary responsibility is to look after chil-
dren; women should not give orders to men, and men should not receive orders
from women [21, 26]. While the first type of stereotypes (gender characteristics)
has a particular descriptive character—how men and women are—; this second
type of stereotypes has a prescriptive component—how men and women should
behave [26].

Finally, gender professions label is associated to the expectation that a profes-
sion is more suitable to a gender than to the other (e.g., police should be men and
nurses should be women) [26].

Despite not having, necessarily, a correspondence to reality, these differences have
been understood as natural, “as beingwithin individuals,” in other words, as a result of
the physiological differences [25, p. 12]. This narrative was built over centuries by the
own science and fueled by media, even in the face of subsequent scientific evidences
that do not support it (for instance, [27]). In addition, a number of empirical studies
have demonstrated that men and women are not quite so opposites and that there exist
more similarities than discrepancies, and that when they exist “are usually small and
based in the group medium behavior” [25, p. 16]. However, this is not a thematic free
of controversy, considering that are, also, various the studies that still focus differences
between man and women (for instance, [28]).

The first aim of stereotypes “is that of simplify and organize a complex social
environment, becoming it less ambiguous. But they also interest to justify team
discrimination and originate biases” [25, p. 13]. In the case of gender stereotypes,
once they convey beliefs of superiority and male dominance (and in the reverse of
the medal, of female inferiority and submission), these can originate preconceptions
related to womenwomen, and so, to discrimination acts that look to harm and impair
women exclusively because they belong to the “female group” [25]. These acts can
assume a way, more or less explicit, more or less subtle [26]. At the professional
world they have been, over time, strongly hard to women [24], as we will have the
opportunity to explore in the following pages.
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Although by definition stereotypes are persistent and stables, research as
demonstrated that these are not immutable. Indeed, it seems to be possible to
change stereotypes, namely through the simple exposition or contact with persons
with atypical characteristics to the stereotype [29, 30].

Although by definition stereotypes are relevant and stable, research has
demonstrated that they are not immutable. Indeed, it seems to be possible the
stereotypes change namely through the simple exposition or contact with people
with atypical characteristics to stereotype [29, 30].

Expatriation and Gender: “Who Should We Choose?”
and “Who Is Really Chosen?”

In a context with a strong tendency in the expatriation increase (as showed above),
of course that one of the first questions that researchers and human resource
managers immediately face is “Who should we choose?”. The answer to this issue is
not, far from, linear. However, studies have demonstrated that this choice should
attend not only to the hard kills (namely, technical professional competences), but
also to the soft skills (namely, personal competences such as the adaptation to new
cultures/realities, the ability to new challenges/flexibility/ability to adapt to the
change) (e.g., [5, 13, 31]). Moreover, literature has pointed out to the need to not
neglect some contextual variables (namely, The candidate profile matches the host
country and the specific business sector characteristics?) (e.g., [32]), as well as
familiar issues (What is the family situation?, Are there family difficulties not
possible to be managed by the organization?) (e.g., [13]).

Related to this last issue, but not less important than this one, researchers have,
also, looked to answer to the inevitable issue: “Who is really chosen?”. If we take
into account the set of selection factors previously announced, the answer will be
variable, although it becomes important to refer that scientific research has pointed
out to a generalized tendency under which organizations select their collaborators
based in the experience and the previous performance of the organization [31, 33].
However, when we consider only gender variable, this is frighteningly uniform.
Indeed, in what concerns gender, literature points out, in unison, to the answer
“Men” [24, 34–37]. While it is true that the growing women participation in the
workforce has been one of the most striking features of the global labor market
since the latter half of the twentieth century [38], it is no less true that it has been
lacking a women full inclusion and that their participation has been limited.

Nancy Adler, one of the main researchers that has dedicated her studies to the
understanding of the gender inequalities in the international management area,
wrote in 1984 [39] a pioneer article entitled “Women in international management:
Where are they?”. That time, this author studies pointed to the existence of only 3%
of expatriate women. More than 30 years after what have changed in expatriates
selection? The most recent research has revealed that too little. We verify, from a
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consistent way, the persistence of a women subrepresentation in these international
assignments. Indeed, and according the literature review developed by Altman and
Shortland [40], although it appears some changes, women representation in expa-
triate processes is still very low. Reviewed studies identify variable percentages;
however, never exceeding 15%.

The own language used in the literature about international management rein-
force this disparity. Indeed, in the scientific context it is deeply used the concept of
“expatriate,” except when exists a clear intention in making reference to women in
this situation. In this case, the “expatriate”expatriate concept is replace by the
“expatriate woman” concept, highlighting her status of outsider, as in the case of,
for instance, “firefighter woman” and “police woman” [41]. This inequality is such
relevant that has deserved the edition of specialized journals in gender studies in
organizations, such as, “Women in Management Review” and “Gender, Work and
Organization.”

In addition, it is important to highlight, henceforth, that gender inequality
observed in the expatriate process is not an isolated reality. Indeed, inequality
between men and women is felt in a transversal way in different areas, not only in
profession, but also in health, education, politic, among others [25]. At the pro-
fessional level, disparities go well beyond expatriation. We highlight, among oth-
ers, women difficulties in having access to management jobs, specially, leadership
positions, where we observe a male predominance [42], as well the gap in com-
pensation received by men and women, significantly lowest in the second group
[43, 44].

Expatriation and Gender: “Chose We Well?”

Although expatriation contains within itself a success potential, not always inter-
national assignments follow the ideal course (e.g., [45, 46]). Expatriation process
failure might result not only in the premature return, as well as, and according to
some authors view, in less tangible ways, namely at the attitudinal and behavioral
level [47–49] behavioral level. Some research [48, 49] have been highlighting to the
fact according to what failure could not be so high as initially considered (some
studies pointed out to early return rates around 40%). Notwithstanding, although
numbers cannot be as distressing, they must be valued; specially if we consider that
an unsuccessful expatriation process implies high costs (and not only economic) to
the organization and the expatriate [5].

Of course that, looking to the high costs of an unsuccessful expatriation process,
we immediately face the following question: But, what has caused this failure in
the expatriation process? The answer seems to lie particularly, in the expatriate
and/or his family intercultural adaption difficulties (when a join displacement
happens), but also in family problems that appear when the family is separated
(when the family does not go to the another country jointly with the expatriate)
(e.g., [50–52]). According to Harris [36, p. 181]. “The most significant feature of
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the research into expatriate failure rates is that it is based on a mate population. This
research contains actual evidence of male expatriates facing cross-cultural adjust-
ment problems and family problems. In contrast, research conducted on the out-
come of women’s global assignments indicates that female expatriates are
successful in their assignments.” What kind of evidence supports this statement?
Are women effectively more qualified to this kind of assignments?

Answer to these questions is not consensual being shrouded in discussion. The
idea of “female capacities” to missions have received, simultaneously, an intense
support and opposition, as further we can observe in regard to the general belief that
women and men are completely different, as we have focused earlier.

The concept of “female capacities” have been supported in a considerable
number of studies that, on the one hand, have shown the personality characteristics
relevance to the expatriation success and, on the other hand, have revealed gender
differences in these characteristics. In 2000 [53] Caligiuri, in her literature review,
had found effectively strong support arguments to the personality role in the ex-
patriate adaptation and success. However, she had also verified the inexistence of
validation studies that support these arguments. So, the author had decided to
develop a validation study in which had collected data related to the well know
personality traits “Big Five” (also known as McCrae and Costa 5 factor model) and
to the performance of 143 expatriates in mission in 25 different countries.
According to her results, expatriates that had a highest rank in extroversion and
kindness factors showed a less desire in finish their mission early; in addition, the
performance of those that showed higher conscientiousness, was assessed more
favorably by their supervisors. Based in this knowledge, as well as in studies that
support personality differences between men and women, it started to emerge,
which Altman and Shortland [40] in their literature review call of, “challenging
speech,” with many voices advocating the possibility according to which women
are more appropriate to international assignments and others strongly claiming it
(e.g., [24, 28, 36, 38, 54, 55]). On the whole, these studies have revealed that
women show best interpersonal competences than men, namely in what concerns
sensitivity, flexibility, empathy, and sociability. Guthrie et al. [28] begin their
article with the title “Are women ‘better’ than men?” and conclude that women
have personality traits (extroversion, conscientiousness, and kindness) that make
them naturally better candidates. These “female characteristics” seem to be asso-
ciated to a greater ability for women to interact and establish alliances with other
expatriates and the local community, favoring this way their adaptation and the
assignment success [38, 53].

Altman and Shortland [54] compare women in international assignments to
“aliens” that became masters in the art of survival in a foreign environment strongly
dominated by men. The “alien” concept runs from a resilience capability of these
women who manage to be successful as well, in more adverse conditions than men.
Indeed, studies have showed that, even in the most hostile environments, expatriate
women are so successful than men (e.g., [38, 56, 57]). In their literature review,
Altman and Shortland [40, p. 210] pointed out that “Mounting recent evidence
confirms that women adapt better than men in cross-cultural business situations.”
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But, why are women subject to more adverse conditions than men? It has been
observed that expatriate women are effectively exposed to more challenges than
men, both at professional and personal level [58]. According to many studies,
women not only are strongly subject to discrimination from their expatriate col-
leagues [26, 59], but they also have to deal with more family conflicts, have yet the
primary responsibility to take care of the child in an atypical and challenging
situation [60]. All this is exacerbated by the fact that these women can feel that they
are receiving less organizational support than their male colleagues [61, 62], at the
same time that they have the “need” to be extraordinary competent in order to reach
the recognition of their work [56, 63]. Indeed, it has been verified that, since women
belong to a minority on the expatriates whole (phenomenon described by Kanter, in
1977, that has designated it by tokenism), they must be exceptionally competent to
obtain the majority acceptance [24].

Therefore, since they were better prepared to deal with adversity, and that their
presence in international assignments origins a great positive impact in local rela-
tionships, it has been defend that women are the ideal candidates to international
assignments [54].

Not all authors agree, however, with this type of position. To the authors that
have criticized this perspective, these studies are feeding a superior concept, con-
cept against which these same authors have protested in relation to men and that
now defend in what concerns women. Hofbauer and Fischlmayr [64] are two of the
authors that present a strong confrontation to the “female abilities” concept, arguing
that this concept suggests these abilities universality and does not have in attention
social diversity, both female and male. These authors do not call into question the
great emphasis of women relational abilities identified in the study; what they
inquire is that “Given the evidence about women showing high amounts of those
skills, we still ask whether it makes sense to characterize them as ‘female,’ that is,
to assign a set of skills to the entire group of women and thereby suggest that other
types of skills characterize men only” [64, p. 49]. The authors challenge this
universalistic and essentialist concept of gender characteristics, supported in Kanter
research, particularly when they highlight that “To put it in more general terms,
Kanter holds that features that we address as gender specific do, in fact, arise from
certain patterns of conduct that emerge under certain situational circumstances”
(Kanter 1977, referred by [64, p. 51]). For instance, power conditions held by a
person can promote or hinder certain attitudes or behaviors. Thus, it is no logic, to
these authors, and in line with that showed by others regarding to other areas of
strong debate about gender, such as leadership (e.g., [65]), to consider women more
or less appropriate to international assignments. An individual characteristics and
capabilities presumption cannot, in the light of this perspective, be based only in its
gender. It must also consider their life and work experiences, their professional
position and their training. Moreover, Wajcman [65] and Hofbauer and Fischlmayr
[64] consider that the focus in “individual female characteristics” draw attention
away from structural barriers that they face. Recognize the value of “female
qualities” in management and in international assignments is important but not
necessarily sufficient so that asymmetries can be correct and that more women can
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be included in these positions. On the other hand, these authors consider that it is
possible that, while a still dominant force, men can hold this “female” rediscovery
and include it in the traditional “male repertory”. Thereby, adding new qualities to
those that, allegedly, they already possess, men will be in advantage and women
will continue to be seen as endowed only with the traditional “female character-
istics”. This focus in the differences could, this way, contribute to an organizations’
reinforcement in traditional gender stereotypes. Authors advocate, alternatively, the
need to a focus in any stereotype challenge, positive or negative, relative to women,
or men.

In her article “Global managers: no longer men alone” [66], Adler directs the
debate about differences between men and women to the idea of diversity and
complementarity between both. Although focused in differences in management
skills between men and women, the general idea of this perspective add value to the
discussion and could eventually, be applied to expatriation (we cannot forget that
many expatriates held management positions). The author defends differences
between men and women; however, considers it imperative that they cannot be
understood in the light of any value judgement. In other words, both men and
women have strengths (as well as weaknesses), either innate or socially constrained.
However, these differences must be view complementary, i.e., as contributing
synergistically to the all, without a superiority or inferiority character being
assigned to them. In a word characterized by a strong globalization and competi-
tiveness, and according Adler vision, other authors have pointed out to the strong
contribution that women can offer to organizations [67, 68], not because they are, in
any way, “superiors,” but because they add greater diversity, diversity this that has
been pointed has a source of innovation and competitive advantage [24, 34].

Although the different perspectives addressed have a different focus, they have
in common the recognition of the need of women be considered by organizations at
the moment when they decide to recruit collaborators to the expatriation process.
Alluding, thus, to the issues that has served as theme to Harris article [36, p. 175,
177]: “Why are women not selected for international management assignments?
Why, therefore, do organizations continue to under-use such a valuable source of
diversity and a potentially powerful aid towards developing a truly global mind-
set?” Next chapter looks to help to clarify these questions.

Expatriation and Gender: Why Are Women Less
Chosen Than Men?

In recent years research has been addressing in an extensive way on the reasons to
women be consistently underrepresented in the expatriation processes.

Regardless the different explanatory factors that have been presented, it is crucial
contextualize, since now, these gender inequalities in our History. Indeed, we must
be keep in mind that these inequalities are deeply rooted in the men and women
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historical journey, and in the different roles traditionally given to them, as focused
earlier in relation to the concept of gender. In this context, it has been consistently
verified the existence of a number of barriers (discriminative) which limit women
progression and access to leadership positions and international experiences (and,
particularly, to the participation in expatriation processes). These barriers power is
such that, metaphorically, to report to the same, authors often use concepts like
glass ceiling (Hymowitz and Schellhardt 1986, referred by [69]), glass border
(Mandelker’s 1994, referred by [70]), and expatriate glass ceiling [71].

Understanding these differences roots on the choice of men and women to
expatriation, we must now list and analyze some of the specific motives that have
been present in the literature.

Result of an extensive body of work, Adler had identified three factors that help
understanding the female shortage in international assignments and that the author
denominate as “myths” [34, 56, 72]: (1) “Women do not want to be international
managers,” (2) “Companies refuse to send women overseas,” (3) “Foreigner’s
prejudice against women renders them ineffective, even when interested and sent”
[56, p. 176]. These myths were test by a wide research body in order to check their
correspondence with reality.

In what concerns the first myth, some data pointed out that women interest is at
the same level of that of their male colleagues (e.g., [36, 72, 73]. However, there are
some contradictory results that suggest gender differences in expatriation interest.
According to Lowe [74] cultural distance and the host country development will be
at the origin of a less female interest in some reference countries.

With regard to the second myth, there are strong arguments that lead us to
presume that it has correspondence with reality [57, 73, 75–78]. It seems to be a
persistent bias in women selection process based in gender stereotypes, assuming,
for instance, that they are less available due to family reasons, they do not have the
necessary skills suitable with the expatriate profile, at the same time that potential
risks as well as the prejudice against women in host countries is also mentioned [36,
72, 73, 75].

Finally, relative to the third myth, in 1987 Adler [56] verified that there is no
base to the women fear of discrimination in host countries. The author verified that
these countries nationals’ attitudes to these foreign women are different from their
attitudes regarding to local women. What happens is that the condition of foreign
prevails subject to the condition of woman, so that in this case women are judge by
different standards from those of local women. Thus, it is not expected from foreign
women the same behavior of local women. This phenomenon was designate by
Gaijin syndrome (Japanese word that means “foreign”). Foreign woman is, this
way, first seen as foreign, not as woman. These results were replicate in many
research papers (e.g., [36, 77, 79, 80]). There is thus a great support to the idea that
being woman is not necessarily a problem in host countries. There are also evi-
dences that not only this is not a problem, as can represent an advantage, namely by
the supposed easiness of woman in establish more positive relationships [53, 80].

In an alternative explanation, some authors have also considered these women
influence to their scarcity in the international management. Inadvertently, they can
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self-induce barriers that can difficult their access to international experiences [61,
71, 81]. At this point, literature highlights to the fact of woman behave herself
according to gender stereotyped expectative, assuming a passive role, revealing low
self-confidence, relegating to a second level their career perspectives rather than
their husbands/partners. These barriers are, according to Altman and Shortland [40]
reinforced, among others, by an absence of social and organizational support and a
weak organizational networking.

Expatriation and Gender: What Changes?

Over time, different authors have done their forecasts relative to the evolution of the
women presence and role in the expatriation processes. Some of them with opti-
mistic perspectives about the women future in these international assignments,
believing in the barriers overcoming (e.g., [36, 54, 66, 82]), others with more
doubts and a greater criticism (e.g., [61, 64]). Whereas it is undeniable that women
sub representation remains the same, this is also undeniable the increase (even when
reduced) that had occurred since Adler [39] research about 30 years ago. What has
caused this change? Will we be moving to a gradual but effective and deep
change? Will we be assisting to a barriers’ removal that have blocked the women
international presence?

Has we had the opportunity to exploit previously, according to some studies,
women present in a greater degree interpersonal and intercultural competences
indispensable to a well-succeed international assignment [28, 40]. For this reason,
Adler [34, 66] defend that, in order to remain competitive, organizations are forced
to overcome gender stereotypes and to recruit according rational criteria, such as
qualifications and competences. Only in that way will be possible to achieve
diversity that will guarantee the necessary innovation and distinctiveness. In the
same line of thought, Altman and Shortland [40] consider that this increase may be
due to the claimed ability that women present to deal with adversity, and therefore
become better candidates to this kind of assignments. Thus, and according to this
position, through a greater awareness of the women role in international markets,
organizations have provided the required lever to change.

Other authors (e.g., [61, 71, 75, 76]) have placed the main emphasis, not in the
organizational thinking change, but in the individual thinking and behavior change.
Fischlmayr [61] notes, in her study, the relevance of women to assume a proactive
attitude in their own international mobility. While the majority of expatriate men of
her study were approach by the organization in order to engage in these assign-
ments, the majority of women needed to apply their transfer. However, the author
also shows that these women are an exception to the rule, claiming that the majority
continue to take on a passive role. It will not, however, reasonable, to assume that
we will assist increasingly to a change in women relation with work? Altman and
Shortland [40] answer in the affirmative to this question. In their literature review,
the authors draw the attention to the further women guidance to career. Indeed,
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there are strong evidences that new generations have more ambitious women, with
professional ambitions similar to men, willing to give up their family and personal
life to the detriment of their career shaping and that are opposed actively to the
discriminatory barriers that are put upon them. It is possible, thus, that if this trend
continues (which has been consistently consolidated over time), women are the key
players of their own growth in the international paths.

Hofbauer and Fischlmayr [64] present a different reinterpretation of this ten-
dency. In their critical analysis study, the authors conclude that: “Thus women
entering the domain of international management may turn out to be the conquerors
of ‘empty castles,’ as men actually deserted the terrain and moved on to more
prestigious positions in international organizations” [64, p. 48]. Effectively, an
extensive range of empirical studies (e.g., [48, 57, 63, 70, 76, 83]) have revealed
that it is common women occupy lower hierarchical positions compared to those of
men.

Moreover, it has been argued that international assignments are becoming less
attractive to men who are, thus, less available to accept them, “forcing” organiza-
tions to extend ever wider its access to women [40, 64]. Traditionally, the col-
laborators participation in international assignments has been see as a lever to the
career development and the access to leadership positions [5, 84]. What discour-
age, therefore, collaborators to join to the expatriation processes? The answer to
this question lies in the potential adverse effects of expatriation, which have become
increasingly emphasize, raising a cloud over the “glamour” formerly associated
with this type of experiences.

First of all, although some contradictory results exist (e.g., [85]) on the whole it
has been verified that participation in expatriation processes does not imply nec-
essarily changes in professional development, at least not in the short term [54, 86–
90]. Indeed, it has been consistently verified that skills developed by expatriates
during assignments are underutilized by organizations when they come home;
collaborators are not integrated in new positions suited to the new skills; and they
do not receive compensation superior to those received by their no’ expatriate
colleagues. Hofbauer and Fischlmayr [64] claim, therefore, that given the less
connection of international assignments to career progression, men opt to stay at the
parent company, believing that “near the sight, near the heart,” they will have more
hypothesis in developing their career [64].

As Benson and Pattie [86] emphasize, however, research about these experiences
long-term impact have shown that individuals with significant international careers
occupy positions hierarchically superiors; are more frequently promoted; and have
higher compensation. Notwithstanding, it is possible that nowadays, in a context of
crisis, this is not so true and that, anyway, short-term effect become the most visible
to the no’ expatriate colleagues, acting as a deterrent of their interest in these
processes. However, and as Hofbauer and Fischlmayr [64] also questioned,
would not it be reasonable to assume that if this question is present to men, will
not it be even more to women? Effectively it seems to be. Selmer and Leung [63]
verified in their study that, even having equal position and previous experience in
expatriation processes, women tend to be reintegrate in lower hierarchical positions.
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Thus, should not be women feel even less enticed to participate in this kind of
international assignment than men? Not necessary. According to the literature
review developed by Altman and Shortland [40] expatriation becomes less inter-
esting to men but not to women who sustain their interest.

Can we assume that short-term results at the expatriates’ career level are
sufficient to discourage male collaborators (once interested) to search these
experiences but not women? Will be women particularly focused in long-term
effects? Several studies (e.g., [85, 86, 90]) have been demonstrate that collaborators
that accept to participate in expatriation processes develop positive expectations
about the experience impact. Even when they return home, and facing an inade-
quate integration of their organization, some studies have verified that these col-
laborators still maintain optimistic relatively to the experience results, although in
the long term and in a different organization [86, 90]. Will have women a great
desire in access to these international experiences? Will be women making use of
this gap that was open to them to claim their role in the organizations and assume
more prestigious positions (even though they may not be so much than formerly
and that the impact is less than the obtained by men and not immediate)?

Furthermore, we must bear in mind that the collaborators that accept the expa-
triation process are not only tempted by the leverage that the professional experi-
ence can give to their career (e.g., [91, 92]). Personal challenge and learning
opportunities also appear to be key factors [90]. Will be women more motivated for
reasons other than directly associated to the career development?

Lesser attractiveness of international experiences has also been associated to
major collaborator concerns with safety issues (since the September 11 attacks) and
with the stress associated to the repatriation in their family and, in particularly, with
their children educational and social development [93]. Once again, these concerns
will not arise also to women? Some studies have verified that expatriate women
still correspond to a very selective and restrictive group of women that are not
married [48, 57] and are, usually, young (under 35 years of age) [48], responding to
that that we have verified concerning women that assume management positions
[40, 76], and contrasting with the verified concerning men. It is possible that this
kind of questions do not arise in the same way to these youngest and single women.

Finally, the importance depreciation given to the expatriation processes has been
associated to the change trend of their term structure. Shorter assignments have
become increasingly frequent [94, 95], which, while on the one hand, represent an
advantage to the organization (essentially because allow them a cost reduction)
[96], on the other hand can represent a disadvantage to the collaborators as they
decrease their impact in the professional development [97]. Indeed, as they are
shorter, there are a decrease of the depth of the cultural exhibition in these as-
signments and, therefore, a much more limited competence development [97].
These assignments can, therefore, lost its relevance at the men eyes. At the same
time that they are depreciated by men, will not it be possible that this kind of
assignments become more attractive to women who will be able, therefore, to
manage more easier their family life? This is one more issue that needs to be
explored.
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Some Final Remarks

Inequality between men and women is a presence so significant in our society that
has justified the establishment, at the national and international level, of innumerous
legal diplomas, Ministers and Commissions that seek to alleviate the differences
between these two groups. Despite all the efforts, the dream of equality in the
different spheres of the women life remains to be done. It is a “phenomenon” in
such a way rooted, that has persisted over time, crossing generations, resisting to
the diverse social efforts and circumventing legal obligations. Following the anal-
ysis conducted over the course of 9 years in 142 countries, and based in the found
course, the World Economic Forum [44] conclude that maybe we can reach gender
equality at work in 2095. At best, they will therefore occur 79 years until the dream
can be achieve. Researchers and human resource managers have a critical role in
this process of change, and cannot ignore their role. In what concerns research, it is
necessary, however, that this start moving its attention from women that are missing
in the expatriation process, to those that are in these processes as well as in other
international assignments. It is necessary to deeply understand how human resource
managers and the own women can contribute to an adequate management of the
expatriation process.
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