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Abstract
Although team diversity is a focal research topic in mainstream organizational 
behavior research (Harrison & Klein, 2007; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998), only a 
limited number of team diversity studies from non-North American or European 
communities have been published in English-language journals. Through a review 
in Study 1, we noticed this puzzling lack of research on team diversity in China 
(see the statistics in Table 1), and we wonder whether team diversity is a salient 
and meaningful topic in Chinese organizations, and if it is, what diversity attributes 
are important for Chinese employees. In Study 2, we interviewed 92 employees 
working in 38 teams from nine companies in China and found that many employ-
ees experienced diversity (72.13%) in working groups, and considered diversity to 
be important and desirable (45.9%). The list of salient diversity attributes shared 
by Chinese employees often overlap with attributes studied in the extant literature, 
yet Chinese employees also articulated attributes that were rarely examined by re-
searchers. In addition, we discovered how Chinese employees sometimes associate 
conflicts, one of the major working mechanisms of team diversity, with team dys-
functions and leadership incompetence, which makes team diversity a taboo topic 
in the workplace. We discussed the theoretical implications of our findings to team 
diversity research in Asia and practical implications for team diversity management 
in Chinese organizations.

Keywords Team diversity · Chinese organization · Review · Qualitative research · 
Interview

Countries in Southeast Asia are leading growth engines in the world economy, mainly 
because of their labor force advantage (OECD Development Centre, 2020). When 
teams are widely employed to enhance organizational performance, team 
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diversity, the distribution of differences among team members on a given attribute, 
has consistently been demonstrated to have a significant impact on various aspects 
of team functioning, including team conflict, decision making quality, team integra-
tion, creativity, and ultimately on performance (Harrison & Klein, 2007; Williams 
& O’Reilly, 1998). Robust results from reviews and meta-analyses (e.g., Bell et al., 
2011; Guillaume et al., 2017; Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007) together with the prevalence 
of diverse teams in different parts of the world seem to indicate that team diversity 
is a universal phenomenon and its impact on team functioning could be generalized 
across different cultures and economic systems (Jackson & Joshi, 2011). Meanwhile, 
Jackson & Joshi (2011) found that most of the research published in English-lan-
guage journals was conducted in North American or European organizations, but 
rarely in Asian organizations. Therefore, we are interested to know whether diversity 
is important to organizational employees in Asia, if it is, what diversity attributes are 
salient to them, and how these attributes impact employees working in teams. In this 
paper, we focused on China because of its vast population in Asia and its cultural dif-
ferences from North America and Europe.

We began our research with a background update on the prominence of diver-
sity research, including team diversity research, conducted in Chinese organizations, 
given that Jackson and Joshi’s (2011) observation was made 10 years ago. In Study 
1, we searched within two groups of major management journals—global and Asian 
regional management journals—to count studies published in these journals with Chi-
nese samples that examined diversity as their focal topic from 1998 (the year when 
the review from Williams and O’Reilly was published) to 2021. Studies that investi-
gated differences in demographics, personalities, cultures, and values were identified. 
For comparison, we also counted the number of journal articles with a focal topic on 
leadership and team conflict. Leadership is generally considered important in Chi-
nese organizations (Lam et al., 2012) and team management (Zhao et al., 2019), as 
China has a culture with high power distance, and leaders are authorized with high 
power to manage teams (Hofstede et al., 2010), whereas team conflict has important 
implications on team performance (De Wit et al., 2012) and is always associated 
with team diversity (Bell et al., 2011; Guillaume et al., 2017; Horwitz & Horwitz, 
2007). As shown in Table 1, we found only 23 articles on diversity and 14 articles on 
team conflict in top-tiered management journals while, within the same time period, 
180 articles on leadership. Among the regional journals, articles on diversity, team 
conflict, and leadership were 20, 17, and 61 respectively. The ratios of articles on 
diversity and conflict to those on leadership were small, reflecting a relative lack of 
emphasis on diversity. Furthermore, we differentiated whether these diversity studies 
focused on team diversity or not. As shown in the final column of Table 2, only 14 
studies out of 43 were on team diversity, further reflecting the lack of emphasis on 
team diversity.

Based on the above intriguing observations, we question whether team diversity is 
important to Chinese teams. The outstanding puzzle is why team diversity has been a 
fundamental and important input for team outcomes in organizations in North Amer-
ica and Europe (e.g., Williams & O’Reilly identified 89 articles of diversity research 
from 1958 to 1997; Bell et al. identified 92 articles from 1980 to 2009) but was less 
examined in China (14 articles from 1998 to 2021 as shown in Table 2). Taking into 
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consideration a series of social and cultural differences between the Chinese commu-
nity and the North American and European communities (Chatman et al., 1998), we 
propose two potential explanations that may account for the lack of research interest 
in team diversity in Chinese organizations. First, we speculate that diversity attributes 
salient in China may be different from those salient in North America and Europe. 
Second, we wonder whether team diversity has a different or limited impact on Chi-
nese organizations due to Chinese unique cultural factors. If the diversity attributes or 
the impact of team diversity widely discussed in the Western literature are perceived 
to be of low relevance to China, then it may explain why scholars would lack interest 
in studying team diversity in Chinese organizations.

To test these two conjectures, in Study 2, we conducted a series of interviews 
with 92 Chinese employees who are from various function teams (38 in total) of dif-
ferent industries and we summarized their responses to identify diversity attributes 
that are salient to them and the working mechanisms of these diversity attributes on 
team outcomes. “Qualitative research is well-suited for describing, interpreting, and 
explaining” a phenomenon but not “for examining issues of prevalence, generaliz-
ability, or calibration” (Lee, 1999, p. 38). The data collected from interviews allow us 
to understand the contextualized meaning of team diversity in Chinese organizations 
and provide richness in the description of interpersonal and team processes, as well 
as their corresponding outcomes.

In this research, we aim to contribute to team diversity research in three ways. 
First, while the extant literature generally assumes that team diversity is important 
for team performance, few studies have explored the generalizability of this belief 
across regions and cultures. Countries in Asia, especially in East Asia, such as China, 
Japan, and South Korea, are important economic entities (OECD Development Cen-
tre, 2020), however, our knowledge of how team diversity works in these regions 
is limited (Chen et al., in press). Through interviewing Chinese employees work-

English-written Man-
agement Journals

Diversity Conflict Leader-
ship

Global Management 
Journal
 ASQ 2 1 3
 AMJ 7 2 32
 JAP 2 5 27
 OS 3 1 3
 JOB 5 4 38
 JOM 1 0 25
 OBHDP 2 1 8
 LQ 1 0 44
Subtotal 23 14 180
Regional Manage-
ment Journal
 MOR 5 5 23
 APJM 11 11 32
 AJSP 4 1 6
Subtotal 20 17 61
Total 43 31 241

Table 1 Summary of Manage-
ment Journal Articles with Chi-
nese Sample from 1998 to 2021: 
Comparing Diversity, Conflict, 
and Leadership Research

Note. ASQ: Administrative 
Science Quarterly; AMJ: 
Academy of Management 
Journal; JAP: Journal of 
Applied Psychology; OS: 
Organizational Science; JOB: 
Journal of Organizational 
Behavior; JOM: Journal 
of Management; OBHDP: 
Organizational Behavior and 
Human Decision Processes; 
LQ: Leadership Quarterly; 
MOR: Management and 
Organization Review; APJM: 
Asia Pacific Journal of 
Management; AJSP: Asian 
Journal of Social Psychology

 

1 3

955



Q. Su et al.

Diversity 
dimensions

Diversity attribute Studies Team diversity 
research

Demograph-
ic diversity

Demographic dissimilar-
ity in tenure

Ling et al. 2015 NO

Gender Chen et al. 2018
Cumming et al. 2015
Fang et al. 2021
Hsu & Lawler 2019
Lam, S. & Dreher, 2004
Li et al. 2017
Peng 2017
Tang, Nadkarni, Wei, & Zhang, 2021
Wang & Yamagishi 2005
Zhang 2020 (35 countries and locations, 
including Mainland of China, Hong Kong, 
& Taiwan)
Zhu et al. 2016

NO
YES
NO
YES
NO
NO
NO
YES
NO
YES
NO

Gender, nationality, & 
graduated university

Feng et al. 2020 NO

Faultlines based on 
gender, tenure, age, & 
ethnicity

Li & Hambrick 2005 YES

Nationality Xu et al. 2021 NO
Dialect Gong et al. 2012 NO
Returnee Lin et al. 2015

Luo et al. 2021
NO
NO

Socioemotional wealth Gu et al. 2019 NO
Functional 
diversity

Academic background Ma, Zhang, Zgibfm & Zhou, 2020 NO
Cognitive diversity Shin et al. 2012 YES
Functional diversity Li & Cui 2018 YES
Human capital diversity Han et al. 2014 YES
Individual-level expertise 
dissimilarity

Huang et al. 2014 NO

Information dissimilari-
ties in educational level, 
major, and functions

Ling et al. 2015 (duplicate) NO

Knowledge heterogeneity Tsai et al. 2014 YES
Task-related diversity Li 2016 YES

Value and 
culture

Values Egri & Ralston 2004
Kwon 2012
Priem et al. 2000
Tang et al. 2017
Weng et al. 2021

NO
NO
NO
NO
NO

Communism Marquis & Qiao 2020
Xu, Zhou, & Chen, In-press

NO
NO

Confucianism Ji et al. 2021 NO
Cultural diversity Lu, Li, Leung, Savani, & Morris, 2017

Li et al. 2017 (duplicate)
YES
NO

Growth-need strength Huang & Iun 2006 NO
Managerial values Cheung & Chow 1999 NO
Modernisation Redfern & Crawford 2010 NO

Table 2 A Summary of Diversity Research with Chinese Samples
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ing in teams, we hope to gain more insights regarding how team diversity works in 
this understudied cultural region. Second, rather than assuming equal significance of 
diversity attributes, we examine team members’ subjective evaluation of the impor-
tance and meanings of various diversity attributes during team processes. Our explor-
atory qualitative research design enables us to explore contextually unique diversity 
attributes that are meaningful to Chinese team workers, as well as the relative sig-
nificance of each diversity attribute in Chinese organizations. Third, we explore the 
mechanisms through which team diversity impacts teams. Compared with North 
America and Europe where racial/ethnic diversity is common among teams, racial 
diversity is not a highly salient surface-level attribute in Asia, especially in East Asia, 
such as China, Japan, and South Korea. In North America and Europe, people of dif-
ferent races may have different skin colors, yet people in Asia have rather similar skin 
colors. At the same time, unique cultures such as harmony have significant influences 
on interaction norms between employees (Chen et al., 2015, 2016), but we know less 
about the working mechanisms of team diversity in these cultures (Chatman et al., 
1998). Thus, we respond to calls for understanding how context affects the salience 
and meaning of diversity attributes (Joshi & Neely, 2018; Roberson, 2019). We also 
explore the possibility of ‘new’ diversity attributes and corresponding working mech-
anisms that are rarely studied in the extant literature.

Theory

Diversity refers to individual differences in any attribute that may lead to the percep-
tion that another person is different from self (Harrison & Klein, 2007; van Knip-
penberg et al., 2004; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). Team diversity has been a focal 
topic in mainstream organizational behavior research for decades, as extant literature 
shows that team compositions of characteristics are essential inputs of team pro-
cesses and outcomes (Mathieu et al., 2008). Diversity attributes are one of the core 
foundations of diversity research, as they define what diversity is. The characteristics 
team members used to differentiate themselves include surface-level attributes, such 
as gender, age, and race, and deep-level attributes, such as personality and values in 
extant research (Harrison et al., 1998, 2002). However, the lack of team diversity 
research in Chinese organizations (as shown in Table 1) makes us doubt whether 

Diversity 
dimensions

Diversity attribute Studies Team diversity 
research

Others Affect To et al. 2021 YES
Big five: Agreeableness Wang et al. 2010 YES
Pay grade dissimilarity Zhang et al. 2020 NO
Rural-urban migratory 
experience

Hao & Liang 2016 NO

Social category Yu & Greer In-press YES
Note. We found a total of 43 studies used samples from Chinese organizations to study diversity. Articles 
cited in this table are marked with an asterisk in the Reference list

Table 2 (continued) 
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team diversity is viewed as important in Chinese organizations, whether the diversity 
attributes widely studied in the extant literature are important in China, and whether 
the corresponding working mechanisms of team diversity can be generalized to this 
region. In the next section, we will review related theories and findings that address 
these questions, and propose how this research complements existing studies.

Demographic diversity in the Chinese population and workforce

Reviewing 88 studies with 487 reported effects, Jackson & Joshi (2011) found 
that gender and race/ethnicity were the most often reported attributes in diversity 
research. In the North American and European communities, race or ethnicity is an 
important topic rooted in their histories (Sy et al., 2010). Together with gender, they 
are the most salient attributes that are readily detectable in social interactions. This 
may partly explain their popularity in team diversity research. Other than race/eth-
nicity and gender, research has recognized the existence of other diversity attributes, 
including relationship-oriented attributes such as age, nationality, religion, personal-
ity, attitudes, and values; and task-oriented attributes such as organizational tenure, 
functional background, and cognitive abilities. Jackson and Joshi (2011) also found 
that most of the research published in English-language journals was conducted in 
North American or European organizations. Does it mean that diversity is not an 
important management issue in regions with less salient racial differences?

Compared to the North American and European regions in which racial diver-
sity has been a thorny issue, over 90% of the population in China is Han Chinese 
(i.e., an ethnic group, Major Figures on 2020 Population Census of China, National 
Bureau of Statistics), therefore, non-Han employees are usually numerical minorities 
in China. Besides, many ethnic minorities in China are not easy to distinguish from 
Han Chinese in appearance. When race is not a highly salient surface-level diversity 
attribute in China, it is less likely to trigger identity differentiation among acquain-
tances, even though it can be a significant deep-level attribute. This may be one of 
the reasons why race-related concerns such as discrimination, perceptual biases, and 
workplace fairness have often been reported in the North American workplace (Sy et 
al., 2010), but are less mentioned in Chinese organizations. Nevertheless, other diver-
sity attributes commonly investigated in North American and European communities 
such as gender, age, and educational diversity exist in the Chinese workforce. For 
instance, among the Chinese workforce, the ratio of males to females is 51:49, which 
indicates the existence of gender diversity. The age of the workforce is evenly dis-
tributed in China (the ratio of age 16–19 = 1.0%, 20–24 = 6.6%, age 25–29 = 12.1%, 
age 30–34 = 13.9%, age 35–39 = 11.7%; age 40–44 = 11.5%, age 45–49 = 13.7%, age 
50–54 = 11.7%, age 55–59 = 7.7%, age 60–64 = 4.6%, and age above 65 = 5.7%, China 
Population & Employment Statistical Yearbook 2020, National Bureau of Statistics), 
which indicates the presence of age diversity. And among Chinese workforces, around 
40.6% had completed middle school, 18.7% had completed high school, 12.0% had 
a degree from college, 9.7% had a bachelor’s degree, and 1.1% had a master’s or 
above degree (China Population & Employment Statistical Yearbook 2020, National 
Bureau of Statistics). These statistics show that even though lacking the driving force 
of race diversity, as compared with research in North American and European orga-
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nizations, diversity in surface-level attributes, such as gender, age, and education are 
common in Chinese organizations, which deserves more research attention.

Team diversity and its impact on teams

Various theories have been proposed to predict how diversity relates to performance, 
yet they lead to competing predictions that oppose each other. According to social 
identity (Tajfel, 1978) and social categorization theory (Turner, 1982; Turner et 
al., 1987), similar individuals are more likely to categorize themselves into groups 
(Byrne, 1971), and they could receive mutual understanding and social support from 
team members when needed. Thus, lower diversity within the team could enhance 
the belongingness of members, which could be beneficial to team performance. 
However, the information elaboration perspective (van Knippenberg et al., 2004; 
Williams & O’Reilly, 1998) points out that different individuals could bring diverse 
knowledge, skills, and perspectives into the team and which could stimulate the gen-
eration of new ideas and alternatives in problem-solving. That is to say, the higher the 
team diversity, the better the team performance. Both perspectives received support 
from empirical studies, which lead to the more integrative categorization-elaboration 
model (CEM) of diversity research (van Knippenberg et al., 2004). Based on CEM, 
diversity could increase group performance through boosting the elaboration of task-
relevant information and perspective, however, differences in diversity attributes 
could also lead to social categorization and relationship conflict, which weaken the 
beneficial effect of diversity on information elaboration. Despite these advancements 
in theoretical development, empirical findings suggest that the directions of diversity 
effect are mixed (Roberson, 2019) and the effect size is small (Joshi & Roh, 2009). A 
meta-analysis from Bell and colleagues (2011) pointed out the necessity to get spe-
cific about the demographic attribute when examining the relationship between team 
diversity and team performance. For instance, they found that race (ρ = − 0.14) and 
sex (ρ = − 0.06) diversity were negatively related to team performance; age (ρ = 0.01), 
organizational tenure (ρ = 0.06), team tenure (ρ = − 0.01), and educational background 
(ρ = − 0.03) diversity were unrelated to team performance; whereas functional back-
ground (ρ = 0.12) was positively related to team performance (Bell et al., 2011).

Given the weak linkage between diversity and organizational outcomes, several 
studies have been devoted to uncovering potential contingent factors. For instance, 
Joshi & Roh (2009) reviewed 39 organizational team studies and found that industry 
(service vs. high-technology), occupation (gender, race, and age balanced vs. unbal-
anced), and team-level factors (team interdependence and team type) could moder-
ate the relationships between team diversity and team performance. However, only 
a few exceptional studies have revealed that the importance of diversity differed in 
different locations or different cultures. For instance, Van der Vegt et al. (2005) found 
that locational level differences in power distance cultural values could moderate the 
relationship between demographic diversity and team outcomes. Nevertheless, the 
over-concentration of empirical studies conducted in North American and European 
regions limits our understanding regarding how diversity affects team or organiza-
tional performance in other regions or cultures, such as China, South Korea, and 
Japan (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hofestede & Minkov, 2010).
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Even though diversity exists in the Chinese workforce, we need more studies to 
discover whether such differences are subjectively significant to team members in 
this specific context, and to find out the meaningful differences they used to catego-
rize themselves (Turner et al., 1987). Extant workplace diversity research examines 
mostly demographic attributes, such as gender, race, age, educational background, 
and tenure, etc. (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). Some, but relatively few, studies 
examine deep-level attributes such as personality and values (Harrison et al., 2002). 
Furthermore, only a few studies have investigated unique attributes that may be 
influential to employees in a specific context, such as ‘language fluency’ in globally 
distributed teams (Hinds et al., 2014) and ‘prior start-up experience’ in new venture 
teams (Vissa & Chacar, 2009). Therefore, despite a lack of research on team diversity 
in Chinese organizations, team diversity may be important to Chinese employees, 
and the key is to identify contextually relevant diversity attributes that are influential 
and significant to Chinese employees. Using Chinese organizations as examples, we 
engage in qualitative research to explore whether team diversity matters in Chinese 
organizations and if it does, what attributes are important to team members.

Furthermore, we are interested in investigating how team diversity will impact 
team performance in Chinese organizations. Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986) has been the major perspective to examine the impact of team diversity on 
team performance, and based on this theory, conflict among different social identity 
groups has been proposed to be the major mechanism through which team diver-
sity impact team performance (Jehn et al., 1999). Meanwhile, harmony (Wei & Li, 
2013), “the ambient relationship concord as manifested in the affect, cognition, and 
behavior of group members” (Chen et al., 2016, p. 907), is a valued component of 
Chinese culture. Confucianism highlights harmony as a cardinal value for society 
and it has an immense influence on social interactions (Leung et al., 2002; Wright & 
Twitchett, 1962). Chinese are socialized to maintain harmony and to avoid conflict 
in their interaction with others (Chen et al., 2015). Meanwhile, Chinese employees 
are usually high in the collectivism cultural dimension (Hofstede et al., 2010), which 
means that they may treat team conflict as a potential threat to reaching collective 
goals, therefore, avoiding bringing up conflicts in the team. If team diversity can 
potentially increase conflict within groups (van Knippenberg et al., 2004), Chinese 
employees may perceive the topic of team diversity as taboo and may avoid discuss-
ing team diversity in fear of triggering conflict among team members (Chen et al., 
2015, 2016). The limited research on team conflict conducted in Chinese organiza-
tions as compared with research on leadership (shown in Table 1) hints that research 
topics that threaten harmony may not appeal to Chinese organizations. The compari-
son also showed that leadership is widely accepted as an important factor in Chinese 
organizations, therefore, we also explore the role of leaders in team diversity man-
agement (Zhao et al., 2019).
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Overview of studies

In the following sections, we will introduce our two studies and show our main find-
ings in addressing our research questions. In Study 1, we counted the number of 
journal articles on team diversity, team conflict, and leadership respectively. In the 
earlier section, we have shared the results of the count, as shown in Table 1. Next, 
we focused on team diversity journal articles and summarized the diversity attri-
butes that have been examined with Chinese samples to illustrate what attributes have 
been considered important by team diversity researchers. In Study 2, we conducted 
a qualitative study to explore what diversity attributes are perceived as important 
by Chinese employees and how team diversity impacts team performance in their 
organizations, especially diversity attributes that are unique in Chinese organizations.

Study 1: A review of diversity attributes in Chinese management research 
samples

In Study 1, we reviewed diversity studies with Chinese samples published in global 
and regional management journals, from 1998 (the year when the review from Wil-
liams and O’Reilly was published) to 2021. We found a total number of 43 articles 
and we categorized them by diversity attributes.

As shown in Tables 2 and 19 studies examined the effect of demographics (44.2%), 
including 12 studies (27.9%) that focused on gender diversity, suggesting that diver-
sity attributes that are commonly examined in North America and Europe may be 
important to Chinese employees too. We found that 13 studies examined values and 
cultural diversity (30.2%), whereas only four studies examined context-specific attri-
butes, such as dialect (Gong et al., 2012), rural-urban migratory experience (Hao & 
Liang, 2016), and returnees with overseas education or work experience (Lin et al., 
2015; Luo et al., 2021), indicating that both common and unique attributes seem 
salient to Chinese employees. To explore what attributes Chinese employees perceive 
to be important and the reasons behind that, we conducted qualitative research and 
interviewed team workers in Chinese organizations in Study 2.

Study 2: A qualitative study

Methods

Sample and data collection

Because our goal was to explore the importance and the mechanism of team diver-
sity in Chinese organizations, rather than test theory, we selected sampling teams 
that varied in type and characteristics to maximize the variance of diversity effects 
(Joshi & Roh, 2009). Based on the findings from Joshi and Roh (2012), we purpose-
fully selected teams from companies that differ in industry (manufacturing, service, 
and high-technology), occupational composition (male-dominated such as mining vs. 
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female-dominated such as media), and team type (small newly formed vs. large estab-
lished). At the same time, we considered other dimensions that are salient to differen-
tiate Chinese organizations, such as ownership (private, state-owned, publicly listed, 
and foreign-invested) and location (Beijing vs. Shanghai). As shown in Table 3, our 
final sample consisted of 38 teams in nine companies located in two megacities of 
China, Beijing and Shanghai. Five companies were in the finance industry but in 
different businesses, including banking, insurance, private equity, and technological 
finance. Two companies were in the information technology industry, one was in the 
multi-media industry, and the remaining one was in the mining industry. The scale of 
these companies, in terms of employee numbers, ranged from 30 to more than 100 
thousand employees. Among these companies, one was state-owned, two were pub-
licly listed, two were foreign-invested, and the remaining four were private.

We recruited participants through convenient sampling, including alumni and col-
laborators of the first and second authors, as well as friends and colleagues of these 
alumni and collaborators. Our focus is on team diversity, therefore, we selected par-
ticipants who are working in a team, have worked in a team before the current posi-
tion, or who have observed or heard about the experience of working in teams. Based 
on existing team research, we defined that work teams were composed of two or more 
members, worked towards a common goal, and had a certain degree of interdepen-
dence (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). Though we expected teams to, at least, have varia-
tions on surface-level attributes, such as gender, age, and province, we interviewed 
participants we could access and reported answers based on their own experience or 
observations. We invited all members of the interviewed teams to participate in our 
interviews whenever possible. We retained data from interviewees who shared third-
party observations of other teams, even if the interviewees’ current working team 
has only one member. As shown in Table 4, we interviewed a total of 92 employees 
from 38 teams. On average, we interviewed about 10 individuals from four teams in 
each company. Interviewees were between 22 and 49 years old, with an average of 

Table 3 Descriptive Information of Participating Companies
Company Industry Business Organiza-

tion size 
(Employee)

Location Number of 
Interviewees

Num-
ber of 
Teams

Company 1 Mining Mining & 
Manufacturing

20,000 Beijing 17 5

Company 2 Bank Bank & 
Insurance

25,110 Beijing 15 5

Company 3 Finance Finance & 
Investment

30 Beijing 8 4

Company 4 Insurance Insurance 100,310 Beijing 4 3
Company 5 IT Software 23,410 Beijing 8 7
Company 6 Finance Financial 

investment
60 Shanghai 10 5

Company 7 Multi-media 
advertisements

Multi-media 
advertisements

30 Shanghai 8 3

Company 8 IT Software 40 Shanghai 12 3
Company 9 Finance Technological 

finance
80 Shanghai 10 3
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30.87 years old; 43.48% were male; 60.87% had a bachelor’s degree, 30.43% had a 
master’s degree, and 11.96% received their highest degree from overseas educational 
institutions. Interviewees came from 26 out of 34 provinces, municipalities, and spe-
cial administrative regions in China. Most interviewees (66.30%) grew up in cities. 
All participants spoke Putonghua and 36 (39.13%) of them indicated that they could 
speak one more Chinese dialect other than Putonghua.

Four interviewers conducted these interviews. One of them is from Hong Kong, 
one is from the United States, and the other two are from Mainland China. To facili-
tate the communication between interviewers and interviewees, these four interview-
ers were grouped into two groups of two and at least one interviewer from Mainland 
China was involved in each interview. All interviews were conducted on-site at the 
participating companies. To encourage participants to speak freely and to minimize 
concerns of peer judgment, we arranged individual interviews whenever possible. 
Interviews were conducted in closed rooms and we assured confidentiality. We had 
the interviewees’ consent to tape-record before we started the interview. For inter-
viewees who have concerns about recording, interviewers took notes on site. In total, 
we had 55 interviews that were tape-recorded with permission, lasting from 25 to 
95 min (mean of 52), and six interviews that were recorded based on interviewers’ 
notes. With a total of 61 interviews, 46 (75.41%) interviews were conducted indi-
vidually, while the remaining 15 (24.59%) interviews involved two or more partici-
pants. We numbered these 61 interviews and cited them when direct quotations were 
provided in the following sections.

We collected data through semi-structured interviews and the list of questions 
could be found in the APPENDIX. During the interviews, we asked open-ended 
questions and invited interviewees to respond based on their own experiences or 
those of their friends. We adopted two interviewing approaches. The first approach 
was inductive, through which we asked interviewees to describe “important events”, 
especially “conflict” or “disagreement” (分歧/不同意见/冲突) that had influenced 
the communications and collaborations among team members and to describe the 
attributes of fellow team members involved in these events. We asked questions such 
as “can you think of a time when there was a disagreement in your team?” and “who 
is against whom in the conflict?” Not surprisingly, when interviewees were required 
to describe conflict or disagreement in their current team, no matter whether they 
are alone or with one or more team members, they only shared cases related to tasks 
rather than people. Therefore, we also encouraged them to share examples that hap-
pened in their previous companies or that they heard from others. This method effec-
tively reduced interviewees’ concerns and made them more willing to share cases 
related to team diversity. The second approach was deductive, through which we 
told participants the definition of team diversity (多样性/多元化/差异) and asked 
interviewees to directly describe the types of diversity in their teams and how they 
perceive the effect of team diversity on team processes and outcomes.

After identifying diversity attributes that are salient to Chinese employees, we 
further investigated the mechanisms through which these attributes impact teams. 
Specifically, we explored whether team diversity could also relate to group conflicts 
among Chinese employees because extant diversity research has documented that 
diverse teams are more likely to experience conflicts, including both task and rela-
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tionship conflict, due to identity differences and information heterogeneity (e.g. van 
Knippenberg et al., 2004; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). We expected that when inter-
viewees talked about conflicts, we could ask them to identify the causes of these 
conflicts and determine whether these causes are related to diversity. We specifically 
tried to understand whether team diversity relates to conflicts, how conflicts appear 
in work teams, and the impact of team diversity and conflicts on team outcomes. 
Simultaneously, we tried to understand the role of leaders in handling team diversity 
and managing the team.

Data analysis

Upon transcribing the interview recordings and translating them into English, our 
analysis unfolded in two stages. In the first stage, we extracted, coded, and counted 
the team diversity attributes mentioned by interviewees when they responded to 
questions. Diversity attributes that are frequently articulated by interviewees are 
considered to be of high importance to the participants. We also asked interview-
ees whether they think diversity could influence their collaborations in the team and 
whether team diversity is an advantage or a disadvantage. We summarized the inter-
viewees’ answers to these questions to address our research questions.

In the second stage, we first read and coded one or two interviews independently, 
then met to compare codes line by line, resolved discrepancies, and refined the 
themes. We iterated the reading, coding, and discussing process on 10 interviews and 
generated a preliminary coding scheme that we used to code the remaining 51 inter-
views separately. We used NVivo to code participants’ expressions into themes and 
to organize the relationships of themes (Langley & Abdallah, 2015; Locke, 2001). 
Following the grounded theory coding procedure, we coded interviewees’ answers 
to questions related to the influence of diversity on performance through team pro-
cesses, mainly team conflict, as well as the role of leaders in each stage, then summa-
rized the main themes and discovered the relationships between these themes (Gioia 
et al., 2012).

Results

Team diversity in Chinese organizations

Does team diversity exist in Chinese organizations? In our interviews, we defined 
team diversity as any differences that interviewees could recognize between employ-
ees, including surface- and deep-level attributes. Our interview data showed that 
most of the interviewees (72.13%) noticed a presence of team diversity in organiza-
tions, a small percentage of them (4.92%) reported no team diversity, and the remain-
ing (22.95%) did not directly comment on this issue. In other words, even though 
race may not be a salient diversity attribute in the Chinese workforce, as compared 
with North America and Europe, Chinese employees still perceive team diversity in 
their organizations.
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Is team diversity important in Chinese organizations? We found that a sizable pro-
portion (45.90%) of interviewees considered team diversity to be desirable. Some 
interviewees (9.84%) had a neutral view toward team diversity, and only a small 
percentage evaluated team diversity negatively (3.28%). The remaining did not com-
ment on this issue. Among those with a positive view of team diversity, a sizable 
proportion (39.34% of the total) wanted to see a greater level of diversity in the team. 
For instance, Chinese employees in our study commonly believed in the benefit of 
diversity in facilitating new idea generation and learning.

“It’s good to have some differences because in this case, the members might 
think differently. And they might come up with different ideas sometimes.” [29]
“I think diversity can bring us into contact with something we don’t usually 
have contact with. Then we can know more, or perhaps we can learn more.” 
[49]

They thought that the team as a whole benefited more when the diversity attributes 
were balanced, which is consistent with the Chinese philosophy that values balance 
and longevity.

“They (diverse employees) can learn from each other. (It is) good for the col-
lective performance.” [41]
“As your team rolls, diversity is good because it’s like an ecosystem and it actu-
ally balances itself.” [53]

Some interviewees considered team diversity neutral or considered its effect to be 
contingent upon the context of the team, such as task characteristics or goal alignment.

“In this team, the operation is only policy execution. In this circumstance, we 
are trying to keep people with the same idea with the same view.” [25]
“Everyone complements each other. When people work in a good direction, this 
kind of diversity is good. At this moment, I think we are not working towards the 
same goal. It’s not a very good thing.” [22]

As a whole, our findings showed that almost half of the interviewees did think that 
team diversity is important to the team and organizational performance.

Salient team diversity attributes in Chinese organizations.  One of our research 
questions is whether diversity attributes commonly examined in existing studies are 
important to Chinese employees. Our interviews provided us with rich information 
on salient diversity attributes among Chinese employees. Consistent with the extant 
literature on diversity (Harrison & Klein, 2007), we found that demographics, such as 
gender, age, education, and work tenure were salient diversity attributes among Chi-
nese employees. Besides surface-level attributes, interviewees emphasized the impor-
tance of deep-level attributes, such as personality and working experience. These 
deep-level attributes received relatively less focus in the extant literature, despite 
their importance (Harrison et al., 1998, 2002). Besides, we discovered several unique 
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diversity attributes that are important to Chinese employees, for instance, provincial 
background, dialect (Gong et al., 2011, 2012), and local versus overseas education. 
Also, we investigated interviewees’ perceptions of the importance of each diversity 
attribute. In specific, we counted the percentage of interviewees who articulated the 
presence of the diversity attribute and also considered the attribute to be important. 
As shown in Table 5, we found that personality (39.34%), age (22.95%), profes-
sional background (21.31%), work experience (16.39%), and provincial background 
(11.48%) were most likely considered important by interviewees. Surprisingly, these 
interviewees tended not to consider gender diversity to be important (6.56%), even 
though this attribute was the most often examined one in extant studies as shown in 
Table 2.

Next, we will discuss in detail the salient and important diversity attributes among 
Chinese employees and provide related citations in Table 6. They include both sur-
face-level and deep-level diversity attributes.

Personality. Personality is the most prominent and widely mentioned diversity attri-
bute among our Chinese interviewees. More than half of the interviewees (63.93%) 
commented on this diversity attribute; many of them (50.82% of the total) reported 
personality differences in the work team, while some (13.11% of the total) reported 
having little personality differences in the team. However, interviewees used person-
ality as a broad term to describe individual characteristics other than surface-level 
attributes. Some interviewees’ definitions of “personality” matched the dimensions 
of the Big Five Personality, but some were referring to work-related behaviors or 
motivations. For instance, one interviewee said: 

“The first type of person is more reliable. However, the second type has its own 
thought, and at the same time, they are willing to follow the ideas of leaders. 
The third type refers to people who have their own thought but don’t take the 
opinion of leaders.” [12]

Among various personality dimensions, conscientiousness was the most salient one 
among the interviewees. The salience of conscientiousness as a diversity attribute 
in the work context resembles existing meta-analytical research findings which 
showed that conscientiousness is a consistent predictor of job performance (Barrick 
& Mount, 1991). In our study, interviewees often commented on others’ reliability 
at work and conformity to rules, which are related to conscientiousness [refer to 
Table 6, Personality Diversity, Conscientiousness]. Many interviewees also differen-
tiated people who were attentive to details from those who were not [refer to Table 6, 
Personality Diversity, Detail Oriented]. Beyond conscientiousness, interviewees also 
noticed other aspects of differences in personality, such as extraversion, openness to 
experience, and agreeableness [refer to Table 6, Personality Diversity, Other Types 
of Personality].

Age. Age difference and generation gap were the second most commonly mentioned 
diversity attributes among interviewees. Many interviewees (60.66%) commented 
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on age diversity in their team, 47.54% of them reported having age diversity in their 
team, 22.95% thought age diversity was important, and 13.11% reported having little 
or no age diversity.

While age diversity is prominent to both Chinese and their counterparts in Western 
societies, interviewees in our sample can be surprisingly precise when discussing age 
differences. Quite a number of interviewees can quote the exact year of birth of their 
colleagues. For example, one interviewee mentioned that 

“team members in retail banking are even younger. Some are 1987, 1988, from 
1985 to 1989. The oldest team member in corporate banking is 1963” [13].

 Such precision in discussing age diversity is feasible partly because the Chinese 
generally place a lower emphasis on the privacy of personal information relative to 
some Western counterparts. One interviewee explained that 

“in China, we don’t hide candidates’ personal information when we see their 
CV or their application forms” [25].

Experiencing a rapid economic and societal change in China in the recent decade, 
many interviewees mentioned how differences in age and generation are associated 
with individuals’ upbringing and values. Among interviewees who reported having 
age diversity in the team, nearly half of them considered age diversity in the work 
team to be important [refer to Table 6, Age Diversity, Age and Generation]. At times, 
the combination of age and gender effects may single out certain team members, such 
as female employees who are at the age of giving birth [refer to Table 6, Age Diver-
sity, Age and Gender], which was considered to be related to employees’ behaviors 
and motivations in the workplace.

Province. The provincial background is a unique diversity attribute in China. Prov-
inces in China are the highest level of administrative divisions in China. The concept 
of ‘province’ in the People’s Republic of China has some resemblance to the concept 
of ‘states’ in the United States. Each province has some degree of autonomy in local 
administration and financing, and each of them has non-overlapping geographical 
boundaries. In Western diversity research, the birth and upbringing from a different 
administrative division within a country were seldom considered to be a key attribute 
of diversity. Meanwhile, in our study, 42.62% of interviewees considered provincial 
background to be a source of diversity in the work team. Only 3.28% of interviewees 
reported having little to no provincial diversity in the team. The remaining 54.10% of 
interviewees did not comment on this attribute. For example, one interviewee said, 

“Because people are from different locations in China. China is big itself. If you 
come from different provinces, you can come with your characteristics there.” 
[25]
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The People’s Republic of China consists of 34 provincial-level administrative units, 
and the provincial diversity in the population of each provincial-level administrative 
unit differs. When analyzing the statistics of the Chinese workforce, we suggested 
that diversity is an important topic for Chinese organizations. Based on available 
data from the 2020 Population Census of China, National Bureau of Statistics, we 
also compared provincial workforce population diversity in gender and education. 
As shown in Fig.1a and b, diversity in gender and education varies across different 
provinces and regions. Megacities like Beijing and Shanghai attract people from all 
over the nation to explore job opportunities, thus having high provincial diversity. As 
an increasing number of immigrants move into the big cities, the difference between 
local citizens and immigrants becomes salient. Since people who are born in and 
grow up in top-tier cities and provinces in China enjoy a much higher standard of 
living in the recent decade, differences in social-economic status may underlie pro-
vincial differences. 

“There is a problem with people from Beijing, local ones. They don’t have much 
pressure on earning a living. They have their own house. They have a home. 
Then maybe they are not so determined to work.” [013]

Interviewees often intertwined local versus non-local with social-economic status in 
their description, which led to only 8.20% of interviewees mentioning differences in 
socio-economic status directly when discussing team diversity.

We believe that provincial background is particularly salient in China due to a 
couple of reasons. First, people who grow up in different provinces in China can 
sometimes have different dialects and cuisine. Such differences in the way of living 
can flourish the growth of sub-cultures, and this can be the underlying roots that make 
the province a salient diversity attribute. Second, income inequality across provinces 
is a significant problem in China in the last decades. People growing up in coastal 
provinces in the East enjoy a much higher standard of living partly due to the geo-
graphic advantage of staying near the coast and partly due to the Chinese govern-
ment’s strategic decision to boost the economic growth and advancement in those 
regions. As such, differences in the provincial background can also be associated with 
large differences in earnings and wealth (Gong et al., 2011).

Interestingly, we observed that provincial diversity was more salient in Shanghai 
than in Beijing. In China, Shanghainese is commonly considered to have a strong 
sense of identity, partly because of Shanghai’s long history of being a prosperous city, 
and its strong prevalence of a local dialect that is different from the official language 
of Putonghua. 

“From my point of view, if all people are from Shanghai, one thing is not that 
good is that if most of the people from a local place and other people will feel 
isolated when they talk in the Shanghai dialect. And then they talk in the same 
way, or they think in the same way because I heard some stories from some 
friends. Maybe they (Shanghainesses) don’t do this on purpose, but it makes 
people think in that way.” [60]
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Theme Quotations Record 
NO.

Personality 
Diversity

Conscientiousness
He should also be reliable and considerate. 55
Some are more serious and don’t like to talk to. 42
Detail Oriented
One type is like our leader who is a typical Virgo. He is very detail-minded and 
he wants everything to be perfect. Another type of members are very casual and 
they just agree with everything.

37

Generally, they have a good personality that is more detail-minded. 16
Other Types of Personality
Some are introverts. Some are more outgoing. 34
For personality, I think team members are quite open-minded. 18
We value the self-motivated attitude of the employees. 29
He is very optimistic and liberal. 19

Age 
Diversity

Age and Generation
Because they are all born in 1985 and 1990s. If they can work in our company, 
it means their family backgrounds are good and they don’t have much to worry 
about their living.

01

The things we went through since we were born are different. How we grow-
up, our experience at school, and at work are all different. We experience 
different things.

05

Their values are completely different from that of those who were born in the 
80s or 90s nowadays

22

Age and Gender
There are many females [in the team]. Most of them have reached the age of 
marriage. If they are all pregnant and now they can have one more child, they 
will need to take maternity leave for half a year. Therefore, I think it is good to 
have team members of different ages in a team.

13

Education 
Diversity

Prestige of School
This university is quite famous in Beijing and China, that’s why I chose to 
study there.

06

[After mentioning the name of the university] That is quite a good and famous 
university in China.

27

Location of School
We have two types. People of the first type have studied abroad, or people who 
studied foreign languages.

30

I studied undergraduate overseas, therefore I started learning these in the 
western education. Therefore when I work here I need to use Chinese and some 
accounting rules in Chinese, actually, I feel there are some gaps.

06

This girl has been influenced by both Chinese and Western cultures. She is 
more familiar with it and her way of thinking would be more creative and 
liberal-minded.

27

We have some people who have their Ph.D. degrees in America or Europe, and 
they do things very differently from the others who only have local experiences.

53

Table 6 A Summary of Quotations by Diversity Attributes
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Education. Education is a diversity attribute that has both common and unique 
features in China as compared with Western studies. The salience of this attribute 
in China is reflected in both the quantity and quality of comments shared by inter-
viewees. In terms of quantity, over half of the interviewees (52.46%) commented on 
team diversity in education; many of them reported having education differences in 
a team (40.98%) and the remaining (11.48%) reported having similar educational 
backgrounds among members in a team. In terms of quality, Chinese interviewees in 
our study differentiated the educational background of their colleagues in great detail, 
which is unique in China. Studies on demographic diversity conducted in Western 

Fig. 1 A Map of Chinese Workforce Provincial Gender Diversity (Blau Index). B Map of Chinese 
Workforce Provincial Education Diversity (Blau Index)

 

Theme Quotations Record 
NO.

Gender 
Diversity

Gender Difference
The Male is careless. Female is more careful. Males are more sensitive to the 
trend, but when females do transactions, they are very careful.

36

The girls are more cheerful while the boys are quite reserved. 38
The men talk about professional matters with the clients, while women focus on 
the clients’ feelings and would be more emotional.

41

Seek Gender Diversity
In a team, there is a Chinese saying that goes “When men and women work 
together, they never feel tired at work again."

19

Now the team has no male colleague, I think we can try to make a balance. For 
example, if a team has both male and female members, then the work environ-
ment would be different and better.

31

Work 
Experience 
Diversity

Organization Type
[Colleague’s name] has worked in a state-owned enterprise. She also worked 
in a foreign company in the past. Therefore, she has diverse experiences in 
different aspects.

51

Have Work Experience or Not
If that person has some working experience, she said she can do this kind of 
job. So they (the managers) will set the quota higher for that person.

38

Table 6 (continued) 
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culture typically investigated the difference in the educational background (e.g. major 
or degree) and education level (e.g. Ph.D., master’s degree) (Bell et al., 2011). Differ-
ently, our Chinese interviewees commonly quote colleagues’ educational background 
(e.g. accounting, economics), level of education, location of school (e.g. local versus 
overseas), and prestige of school (e.g. famous or not) [refer to Table 6, Education 
Diversity, Prestige of School, and Location of School].

The location of the school is uniquely salient to the Chinese. The strong emphasis on 
education and schooling in the Chinese culture might have contributed to the Chi-
nese’s attention to colleagues’ educational backgrounds. Moreover, the Chinese seem 
to consider studying in a local school to be categorically and practically different 
from studying in overseas schools. The local Chinese versus the overseas education 
system was often associated with differences in knowledge structure, the logic of 
thinking, and attitudes towards work. Extant studies have discovered that returnees 
from abroad could bring changes in enterprise norms and practices (i.e., Lin et al., 
2015; Luo et al., 2020), but few studies have investigated how they could work in 
teams with employees who graduated from local schools.

Gender. Gender is a commonly discussed attribute in the interview, as we proactively 
ask interviewees “what diversity do you have in your work team”. Nearly half of the 
interviewees (49.18%) talked about gender diversity in the team, and 37.70% (of 
the total) reported diversity in their current team. However, only 6.56% of Chinese 
interviewees consider this attribute important. This is surprising as people in Western 
societies tended to pay attention to gender diversity. In addition, when gender differ-
ence was being discussed, many Chinese interviewees confounded it with other dis-
positional characteristics or behavioral differences, which appeared consistent with 
prejudice towards gender roles in Chinese society [refer to Table 6, Gender Diversity, 
Gender Difference]. A few Chinese interviewees experienced no gender diversity in 
the team and they seemed to seek a higher level of gender diversity [refer to Table 6, 
Gender Diversity, Seek Gender Diversity].

Work experience. Work experience is another attribute with some unique features in 
China. The differentiation between working in local or state-owned companies versus 
working in foreign companies was particularly salient for the Chinese, and this diver-
sity attribute was not studied in Western societies. Not only work experience outside 
China was considered to be different from work experience inside China. Many inter-
viewees clearly differentiate work experience at local state-owned enterprises versus 
work experience at foreign companies located in China. An interesting implication 
is that the difference in work experience is in kind rather than in degree and this is 
likely due to different organizational cultures, human resource management systems, 
and leadership styles in China [refer to Table 6, Work Experience Diversity, Organi-
zation Type]. On the other hand, consistent with extant literature in western societies, 
the Chinese would also differentiate individuals by years of work experience. The 
difference in years of work experience can also be considered to indicate differences 
in work capability [refer to Table 6, Work Experience Diversity, Have Work Experi-
ence or Not]. Overall, work experience is a moderately salient diversity attribute in 
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China. Around 38% (37.70%) of interviewees mentioned this attribute. Some of them 
(34.43% of the total) noted a difference in work experience within the team, while a 
small amount of them (3.28% of the total) did not report work experience differences 
in their teams.

Work tenure. Work tenure is found to be a moderately salient diversity attribute 
among Chinese employees. In our interviews, 32.79% of interviewees mentioned this 
attribute, and all of those who articulated tenure as a diversity attribute acknowledged 
its presence in their team. 

“They are different. The one has worked here for about 6 years as I have. And 
the intern has just started working here.” [41]

When the team is new, some interviewees would also differentiate tenure by 
months rather than by years. 

“The member who stayed the longest joined last February, but there was only 
one person. Later in March, I was not the first member, but I took him to our 
team. Right now, the members are those who have worked here for about 8 
months or above.” [38]

As a whole, we found that diversity attributes commonly examined in Western stud-
ies were most important to Chinese employees (except gender diversity), while we 
also identified unique diversity attributes (e.g. province) and subdivisions within an 
attribute (e.g. local versus overseas school in education diversity) in China.

Working mechanisms of team diversity on team outcomes

As a sizable number of interviewees considered team diversity to be desirable and 
some even prefer to have more team diversity, we have no evidence suggesting that 
discussing team diversity is taboo among Chinese employees. Therefore, we asked 
interviewees to describe team conflicts and then identified whether the causes of these 
conflicts are related to diversity. This strategy was proven useful and we discovered 
diversity attributes that significantly influenced employees. Even from interviewees 
who were willing to share group conflict, we found that they avoided discussing 
the negative influences of team diversity on their teams or organizations. Diversity 
attributes that were related to conflict have been identified and shown in the previ-
ous sections of Salient Diversity Attributes in Chinese Organizations. Here based on 
interviewees’ reports, we identified four major themes related to conflicts and leader-
ship in Chinese work groups and clarified the links between these themes, as depicted 
in Fig.2, and we will discuss the main findings and theoretical implications for team 
diversity management in Chinese organizations.

Conflict is common but not in my team. We explicitly asked participants whether 
they have experienced conflicts or different opinions in their workgroups. Most par-
ticipants (49 out of 61 interviewees, 80.33%) mentioned that conflicts happened in 
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their own team or their previous organization. Participants were quite comfortable 
talking about task conflict. For instance, one interviewee said, 

“Yes, we often have different opinions. Because we are in charge of different 
works, something I understand, but others can’t understand. So when we work 
together we might have different opinions” [03], and another one said, “We use 
different methods. When we exchanged our perspectives, we had arguments 
before.” [06]

However, participants were less willing to talk about relationship conflict. For 
instance, they may frame the conflict as task-based and avoid making personal judg-
ments, or they may talk over differences in opinion, but are less willing to men-
tion relationship conflicts they have experienced. For instance, one interviewee 
mentioned, 

“There is no personal right and wrong. There is just what these things should 
be done.” [25]

Rather, they are more willing to talk about relationship conflict they observed in 
others, 

“There are two people, one is male, one is female. They have not been in a really 
good relationship. They usually argue about work or a lot of issues. Everyone 
knows that they both are not in good relationships.” [27]

Fig. 2 Structure of Themes
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Prevent conflicts from happening. Sometimes interviewees tried to prevent conflicts 
from happening from the very beginning because they assume conflicts will damage 
their relationships with their counterparts and negatively impact team performance. 
Some interviewees said, 

“Usually I would speak out too, but I might not be so straightforward at the 
beginning, I might, but I believe he understands what I meant, I usually take 
a gentler approach to talk about it. If I feel like he doesn’t quite get what I’ve 
said, then I will speak out directly.” [19] Or “If we have any problems, we have 
to solve them as early as possible. The longer we delay it, the worse it is to 
everyone.” [22]

Team conflict avoidance. Although participants mentioned that they experienced or 
observed team conflicts, they were uncomfortable talking about “conflict”, as they 
interpreted team conflict mainly as relationship conflict and attributed it as a word 
with strong negative implications—it is personal judgment toward coworkers and 
harmful to team collaboration and performance. When we asked them to give us 
some examples of conflicts, interviewees typically avoid sharing their current expe-
riences, instead, they would rather talk about cases that happened in their previous 
working companies or were experienced by their friends. For example, 

“Interviewer: Have ever you encountered this in this company? Interviewee: I 
had in my previous company. Interviewer: So you haven’t this in this company? 
Interviewee: That’s right.” [48]

After realizing this tendency among interviewees, we tried to use more neutral terms, 
such as disagree (分歧/不同意见) to describe conflict and encouraged interviewees 
to share more cases that they have experienced, especially those related to diversity. 
Despite so, some participants still avoided talking about the potential negative impact 
of conflict on teams. 

“I have not encountered that (different opinions) at work. If we do have some 
cases, then, in fact, the solution of our team is that everyone has to work 
together.” [31]

Once conflicts happened, one of the strategies interviewees adopted to deal with con-
flict is to avoid talking about or dealing with conflict but to maintain distance from 
their counterparts. Just as some interviewees mentioned, 

“They have not been in a really good relationship. They never talked, they never 
communicated. Never, they don’t want to make an effort on this. So in the end, 
avoid each other.” [27]

Our interview experience coupled with the interview data informed us that conflict, 
especially relationship conflict, can be a taboo topic to Chinese employees, as it 
is usually accompanied by negative relationships between members and negative 
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implications to the group or even the organization. Accordingly, diversity attributes 
that caused relationship conflicts were less mentioned by interviewees. It also implies 
that diversity attributes that are associated with relationship conflict are taboo topics 
among Chinese employees.

Leaders in diversity management. From interviews, we found that even though 
interviewees thought team diversity is important, they explained that interpersonal 
dynamics rooted in team diversity can easily be overridden by leadership influence. 
Interviewees considered leadership to be more important than team diversity because 
leaders could determine the compositions of team members, in terms of surface-level 
attributes, such as age, gender, and education, as well as some deep-level attributes, 
such as personalities and behavioral tendencies, through recruitment procedures, and 
leaders could take into consideration the relational dynamics among members before 
allocating them to different positions to work on specific tasks. As such, leaders can 
influence the likelihood of conflicts by controlling the level of task interdependence 
among members. 

“Although team members have the right to choose who they want to work with, 
the final decision will be made by Xu and Wang, as they are leaders.” [16]

Leaders’ influence on diverse teams’ processes will be amplified if the leaders prefer 
dominating rather than empowering team decision makings, thus, members will have 
little discretion to dispute with others. 

“I (as the team leader) will not put team members who have conflicts with each 
other in the same service area. If I put two team members who always have a 
diverse opinion on everything or even have a conflict with each other before, 
the outcome will be much worse.” [12]

Furthermore, group leaders may set detailed task procedures and require strict obedi-
ence from members.

Leaders in conflict management.  At the same time, we found that a large proportion 
of interviewed teams were centralized in decision making, therefore, members were 
used to deferring to leaders to resolve ambiguities in group tasks, decision making, 
or collaboration procedures. For example, two interviewees said, 

“We don’t have huge conflicts. In fact, our department is small. Basically, the 
leader will first make the plan and then we just follow it. Basically, the direction 
is confirmed at first so we don’t have much disagreement.” [10] Or “Normally 
we discuss first, and then we will explain why we think our ideas are good (to 
the leader), but normally we will follow what the leader says. He can always 
give a very valid explanation for his views.” [08]

If leaders provide limited autonomy to team members, members may become demo-
tivated to participate in team decision-making. This prevents conflicts from happen-
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ing but also inhibits members from contributing their information and knowledge to 
teams. 

“We need to first consider the case and think of a way to solve the problem. 
Then we can go and report it to the leader. Of course, we need to get approval 
from the leader first before we can start.” [18] Or “For example, if we all feel 
that a particular method is good, then we will surely do it according to every-
one’s opinions. But if we have quite different opinions, then I (as the group 
leader) will probably make the decision.” [57]

Leadership and team diversity. Since members habitually defer to their leaders for 
decision making and since group conflict is minimized through top-down decision 
making, we speculate that members may have limited experience in resolving group 
conflict by themselves even if they belong to a team with a high level of team diver-
sity. Overemphasizing leadership influence while neglecting other factors on team 
outcomes might be one of the reasons why the topic of team diversity is undervalued 
in Chinese organizations. We speculate that centralized leadership in Chinese orga-
nizations does not only weaken the effect of team diversity on group conflict but also 
potentially slow down the development of diversity management capability within 
the team.

To conclude, we found that the conflicts arising from team diversity rather than team 
diversity itself are taboo topics among Chinese employees. Interviewees were reluc-
tant to talk about the destructive group dynamics within their work teams, such as 
relationship conflict. Meanwhile, conflict is one of the most common and important 
mechanisms through which team diversity impacts team outcomes (De Wit et al., 
2012). Interviewees’ reluctance towards talking about team conflict might explain 
why we did not gather much data on the negative influences of team diversity through 
interviews. Our interview data also revealed that Chinese employees are inclined 
to take leadership as omnipotent in preventing and in dealing with team conflict. 
If Chinese employees attribute team conflict to poor leadership rather than to team 
diversity, they may underscore the importance of team diversity. As such, we specu-
late that the importance of team diversity may be overshadowed by the importance of 
leadership in Chinese organizations.

Discussion

We initiated this study from the observation that team diversity research in Chinese 
organizations has attracted very little research attention (as shown in Table 1). To 
understand why this happens, we initiated a qualitative study to explore whether 
diversity is an important topic in Chinese organizations and if it is, what diversity 
attributes are significant to Chinese employees working in teams and how team diver-
sity could impact teams. Results from our interviews showed that most interviewees 
reported that they observed or experienced team diversity (72.13%) in their work 
teams, and a sizable proportion (45.90%) of participants considered team diversity to 
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be important and desirable. Studying diversity attributes that were salient to Chinese 
employees, we found attributes similar to those in Western studies as well as unique 
ones in Chinese organizations. We also found that interviewees avoided talking about 
the potentially detrimental effects of team diversity, especially relationship conflicts, 
but they emphasized the role of leaders in managing team diversity and team conflict. 
In the following sections, we will discuss the contributions of our study to the team 
diversity literature, as well as the limitations and directions for future research.

Contributions to team diversity research

Our research adopts a new approach to studying team diversity. Although team diver-
sity study has a long history in North American and European communities and has 
attracted much attention from scholars, team diversity is often treated as an objective 
phenomenon grounded in team composition and measured through composite indices 
(Harrison & Klein, 2007). Few studies have systematically examined the importance 
of each diversity attribute from the team members’ point of view, nor contextualized 
the relevant importance of attributes in different cultures and economic systems. In 
recent reviews of diversity literature, scholars repeatedly emphasize the importance 
of “context”, and call for research on understanding how context affects the salience, 
meaning-making, and content of diversity attributes (Joshi & Neely, 2018; Roberson, 
2019). Responding to these calls, our study takes an inductive approach to generate 
a map of diversity attributes in work teams of Chinese organizations, which enables 
us to understand the meaning of team diversity and the relative importance of each 
diversity attribute in the eyes of Chinese employees.

We found some support for the generalizability of diversity attributes to the Chi-
nese cultural context. We found that demographic attributes commonly studied in 
current diversity literature applied to Chinese employees too, such as gender, age, 
educational level, work tenure, and functional background. However, to our surprise, 
very few interviewees considered gender diversity as important. We believe that local 
societal and work contexts could have partly shaped the salience of gender diversity. 
Despite that traditional Confucianism culture favors males over females, the one-
child policy carried out in the last 30 years provides females more opportunities for 
higher education. The statistics from the Census Bureau in China (2020) showed that 
the population of males versus females with College or above education is around 
51–49%. In this study, interviewees are mostly knowledge workers in the entry to 
middle levels, in which gender diversity is common and gender distribution is bal-
anced. This may have reduced the importance of gender as a diversity attribute.

While context can influence the salience of diversity attributes, we found that con-
text itself can also serve as the content of diversity attributes. Our findings revealed 
that local versus overseas education (Lin et al., 2015; Luo et al., 2020) and work 
experience were salient among Chinese employees, because such differences were 
associated with underlying differences in personal values, cognitions, and behav-
iors. As discussed earlier, interviewees informed us that people who were educated 
in Western countries or exposed to Western-style working environments differ from 
people educated in China in terms of knowledge structure, way of thinking, and atti-
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tudes towards work. People who have received education from overseas institutions 
or were exposed to Western-style ideas were more open to expressing different ideas 
and believed in meritocracy, while people who received education in local institu-
tions were concerned more about collective goals and group harmony (Chen et al., 
2016).

Existing literature seldom highlights local versus overseas influences on education 
and work experience as diversity attributes, yet such distinction might be salient to 
people in rapidly growing or developing countries. In these countries, an increas-
ing number of people study abroad and return to their home country for work (i.e. 
overseas returnees), in which some may experience reverse culture shock when they 
find that existing company practices in the home country are different from those 
overseas. Researchers interested in studying team diversity in rapidly growing or 
developing countries may consider exploring how such factors can influence group 
dynamics and work outcomes when overseas returners worked with locally trained 
employees in the same team. Besides, further research will be needed to tease out the 
effect of local versus overseas differentiation in education and work experience from 
the effect of income differences. In Chinese organizations, overseas returnees often 
enjoy better compensation packages than their local counterparts. At the same time, 
people who studied overseas usually come from families with higher socioeconomic 
status as compared with those who studied locally. Such confounding impacts need 
to be investigated in future studies.

Our study discovered a new diversity attribute, “province”, that is unique in Chi-
nese employees. Such a within-country institutional geographic-related attribute was 
rarely studied in extant team diversity research. For example, despite the fact that 
the United States has a large landmass and is made up of numerous states with rather 
independent state governments and local legislatures, the place of birth or upbring-
ing by states was seldom examined as a salient diversity attribute. Meanwhile, we 
found that province can be a salient diversity attribute in Chinese employees, and 
we believe this can be related to provincial differences in dialect, cuisine, and living 
standard. We speculate that regional division may also be a salient diversity attribute 
in countries that have clear differences in regional culture, language, and the standard 
of living across regions. Findings from our study contribute to the existing literature 
by indicating that sub-cultural and institutional differences can be unique and salient 
diversity attributes.

In addition to identifying new diversity attributes, our study offers new insight into 
how employees make sense of diversity attributes, and how they relate surface-level 
attributes with deep-level attributes (Harrison et al., 1998). For instance, we found 
that Chinese employees believe that surface-level diversity in local versus non-local 
life experiences is associated with deep-level diversity in values and ways of thinking. 
Moreover, although previous studies have pointed out the importance of deep-level 
diversity attributes, few studies have explored these attributes (for an exception, see 
Harrison et al., 2002). We found that Chinese employees consider personality, a deep-
level attribute, to be most important. This resonates with meta-analytical research 
indicating that deep-level attributes, as compared with surface-level attributes, have 
a stronger relationship with team performance (Bell, 2007; Bell et al., 2011). We also 
noticed that interviewees in our study attended to tiny details of surface attributes, 
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such as year of birth and prestige of schools, to be salient and meaningful. All these 
findings reinforce the value of studying deep-level diversity, as well as understanding 
how employees make sense of diversity in their own eyes.

Fourth, we found that participants treated the negative impact of group diversity 
(specifically group conflict) as taboo and avoided talking about them in the inter-
views. The categorization-elaboration model (CEM, van Knippenberg et al., 2004) 
proposed that diversity could influence group performance mainly through two 
paths: The beneficial one is the elaboration of task-relevant information, and the det-
rimental one is the social categorization and identity conflicts between subgroups. 
Interviewees in our study emphasized the information benefits of diverse employ-
ees but avoided conflicts with others or even were hesitant to talk about conflicts in 
their teams. It implied that other than the two main working mechanisms that have 
been identified in existing diversity research, new mechanisms may exist in Chinese 
employees, such as avoidance of communication and biased information sharing. 
Therefore, future research needs to examine other potential mechanisms through 
which diversity influences team performance.

Furthermore, we found that centralized leadership can potentially serve as a con-
textual factor influencing the impact of team diversity in the Chinese work context 
via altering the salience of team diversity and changing team dynamics. On one hand, 
Chinese leaders could determine team compositions, especially compositions of sur-
face-level demographic attributes, which means that they could intentionally design 
the type and extent of group diversity. On the other hand, their managerial behaviors 
could manage or suppress conflicts that occur due to diversity, especially when these 
leaders have been socialized with a cultural emphasis on harmony (Chen et al., 2015, 
2016). When leaders dominate group decision processes, there is less space for group 
members to express different opinions or have conflicts with each other. In other 
words, strong centralized leadership can potentially weaken both the positive and 
negative effects of team diversity on team processes. When team members have little 
power to make any critical decision within the team, “team diversity” may become a 
less salient and important issue for them.

Limitations and future research

We examine team diversity in Chinese organizations through reviews and in-depth 
interviews, which has limitations too. First, our study takes an inductive approach 
to generate a map of diversity attributes in Chinese organizations to understand the 
meaning and relative importance of diversity attributes as perceived by Chinese 
employees. Although team diversity study has a long history in North American and 
European communities and has attracted much attention from scholars, few stud-
ies have justified the importance of each diversity attribute systematically, nor con-
textualized the relevant importance of attributes in different cultures and economic 
systems. Using an inductive approach in our study enables us to help fill this gap by 
investigating an original phenomenon from scratch. However, this study is only a 
first step to providing preliminary answers, and we call for future research, including 
both well-designed qualitative and quantitative studies to leverage the advantages 
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of different research methods to demonstrate the “prevalence, generalizability and 
calibration” (Lee, 1999, p. 38) of our findings.

Second, while interviews may potentially be biased by the social desirability 
effect (Ones et al., 1996), we minimized this bias through following recommended 
practices, such as using enclosed rooms, assuring confidentiality, and asking neu-
trally-phrased questions. Research on the effect of social desirability pointed out that 
participants were more likely to introduce the good side of their organization but hide 
or beautify the negative side (Ones et al., 1996). During the interview, we noticed 
that interviewees were less likely to talk about negative influences of group diversity 
or to disclose relationship conflicts among group members compared with positive 
influences. In our study, we noticed the presence of the social desirability effect by 
comparing interviewees’ disclosure of team conflict in their own team with conflict 
in other teams or organizations. Future studies could consider using other research 
designs, such as off-site and strictly one-on-one interviews, to further weaken the 
influence of social desirability from participants.

Third, an observation from the review in Study 1 is that only a third of studies 
on diversity (32.6%, 14 out of 43) investigated diversity in the team context, but 
others focused on the attributes of individuals, such as leaders’ Confucianism (Ji et 
al., 2021) and communism (Marquis & Qiao, 2020), or the leader-follower dyads, 
such as dyadic similarity in growth need (Huang & Iun, 2006) and dialect (Gong et 
al., 2012), indicating that the attributes of important individuals, such as team lead-
ers, have been recognized in existing studies, but less attention has been paid to the 
team-level configuration of all team members. This finding is consistent with the 
findings from Chen and colleagues (in press) who reviewed diversity research in 
the Asia-Pacific region. The reasons behind this could be an interesting question for 
future research. At the same time, though we tried our best to invite all members of 
the interviewed teams to participate in our interviews, we did not make it because 
some team members are out on business trips or are in important tasks at the time we 
visited the company. Therefore, we cannot calculate the diversity strength for each 
interviewed work team (as shown in the fourth column of Table 4), which prevents 
us from making a comparison of interviewees from different teams, but is worth more 
studies in the future.

Finally, generalizability may be a limitation of our study. Our study examined 
companies located in Beijing and Shanghai. More than 90% of our interviewees had 
a bachelor’s or above degree, and they were only from Beijing and Shanghai, but 
the statistics from the Census Bureau in China 2020 suggest that only 15.5% of the 
Chinese workforce have a college or above degree. It means these companies may 
not reflect the real employment situations in Chinese organizations located in small 
cities or villages. As shown in Fig.1a and b, the strengths of diversity in gender and 
education vary across provinces within the country. Future research may enlarge the 
geographical scope of samples to decrease potential range restrictions. Nevertheless, 
our samples include companies diverse in scale, ownership, and industry. Besides, 
participants in our sample were mostly knowledge workers. Future research may 
include other categories of laborers, such as blue-collar workers, semi-skilled, or 
clerical workers, to increase the generalizability of their findings.
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Conclusion

We conducted a qualitative study to explore whether diversity is an important topic in 
Chinese organizations and if it is, what diversity attributes are significant to Chinese 
employees working in teams and how team diversity could impact teams. Responses 
from interviewees showed that team diversity was salient to Chinese employees, and 
that diversity attributes prevalent in Western studies (e.g. gender, age, and professional 
background) were salient and meaningful in Chinese organizations. Meanwhile, our 
findings also revealed a few major unique contextual effects on team diversity. First, 
we identified unique diversity attributes in Chinese organizations, such as province, 
dialect, and overseas experience. Second, we noticed that talking about the poten-
tially detrimental effects of team diversity, especially relationship conflict, could be 
taboo in China. We speculate that such taboo might create challenges for researching 
the negative impact of team diversity. Third, we found that centralized leadership 
in Chinese organizations could alter the salience of team diversity and change team 
dynamics. As a whole, our study responded to the call for examining how contextual 
factors influence the content, salience, and meaning-making of diversity attributes 
(Joshi & Neely, 2018; Roberson, 2019). Our interview-based study examined Chi-
nese employees’ subjective views on the salience and meanings of diversity attri-
butes, thus complementing extant literature that often mathematically assumed equal 
salience among diversity attributes. We hope our inductive research can help encour-
age scholars to attend to the local perspectives and experiences of team members in 
team diversity research.

Appendix

Interview Protocol.
We conducted interviews to discover what diversity attributes are important in 

teams of Chinese organizations. During the interview, we first asked team members 
and leaders to describe their team characteristics and processes, including goals, 
tasks, communications, and conflict. Then, we tried to explore how different mem-
bers are involved in these activities and infer whether team diversity plays a role in 
influencing these activities. In the end, we asked interviewees to comment on team 
diversity.

Team background information.

1. What is it like to work in your team? How many members do you have? What are 
they like? What is the main goal and task of your team?

Team communication and conflict.
2. Did team members communicate effectively?
3. When team members did not understand one another, who are involved, and why 

did that occur?

1 3

987



Q. Su et al.

4. With whom have you ever had misunderstandings (误解/误会/沟通不畅) when 
communicating about how to do work?

5. With whom in your team did you find it easy/smooth to work/communicate?
6. Is there a team member who is exceptionally nice? Why do you think so? Can 

you give an example of what s/he does?
7. When you encountered a problem, who did you seek help from? Why?
8. To whom do you most frequently give suggestions/advice? Why?
9. To whom you usually hesitated to give suggestions/advice, even if you find s/he 

was doing wrong. Why?
10. Can you think of a time when there was a disagreement (分歧/不同意见/冲突) 

in your team? If yes, please describe what happened and who was involved. Who 
is against whom? Did the disagreement get resolved? How so? Please describe 
two or more such types of disagreement.

The role of team leaders.
11. Do you and your leader (团队领导/负责人/头) share common goals? What are 

they? What are the goals that some team members and the leader do not agree on?
12. How does your manager treat the team? Equal for all or different by person? 

(What was your leader’s management style)?
13. What did the manager do when there was a disagreement in your team?
14. When there was a disagreement, whose opinions/ideas were most likely to be 

adopted by the leader?

When the interviewee is the leader, we directly asked how the leader manage 
his/her team.
*11. What are your goals for leading the team? What are the goals of your team mem
        bers? What are the major differences?
*12. How do you treat the team? Equal for all or different by person? (What was your  
        management style)?
*13. What did you do when there was a disagreement in your team?
*14. When there was a disagreement, whose opinions/ideas do you most likely adopt?

Evaluations of team diversity.
15. Please describe the types of diversity (多样性/多元化/差异) you have in your 

team.
16. In your work team, do you think diversity is an advantage or disadvantage? Why?
17. Do other members of the team feel the same?
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