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1. Introduction

Organizations operate in a globalized world where diversity holds increased significance. Most project
teams are comprised of people who come from different ethnicities and backgrounds. Often, team
members look, act, and think very differently from one another. This diversity can bring about enormous
opportunities if managed properly. When these differences are constructively managed, it is common to
see an increase in creative solutions, multidimensional thinking, and enhanced market intelligence, all of
which contribute to the success of projects.

On the other hand, diversity can have challenges and downsides if mismanaged. The absence of
intentional inclusion, equitable participation, disrespect, and a lack of psychological safety could lead to
misunderstanding, conflict, and disengagement. Team leaders play a big role in providing the conditions
within the team that lead to success rather than failure.

This course covers the following:

e Definition of diversity

e Theoretical models for the impact of diversity

e Core dividends of diversity: improved innovation, decision quality, knowledge engagement, and
responsiveness

e Situational hurdles

e Proactive management approaches

A central theme of this course is that diversity, within an inclusive framework and ethical leadership, is a
source of sustainable innovation and organizational excellence.

Figure 1: A mural celebrating diversity.
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gozamen_anitzak_dantzan.jpg, Ainara Aspiazu, CC-BY-SA-4.0
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2. Understanding Diversity in Project Teams

Diversity in teams refers to having individuals from a wide range of backgrounds, experiences, cultures,
and perspectives within a group working toward a common goal. Diversity involves both visible
characteristics and underlying differences that contribute to a bountiful mix of ideas, skills, and
approaches.

Diversity is more than demographics; it is the actual presence of different realities that people carry,
different ways of communication and thinking, and the ways in which people and teams construct and
frame realities and resolve challenges. Personal differences are critical in shaping interpersonal
behaviors and interactions, as well as decision-making and creativity.

Diversity can be categorized into dimensions:

e Internal Diversity: Visible or physical characteristics that individuals are born with and which are

generally protected by law against discrimination, such as:

o Age

o Race and ethnicity

o Gender and gender identity

o Sexual orientation

o Physical abilities and disabilities

e External Diversity: Attributes acquired and shaped by life experiences and choices, including:

o Cultural background

Educational background
Socioeconomic status

Personal interests and life experiences
Religious or spiritual beliefs

o O O O O

Marital or parental status

e Worldview Diversity: Significant differences in how people think, perceive situations, and solve

problems, including:

o Personality traits (e.g., introversion vs. extroversion)
Attitudes and values
Knowledge and skills
Engineering disciplines and fields of expertise
Intellectual and emotional intelligence

o O O O O

Perspectives and core belief systems

e Organizational Diversity: This relates to differences within a work structure, such as:

o Job function and role

o Department or division

o Management level or seniority

o Work location: in-office, remote, or hybrid
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o Employment type (full-time, part-time, contract)
o Level of respect from coworkers

Figure 2: A diverse team attending a conference together.

Source: commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wikimedia_Diversity_Conference_41.jpg, Wi s ¥

An increase in team diversity is fueled by changing social norms, equality movements, the fading of
gender dominated roles, the digital revolution, remote work, global migration, international mergers,
and a general increase in global interactions. Diverse teams are now the norm instead of the exception.
Diverse teams are strategically useful because they can integrate many different bases of knowledge,
flexibility, and the ability to cross cultural markets.

Providing an environment of psychological safety is very important. Such an environment allows
everyone to share perspectives, question assumptions, and disagree without any fear of judgment.
Psychological safety pertains to the successful functioning of diverse teams both individually and
collectively.

Different behaviors and norms also have the potential to create barriers. These barriers are often a
mixture of misunderstanding, friction, and the perceived breaking of social norms. Language barriers,
unequal participation, and implicit bias can stifle contribution equity.

Inclusion captures the very essence of diversity in teams. Trust, empathy, and equity are also important
conditions that lead to enhanced performance for creativity, engagement, and versatility.

For organizations that function in a complex global context, having an inclusive culture is not an optional
advantage, but a foundational principle for survival.
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Figure 3: A diverse team holding a video conference meeting.
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anne_Kirkpatrick Zoom_-_5.23.20.jpg, p.d.

3. Theoretical Frameworks

Diversity and inclusion theories describe the impact of diversity on interpersonal behaviors,
communication, and overall performance of teams. The three most relevant theories to project teams
are as follows:

Social Identity Theory
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Interactional Model of Cultural Diversity

P wnNe

Cognitive Diversity Hypothesis

All three demonstrate that team outcomes center more on the identity, values, and context in which
they work, rather than who is on the team. All have inclusivity as a baseline condition.

3.1 Social Identity Theory

Social Identity Theory posits that people identify themselves and others within and outside a social
construct as belonging to a certain culture or to a common set of attributes or having the same primary
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language. While such identity greatly enhances the sense of belonging, it may also result in in-group
favoritism or out-group hostility, as depicted in Figure 4.

Personal
Identity

=

Social
Identity

Source: cor v_2016.png, p.d.

Diverse teams tend tc itity-based subgroups.

Inclusive leadership cc identities, purposes,

and goals that cross de

3.2 Hofstede’s dim ,

Hofstede developed a theoury to explain how various norms and values differ and their application in a
workplace. See Figure 5 for a depiction of cultural dimensions, with common human traits at the bottom
and personal traits at the top.
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