HELLENIC
OPEN

B UNIVERSITY

School of Social Sciences

Master in Business Administration (MBA)

Postgraduate Dissertation

Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion Programs on

Team Performance and Innovation:

A Systematic Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis

Georgia Falara

Supervisor: Varvara Myloni

Patras, Greece, March 2026



© Hellenic Open University, 2017

The content of this thesis/dissertation along with its results is owned by the Hellenic Open University and
his/her author, where each of them has the sole and exclusive right to use, reproduce, and publish it (totally or
partially) for educational or research purposes, with the obligation to make reference to the thesis’s title, the
author’s name and to the Hellenic Open Universtiy where the thesis / dissertation was written.



HELLENIC
OPEN

B UNIVERSITY

Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion Programs on

Team Performance and Innovation:

A Systematic Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis

Georgia Falara

Supervising Committee

Supervisor: Co-Supervisor:

Varvara Myloni Aristeidis Bitzenis

Patras, Greece, March 2026



OPEN Programs on Team Performance and Innovation: A Systematic

HELLENIC Georgia Falara, Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion
UNIVERSITY

Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis

Postgraduate Dissertation Vil



OPEN Programs on Team Performance and Innovation: A Systematic

HELLENIC Georgia Falara, Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion
UNIVERSITY

Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis
Abstract

Diversity and inclusion (D&I) have become important topics in modern organizations.
Many companies view D&I as a key factor for improving performance, innovation, and
long-term sustainability. Inclusive workplaces allow employees to share ideas openly and
collaborate more effectively. However, despite the growing adoption of diversity policies,
inequalities still exist in many sectors. Women and minority groups often face barriers in
hiring, promotion, and recognition, especially in male-dominated industries such as
construction and engineering (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019). Research also shows
that many diversity programs remain symbolic and are not fully integrated into
organizational culture (Baker et al., 2021). As a result, their impact on performance and
innovation is often limited. Furthermore, workplace inequalities are frequently
intersectional, combining factors such as gender, race, and socioeconomic background
(Bailey et al., 2022). This study reviews existing literature to examine how D&I programs
influence team performance and innovation and identifies conditions that support effective

inclusion strategies.
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Iepiinyn

H moucthopopoeia kot 1 évragn (D&I) éxovv kataotel onuovtikd {nTpato oTig cOYYPOVES
emyepioeic. [ToArég etaupeieg Bewpotv v D&I g Bacikd mapdyovta yia 1 Bertioon
™G amdO0oNC, TNG Katvotopiag kot g pakporpdbesunc frocyotntoc. Ot xdpot
epyaciag Tov TPOdyouv TNV EvTaln EMTPETOVY GTOVS £pYALOUEVOVS Vo LotpdlovTot 10€eg
OVOLYTA Kol VoL GUVEPYALOVTOL TTO OmOTEAEGLATIKE. Q20TOG0, Tapd TV ovEavopevn
V100ETNON TOMTIKOV TOKIAOLOPPIoc, EE0KOAOVOOVY VA VTLEPYOVY AVIGOTNTES GE TOALOVG
topelg. Ot yuvaikes Kot ol LELOVOTIKES OpAdEG cLYVE avTipeT®Tilovy unddio TNV
TPOGANYT, TV TPOOYWYT KOL TV AVOyVOPLGT), EW01KA 6€ KAAGOLS TOL KVPLopYOvV Ot
Gvopec, OTMG 01 KATAOKELES ko 1 pnyavikn (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019). H
gpevva delyvel emiong OTL TOALA TPOYPALLULATA OLOPOPETIKOTN TG TAPAUEVOLY GULUPOAIKE
Kot Ogv elval TANPOC EVOOUOTOUEVO TNV 0pYAVAOTIKY KOVATOVpa (Baker et al., 2021). Qg
OTOTEALECLLO, O OVTIKTUTTOG TOVS GTNV AOO0GT Kot TNV KOVOTopia givot cuyvd
nepropopévos. Emmiéov, ot avicotnteg otov ymdpo epyaciog eival cuyve S1TOUENKES,
oLVOLALOVTOG TOPAYOVTIES OTMG TO PVAO, T PLAT] KOl TO KOWVMOVIKOOWKOVOLKO vtdBabpo
(Bailey et al., 2022). H mapovoa peiétn eEetdlel tnv vadpyovsa PiAoypagia yio va,
depevvnoel Tag to Tpoypappata D&I ennpedlovyv v amddoom TS opddos Ko T
Kovotopio kot Tpocdlopilel Tig GLVONKEG TOL VITOGTNPILOVV ATOTEAEGUOTIKES

OTPATNYIKES EVTUENC.

AgEeig — Khewong

[Mowhopopeia, Evtaén, Amddoon Oudoag, Kawvotopia.
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1. Introduction

Diversity and inclusion (D&I) are important topics in modern organizations. Many
companies now see D&I as a strategic factor for performance, innovation, and long-term
sustainability. In many industries, there is growing attention to diversity programs.
Organizations understand that inclusion is not only a moral issue. It is also part of how
organizations function and develop. When workplaces support inclusion, employees feel
more comfortable to share ideas. Teams can work better together. They can also solve
problems more effectively. Inclusive environments may also help organizations respond

better to global challenges and complex problems (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

However, even though many organizations adopt diversity policies, inequalities still exist
in many workplaces. Representation gaps remain a serious issue. This problem is very clear
in male-dominated sectors. These sectors include construction, engineering, and other
technical professions. Research shows that women and minority groups often face barriers
in their careers. These barriers appear in hiring, promotion, and recognition. Many women
report limited opportunities for advancement. Minority groups may also experience
exclusion or discrimination. These structural barriers make career progress more difficult
(Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019). Because of these problems, it is important to study

how D&I programs work in real organizational environments.

Many empirical studies show that organizations often introduce diversity policies. However,
the impact of these initiatives is not always strong or clear. In many cases, diversity
programs exist mainly at a symbolic level. They may appear in official documents but have
limited effect on everyday organizational practices. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue
that some diversity initiatives are poorly integrated into organizational culture. As a result,
they do not create real cultural change. Their impact on workforce outcomes remains
limited. Gupta (2019) also explains that women leaders often support diversity initiatives.
They may encourage inclusive practices and support minority employees. However,
institutional structures often limit their influence. This means that their contribution to

diversity is not always fully recognized or supported.
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These findings reveal an important challenge in modern organizations. Many companies
publicly support diversity values. However, real inclusion is often difficult to achieve.
Programs may focus on representation numbers but ignore deeper cultural issues. If
organizations do not address structural barriers and workplace culture, diversity policies

may not produce meaningful change.

Research also shows that D&I programs do not always improve team performance or
innovation. Positive results appear only under specific conditions. For example, inclusive
environments can support creativity and psychological safety. Employees feel more
comfortable sharing ideas and participating in discussions. Teams may collaborate more
effectively in such conditions. This can lead to better problem solving and innovation (Fritz

& Gresham, 2024; Gutierrez, 2023).

However, not all organizations provide supportive cultures. Some workplaces still follow
traditional and hierarchical norms. These cultures may discourage open communication and
participation. In sectors such as construction, traditional masculine cultures remain strong.
These environments may limit the participation of women and minority employees. As a

result, the potential benefits of diversity cannot fully develop (George & Loosemore, 2019).

Another important issue is the intersectional nature of inequality in workplaces. People may
experience exclusion for several reasons at the same time. These reasons may include
gender, race, disability, or socioeconomic background. When these identities combine, the
experience of inequality becomes more complex. For this reason, simple diversity
approaches are often not enough. Researchers must examine how different forms of

inequality interact in organizations (Bailey et al., 2022).

Overall, previous research presents mixed results about the real impact of D&I programs.
Some studies show positive outcomes. Others show limited or unclear effects. Because of
these contradictions, further analysis is necessary. This systematic review aims to examine
existing research on D&I programs. It seeks to identify the conditions that support stronger
team performance and innovation. It also aims to propose a conceptual model that can help

organizations develop more effective inclusion strategies.
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1.1 Conceptual Foundations of Diversity and Inclusion
The conceptual foundations of Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) start from the idea that

organizations are social systems. In these systems, rules, identities, and power relations
influence access to opportunities, recognition, and influence. Diversity usually refers to
differences inside the workforce. These differences may include gender, race, age, ethnicity,
disability, sexual orientation, and professional knowledge. A diverse workforce means that
people come from different backgrounds and experiences. However, diversity alone does
not ensure equal participation. People may be present in the organization but still feel
excluded. Inclusion is therefore a different concept. Inclusion refers to the conditions that
allow people to participate fully at work. It means that employees feel respected, valued,
and able to contribute their ideas. Inclusive environments allow employees to take part in
decision making and express their opinions without fear. According to Kirton and Greene
(2021), inclusion is related to the experience of employees in the organization. Diversity
describes who is present in the organization, while inclusion describes how people
experience the workplace.

Social identity theory is an important framework for understanding diversity and inclusion.
This theory explains how people define themselves and others through social categories.
These categories include gender, nationality, and social group. People often form
expectations about others based on these categories. These expectations influence
workplace behavior and communication. Sometimes they also reproduce power differences
between groups. This situation is common in male-dominated industries such as
construction and engineering. Chan (2013) explains that traditional masculine norms often
shape workplace culture in these sectors. These norms create barriers for women and other
minority groups. The barriers can be symbolic, such as stereotypes, or structural, such as
limited promotion opportunities. As a result, simply increasing the number of women in the
workforce does not always lead to real equality.

Another important concept in D&I research is intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to
the idea that people have multiple identities at the same time. For example, a person can
experience inequality because of gender, ethnicity, or social class. These identities can
interact and create more complex experiences of discrimination. Research shows that
women in technical professions often face multiple challenges in their careers. They

experience gender bias but also professional stereotypes and cultural expectations (Aydin &
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Erbil, 2022; Bryce et al., 2019). These challenges affect their career development and
professional recognition. Gupta (2019) notes that women leaders can support diversity in
organizations. However, their influence is sometimes limited by traditional structures and
cultural expectations.

Psychological safety is another key element of inclusion. Psychological safety means that
employees feel safe to express their ideas and concerns. They do not fear punishment or
negative reactions. Fritz and Gresham (2024) explain that inclusive environments promote
trust and open communication. These environments support teamwork, creativity, and
learning. When employees feel safe, they share knowledge and collaborate more effectively.
In contrast, hierarchical or exclusionary cultures discourage participation and limit
innovation.

Many organizations today introduce D&I policies. However, some programs do not produce
real change. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue that diversity initiatives often fail when
they focus only on numbers. Increasing representation is important, but it is not enough.
Organizations must also change their culture and practices.

For this reason, inclusion should be seen as a continuous learning process. Organizations
must review their norms and practices regularly. D&I is therefore not only a policy but also
a process of cultural change that supports better leadership, collaboration, innovation, and

sustainable organizational development.

1.2 Impact of D&I Programs on Team Performance
The impact of Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) programs on team performance has become

an important topic in organizational research. Many organizations today try to create more
diverse teams. Diversity means that people in a team come from different backgrounds.
They may have different experiences, skills, and perspectives. These differences can help
teams think in new ways. Diverse teams can bring more ideas and different solutions to
problems. Because of this, diversity can improve decision-making, adaptability, and
problem solving.

However, research shows that diversity alone is not enough to improve team performance.
A team may include people from different groups, but this does not always lead to better
results. Positive outcomes appear only when diversity is combined with inclusion. Inclusion

means that all members of the team feel respected, valued, and safe to express their ideas.
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Important inclusion mechanisms include psychological safety, fair participation, and
supportive leadership (Fritz & Gresham, 2024). When these conditions exist, diversity can
support better collaboration and better performance. For this reason, the relationship
between D&I programs and team performance is not automatic. It depends on how
organizations apply inclusive practices.

Studies from different sectors support this argument. Research in healthcare and education
shows that inclusive workplaces improve communication and trust among employees.
When people feel included, they work together more effectively. They also report higher job
satisfaction and stronger commitment to their organization (Gurkova et al., 2021; Kamau et
al., 2021). Similar findings appear in the work of Inuwa (2017a, 2017b). His research shows
that when employees believe that their workplace is fair, they feel more motivated. Trust
and fairness increase their willingness to contribute to team goals. Employees who feel
respected are more open to sharing ideas and supporting team decisions.

In contrast, some organizational cultures do not support inclusion. In these environments,
traditional hierarchies and rigid norms can limit the positive effects of diversity. George and
Loosemore (2019) describe this situation in the construction industry. In this sector, strong
masculine cultures often dominate the workplace. These cultures may limit open
communication and reduce the participation of women and minority workers. Similar
problems exist in other male-dominated sectors. Cultural resistance may block D&I
initiatives and reduce their positive impact on teamwork (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al.,
2019). These studies show that diversity programs work only when organizations also
remove exclusionary practices.

Leadership also plays an important role in the success of D&I programs. Leaders connect
policy with everyday practice. Gupta (2019) explains that women leaders often support
inclusive work environments. They encourage cooperation, communication, and employee
engagement. These actions can improve collective team performance. However, leadership
efforts may face limitations. Some organizations support diversity in theory but not in
everyday practice. In such cases, D&I programs remain symbolic and have little real effect
on team functioning (Baker et al., 2021).

Intersectional inequalities also affect team dynamics. Some employees face multiple
barriers because of gender, ethnicity, age, or disability. These barriers can limit their access
to resources or reduce their ability to share ideas (Bailey et al., 2022). If organizations ignore

these issues, team cohesion can decrease and productivity can suffer.
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Overall, research shows that D&I programs can improve team performance when inclusion
is strong. Programs must support fairness, psychological safety, and cultural change.
Effective initiatives increase representation and improve communication between team
members. Inclusion allows diverse teams to use their full potential. Therefore, the literature
explains that inclusion is the key mechanism that connects diversity with higher

performance outcomes.

1.3 Impact of D&I on Innovation

Innovation is a social process. It grows through interaction between people. It also depends
on ideas and experiences. The work environment is also important. Diversity and Inclusion
programs help this process. Many researchers study their role in innovation. These programs
increase the variety of ideas in teams. People from different backgrounds work together.
They bring different perspectives. They also bring different experiences. They think in
different ways. This diversity can help teams solve problems. It can also help them produce
more ideas. Studies show that cognitive diversity improves creativity. It also improves
adaptability in changing environments (Gupta, 2019; Kundu et al., 2020). However,
diversity alone is not enough. It must work together with inclusion. When inclusion exists,
employees feel safe. They feel comfortable to share ideas. They also feel free to express

opinions. This environment supports discussion and creativity.

Psychological safety is very important. It connects D&I with innovation. Psychological
safety means respect in the workplace. Employees believe that others respect their ideas.
They do not fear unfair criticism. When employees feel safe, they take more interpersonal
risks. They share new ideas more easily. They also suggest unusual ideas. This behavior
helps creative thinking. Inclusive leadership is also important. Leaders shape the work
environment. They influence how employees communicate. Leaders can listen carefully to
employees. They can invite employees to participate in decisions. They can also recognize
different opinions. Fritz and Gresham (2024) explain that these actions support inclusive
workplaces. In these workplaces people collaborate more. They test new ideas. They learn
from mistakes. Research in organizational behavior supports this idea. Teams in inclusive

environments experiment more. They also adapt faster to change (Gutierrez, 2023).
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Gender diversity in leadership also influences innovation. Women leaders often support
communication. They support cooperation between employees. Many women leaders use
participatory leadership styles. These styles encourage knowledge sharing (Gupta, 2019;
Baker et al., 2023). Women leaders also support collaboration between teams. This helps
organizations learn new things. It also helps them respond to challenges. However, many
barriers still exist. Some industries remain male dominated. Construction is one example.
Cultural norms and stereotypes still exist. These stereotypes limit women’s participation.
They also limit the expression of different perspectives. This situation reduces innovation
in teams (Bryce et al., 2019; Galea et al., 2015). These studies show something important.

Innovation is not only a technical activity. It is also social and cultural.

Technology also affects innovation. Modern communication tools help cooperation. Digital
platforms allow fast information exchange. Artificial intelligence systems also support
communication. Hermansyah (2023) explains that communicative Al systems improve
transparency. They also improve collaboration. Employees share information more easily.
These tools support inclusive decision making. However, technology alone is not enough.
Organizations must support diversity. They must also support fairness. Employees must

have equal access to technology.

Many organizations now adopt D&I programs. However, several challenges still exist.
Some programs focus only on numbers. They increase demographic diversity. But they
ignore deeper problems in organizations. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) explain this
problem. Many diversity strategies remain superficial. They do not change power relations.
They also do not change organizational culture. Without these changes, innovation is

limited.

Research shows an important conclusion. Inclusion activates the benefits of diversity.
Inclusive workplaces build trust and cooperation. Employees feel free to share ideas.
Barriers become weaker. Diversity then becomes a source of innovation. Organizations that
support inclusion improve creativity. They also improve adaptability and long-term

competitiveness.
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1.4 Barriers to Effective D&I Implementation

Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) programs exist in many organizations today. Many
companies say they support diversity and equal opportunities. However, many barriers still
prevent these programs from working well. These barriers appear in structures, culture,
leadership, and evaluation systems. Because of these problems, D&I initiatives often do not

produce strong results in practice.

At the structural level, many organizations continue to reproduce old inequalities. These
inequalities exist in recruitment systems, promotion processes, and performance evaluation
procedures. Even when companies introduce formal equality policies, hidden biases still
influence decisions. Research shows that these biases affect who gets hired, who receives
promotions, and whose work is recognized inside the organization (Keen & Salvatorelli,
2016; Arditi et al., 2013). As a result, some social groups remain underrepresented in many
sectors. Women, minority groups, and people with disabilities often face disadvantages in
the workplace. This situation is common in industries such as construction, engineering, and
finance (Bryce et al., 2019; Bailey et al., 2022). These structural barriers slow down progress

toward real inclusion.

Cultural resistance is another important problem. Many industries are traditionally male
dominated. In these workplaces, professional identity often connects with strong masculine
norms. These norms create exclusion and discourage the participation of marginalized
employees. Chan (2013) explains that masculine workplace cultures shape everyday
communication and behavior. These cultural expectations often make diversity more
difficult to accept. George and Loosemore (2019) studied construction workers in Australia.
They found that many workers follow traditional social norms that limit open
communication and reduce acceptance of diversity. Because of this environment, many D&I

programs struggle to succeed even when official policies support them.

Another common issue is the existence of symbolic diversity initiatives. Many organizations
create D&I programs mainly to satisfy formal requirements. These initiatives often look
progressive in official documents. However, they rarely change real organizational
practices. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue that many diversity policies exist mostly on

paper. They do not change important factors such as power relations, workload distribution,
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or leadership structures. When employees notice this gap between official messages and
everyday reality, they often become skeptical about diversity programs. Trust inside the
organization becomes weaker. As a result, D&I initiatives lose credibility and support

among workers.

Intersectionality creates additional challenges for D&I implementation. Workers often
experience discrimination through several identity factors at the same time. These factors
include gender, ethnicity, race, and disability. Research shows that women from minority
groups face multiple barriers during their careers in fields like construction and engineering
(Barreto et al., 2017; English & Hay, 2015). Standard diversity policies usually address only
one dimension of inequality. Therefore, they cannot solve these complex problems.
Occupational health and safety policies also create difficulties. Many safety systems in
construction are designed mainly for male workers. Hasan and Kamardeen (2022) explain
that safety equipment and work practices often assume male physical characteristics.
Because of this design, women and other nontraditional workers may face higher risks at

work.

Leadership also plays an important role in the success of D&I initiatives. Inclusive
leadership can improve employee participation and support cultural change. However, many
organizations show weak commitment to diversity goals. Gupta (2019) explains that women
leaders often support diversity initiatives strongly. Yet their influence may remain limited
because existing power structures resist change. Without continuous leadership support,
D&I initiatives can become fragmented or underfunded. In some organizations, diversity

programs receive lower priority than other strategic goals.

Finally, many organizations lack strong evaluation systems for diversity programs. Few
companies use long-term data or multiple indicators to measure inclusion results (Hasan et
al., 2021). Without clear measurement tools, it becomes difficult to assess progress

accurately. Ineffective programs may continue for years without improvement.

Overall, research shows that successful D&I implementation requires structural change,
cultural transformation, strong leadership commitment, and effective evaluation systems.
Without addressing these barriers, organizations cannot fully achieve the benefits of

diversity and inclusion.
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1.5 Organizational Outcomes of D&I

The organizational outcomes of Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) programs are important for
modern organizations. These programs are not only about ethics or social justice. They also
affect performance, employee attitudes, and long-term sustainability. Many studies show
that organizations that apply D&I practices often achieve better results. They improve
operational performance, innovation capacity, and workforce stability. These results do not
appear only because of demographic diversity. They appear when organizations create
inclusive environments. In such environments employees feel respected and safe. They can
express ideas and contribute to organizational goals. When workers feel included, they

participate more actively in daily tasks and decision processes.

One important outcome of D&I programs is higher employee engagement and job
satisfaction. Research from different sectors such as healthcare, education, and business
shows similar results. Inclusive workplaces often increase employee commitment and
reduce turnover intention. For example, Gurkova et al. (2021) studied nurses in healthcare
organizations. Their study shows that nurses working in inclusive and supportive
environments report higher job satisfaction. They are also less likely to leave their job.
Similar results appear in studies about public organizations. Kamau et al. (2021) explain
that when employees believe that organizations respect their expectations and promises,
their performance becomes stronger. This idea is related to the concept of psychological
contract. When workers feel that the organization treats them fairly, they show stronger
commitment. Inuwa (2017a, 2017b) also argues that fairness and equity are key predictors

of employee performance and organizational commitment.

D&l programs also improve team and organizational performance. Diverse teams include
people with different experiences, knowledge, and perspectives. This cognitive diversity
helps teams produce more ideas and solutions. As a result, organizations become more
flexible and adaptable. Studies in construction and engineering support this idea. Baker et
al. (2023) and Hickey and Cui (2020) show that teams with gender diversity and inclusive
leadership often make better decisions. Women leaders are especially important in this
context. Research suggests that women leaders often promote collaboration and open
communication. These leadership styles support knowledge sharing and collective learning.

As a result, organizations can improve their performance and innovation capacity.
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At the organizational level, companies with strong D&I systems often perform better than
others. Research from different countries supports this conclusion. Mahdi Abaker et al.
(2023) examined firms in the United Arab Emirates. Their results show that positive
employee perceptions about diversity management are related to higher performance and
organizational effectiveness. Hernandez-Nicolas et al. (2022) present similar findings in the
Spanish construction sector. They report that companies led by women CEOs often
demonstrate better financial results. These examples suggest that inclusive leadership and
diversity management can improve competitiveness. Organizations benefit because they use

a wider talent pool and encourage better communication and problem solving.

Inclusive workplaces also reduce interpersonal conflict. When employees feel respected and
valued, communication becomes easier and more open. In such environments trust grows
between colleagues and managers. Trust is a very important factor for organizational
success. It connects D&I practices with performance outcomes. Trust also increases
psychological safety. Employees feel more comfortable sharing ideas, discussing problems,
and proposing new solutions. Fritz and Gresham (2024) explain that psychological safety

helps employees participate in creative and complex work activities.

However, positive outcomes appear only when D&I programs are implemented seriously.
Symbolic or superficial initiatives usually do not create real change. Baker, French, and Ali
(2021) warn that many organizations adopt diversity policies only for image reasons. When
programs do not address structural inequality or cultural resistance, their impact remains
limited. Real inclusion requires deeper reforms in organizational systems. Examples include
transparent promotion systems, fair workload distribution, and inclusive communication

structures.

In conclusion, research shows that effective D&I programs produce many positive
organizational outcomes. These include stronger performance, higher employee retention,
greater innovation, and improved competitiveness. Inclusive practices help organizations
build stronger teams and healthier work environments. For this reason, many scholars argue
that D&I should be a strategic priority for modern organizations. Inclusive systems support

long-term sustainability and organizational success.
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1.6 Conceptual Synthesis

This section presents the conceptual synthesis of the literature on Diversity and Inclusion
(D&I). The aim is to combine the main ideas from previous studies and build a clear
framework. This framework explains how D&I programs influence team performance and

innovation in organizations.

Many studies show that diversity is an important resource for organizations. Diversity
means that employees have different backgrounds, skills, and experiences. These
differences create more ideas and more ways to understand problems. Diversity can increase
cognitive variety in teams. This helps teams see problems from different perspectives

(Kundu et al., 2020).

However, diversity alone is not enough. Organizations also need inclusion. Inclusion means
that employees feel respected and able to participate. It also means that they feel safe to
express their ideas. Psychological safety is very important in this process. Employees need
to feel that they can speak without fear. They also need equal opportunities to contribute to

decisions.

Without inclusion, diversity may not create positive results. Differences between employees
may remain unused. In some cases, diversity can even create tension or conflict. For this
reason, inclusion works as the mechanism that activates diversity. It helps organizations use

the potential of different employees (Fritz & Gresham, 2024).

Many researchers describe inclusion as a mediating factor between diversity and outcomes.
This means that inclusion connects diversity with performance and innovation. When
employees feel included, they are more willing to share ideas. They also challenge existing
assumptions. This improves collective problem solving and creative thinking (Gutierrez,

2023).

Leadership is also very important in this process. Leaders influence the climate of the
organization. Inclusive leaders support open communication. They encourage participation
from all team members. They also respect different viewpoints. Gupta (2019) explains that
women leaders often use relational leadership styles. These styles support cooperation and

collaboration in teams.
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Another important dimension in the conceptual framework is structural equity. Structural
equity means fair systems and fair opportunities in the organization. For example,
employees should have fair access to promotions, training, and recognition. Workload

should also be distributed fairly.

When equity is missing, D&I programs often fail. Organizations may introduce diversity
policies, but real change does not happen. In this case, D&I initiatives become symbolic
actions. They show commitment to diversity but do not change daily practices (Baker et al.,

2021).

On the other hand, organizations with equitable systems often show better results.
Employees feel respected and valued. This improves motivation, cooperation, and
productivity. Studies show that equity is connected with stronger organizational

performance and better workplace climate (Mahdi Abaker et al., 2023).

Culture also plays a very important role. Organizational culture influences how diversity is
perceived and managed. Some workplaces have inclusive cultures. Others have

exclusionary norms or traditional hierarchies.

In some sectors, masculine cultures are still strong. This is especially true in industries such
as construction and engineering. In these environments, women and minority employees
often face barriers. They may have fewer opportunities to participate in decision making

(Chan, 2013; George & Loosemore, 2019).

Because of this, leadership must actively support inclusion. Leaders should challenge
exclusionary norms. They should promote respectful communication and equal
participation. When leaders support inclusion, diverse perspectives become more visible

and valuable.

Another important idea in the conceptual synthesis is intersectionality. Intersectionality
explains how different identities interact. People do not have only one identity. They may
experience multiple identities at the same time. These identities include gender, race, class,

disability, or age.
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Employees with multiple marginalized identities may face more barriers. These barriers can
reduce their participation in the workplace. Even when organizations have diversity policies,

these employees may still feel excluded (Bailey et al., 2022).

For this reason, the conceptual model must consider different social identities. Inclusion
does not work in the same way for all employees. Different groups may experience the

workplace differently.

When all these elements are combined, a multi-level model appears. In this model, diversity
provides the basic resource for innovation and performance. Inclusion enables employees
to express their ideas and collaborate. Equity provides the structural support for fair

participation.

Organizational learning also plays a role in this process. Organizations learn from their
experiences and improve their practices. Over time, inclusive behaviors become part of

everyday routines. This process strengthens the impact of diversity and inclusion.

In general, the literature shows that D&I outcomes depend on many interacting factors.
Structural systems, cultural norms, and leadership behaviors all influence these outcomes.
Effective D&I programs require alignment between policies, leadership practices, and daily

interactions.

When this alignment exists, diversity becomes a real organizational asset. It is not only a
demographic characteristic of the workforce. Instead, it becomes a driver of creativity,

collaboration, and innovation.

1.7 Research Gaps and Future Directions

Although many studies examine Diversity and Inclusion (D&I), important research gaps
still exist. These gaps limit our understanding of how D&I programs influence performance

and innovation.

One important gap concerns research design. Many studies use cross-sectional data. This

means they collect data at one specific moment. These studies provide useful information,
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but they cannot show long-term change. They do not explain how inclusion develops over

time.

Longitudinal research is therefore necessary. Longitudinal studies follow organizations for
longer periods. They can show how D&I programs influence culture and behavior over time
(Hasan et al., 2021). Without this type of research, it is difficult to evaluate the long-term

success of D&I initiatives.

Another research gap concerns intersectionality. Many studies examine gender or ethnicity
separately. However, real life experiences are more complex. People belong to multiple

social groups at the same time.

For example, a woman in construction may also belong to an ethnic minority group. She
may also have a different socioeconomic background. These combined identities influence
workplace experiences. However, many studies do not examine these interactions (Bailey

et al., 2022).

Research on construction often focuses on gender inequality. These studies show that
women face barriers in technical fields (Bryce et al., 2019; Aydin & Erbil, 2022). However,

fewer studies examine how race, disability, or class interact with gender.

Future research should therefore adopt intersectional frameworks. These frameworks can

better represent the complexity of modern workplaces.

Another limitation concerns measurement tools. Many organizations measure diversity
using simple indicators. For example, they count the number of women or minority

employees. Some organizations also use employee satisfaction surveys.

However, these indicators do not measure deeper aspects of inclusion. They do not show
whether employees feel safe, respected, or empowered. Baker, French, and Ali (2021)

explain that this problem often leads to symbolic diversity programs.

Future research must develop better measurement systems. These systems should include
multiple dimensions. For example, they should measure equity, psychological safety,

communication quality, and innovation outcomes.
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Another research gap concerns structural equity. Some studies show that equitable systems
improve performance (Inuwa, 2017a; Mahdi Abaker et al., 2023). However, few studies

explain how specific organizational reforms create equity.

For example, transparent promotion systems or fair workload distribution may improve

inclusion. Yet more research is needed to understand these mechanisms.

Leadership is another important research area. Many studies show that leadership
commitment is necessary for successful D&I programs (Gupta, 2019; Baker et al., 2023).

However, few studies examine the everyday behaviors of leaders.

Future research should explore how leaders create psychological safety. It should also

examine how leaders encourage participation and reduce power imbalances.

Technology also creates new research questions. Digital tools are increasingly used in
modern workplaces. These tools include communication platforms, remote collaboration

systems, and artificial intelligence.

However, little research examines how these technologies influence inclusion or knowledge
sharing. Hermansyah (2023) suggests that digital communication tools can improve
transparency and collaboration. At the same time, technology may also create new

inequalities if access is not equal.

Finally, geographical diversity in research is limited. Most studies focus on a small number
of countries. These include Australia, Europe, and the United States. As a result, global

understanding of D&I is incomplete (Chan, 2013; Keegan, 2021).

Future research should examine D&I in different cultural and institutional contexts.

Comparative international studies can provide valuable insights.

In conclusion, future research should use multiple research methods and longitudinal
designs. It should include intersectional analysis and better measurement tools. It should

also examine structural equity, leadership behavior, and technological change.
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By addressing these gaps, researchers can develop stronger evidence for effective D&I

strategies. This knowledge can help organizations design programs that support sustainable

inclusion, better performance, and continuous innovation.
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2. Diversity and Inclusion as Drivers of Organizational
Performance and Innovation: A Conceptual Synthesis.

Main Idea

Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) are very important ideas in modern organizational studies.
Many organizations today work in global and complex environments. Their employees
come from many different backgrounds. Workers may differ in gender, ethnicity, age,
culture, and education. Because of this situation, diversity has become a common feature of
modern workplaces. In the past, organizations focused mostly on equality rules and legal
compliance. Today, many organizations see diversity as part of their strategy for better
performance, innovation, and long-term sustainability.

However, research shows that diversity alone is not enough. Simply having different people
in a workplace does not automatically improve results. Diversity can help organizations only
when it is combined with inclusion. Inclusion means that all employees feel respected, safe,
and able to participate in decisions. Inclusive structures, supportive leadership, and fair rules
help employees share ideas and work together (Kirton & Greene, 2021). Because of this,
many researchers now focus on the conditions that allow diversity to work effectively in
organizations.

Even though many organizations use diversity programs, inequalities still exist. Many
workplaces continue to show structural and cultural barriers. This situation is clear in male-
dominated sectors such as construction, engineering, and technical professions. In these
sectors, women and minority groups often face discrimination and limited career
opportunities (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019). Cultural expectations and stereotypes
often shape how people see leadership and competence. These ideas create barriers for
employees who do not fit traditional norms.

Many organizations have formal diversity policies. However, informal practices often
continue to exclude some employees. For example, important decisions may happen in
informal networks or social spaces where some workers are not included. As a result, a gap
appears between official policies and real everyday experience in the workplace.

Another issue in the literature is a clear paradox. Many organizations say that diversity
improves creativity, innovation, and team performance. At the same time, research shows
that the results of diversity depend strongly on context. In many cases, diversity programs

remain symbolic. They exist mainly to show compliance or social responsibility. They do
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not change real power relations inside organizations (Baker, French, & Ali, 2021). When
diversity initiatives are superficial, they may create frustration, resistance, or
misunderstanding among employees.

Another important factor is intersectionality. Employees do not experience work through
only one identity. Each person has multiple identities such as gender, ethnicity, class, age,
or disability. These identities interact and create different experiences for each employee
(Bailey et al., 2022). For example, a woman from a minority background may face both
gender and ethnic discrimination. Traditional diversity policies often focus on only one
dimension of inequality. Because of this, they may fail to address complex experiences of
disadvantage.

For this reason, modern research emphasizes the importance of inclusion. Inclusion is the
process that allows diversity to create positive outcomes. In inclusive environments
employees feel psychological safety. Psychological safety means that people can speak
freely, share ideas, and express concerns without fear. Workers can question existing
practices and suggest new solutions. This environment helps teams solve problems and
generate innovative ideas.

On the other hand, exclusion creates silence and fear. Employees may avoid sharing ideas
or criticism. Learning becomes limited. Creativity also decreases. In these conditions,
diversity cannot produce positive results.

This paper therefore presents a conceptual synthesis of the literature on diversity and
inclusion. The aim is to explain how diversity, inclusion, and equity interact to influence
organizational performance and innovation. The paper integrates structural, cultural, and
relational perspectives. It also presents D&I as a continuous learning process rather than a
simple policy. Organizations must adapt over time. They must align formal rules with daily
practices. Only then can diversity and inclusion create real and sustainable organizational

change.

2.1 Understanding Diversity and Inclusion: Organizational Culture,
Social Identity and Structural Barriers in the Workplace

Diversity and inclusion are related but different concepts. Diversity describes the variety of

people inside an organization. Employees may differ in gender, race, age, culture, education,

Undergraduate Thesis / Postgraduate Dissertation 19



HELLENIC Georgia Falara, Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion
OPEN Programs on Team Performance and Innovation: A Systematic
UNIVERSITY Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis

and professional experience. Diversity also includes less visible characteristics such as
values, skills, and thinking styles.

Inclusion has a different meaning. Inclusion describes how people feel inside the
organization. Employees feel included when they are respected, valued, and able to
participate in decisions. Inclusion is therefore a social and relational experience (Kirton &
Greene, 2021). This difference is important. An organization can be diverse but still not
inclusive.

Research shows that numerical diversity alone cannot reduce inequality. If organizations do
not change structures and cultures, diversity may even reinforce existing hierarchies. For
example, minority employees may be present in small numbers but remain excluded from
leadership positions.

Social identity theory helps explain these processes. According to this theory, people classify
themselves and others into social groups. These groups influence perceptions of belonging,
trust, and competence. Individuals often favor members of their own group. At the same
time, they may distrust or exclude people from other groups.

These processes are strong in male-dominated sectors. In industries such as construction and
engineering, traditional masculine norms shape workplace culture (Chan, 2013). These
norms influence how people define leadership, authority, and professional competence.
Research shows that women and minority groups often experience informal exclusion in
these environments. They may face stereotypes, limited networks, and fewer career
opportunities (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019).

Intersectionality adds another layer to the analysis. Individuals experience inequality
through multiple social identities. Gender, ethnicity, disability, and socioeconomic
background interact in complex ways. These interactions create unique experiences of
disadvantage.

For example, women from ethnic minority backgrounds often face additional barriers.
Similarly, employees with disabilities may face structural obstacles that limit participation.
Diversity policies that focus only on gender representation cannot address these complex
realities (Bailey et al., 2022; English & Hay, 2015). Effective inclusion therefore requires
deeper structural change.

Another important concept is psychological safety. Psychological safety describes a shared

belief that team members can express ideas without negative consequences. In teams with
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strong psychological safety, employees speak openly. They discuss problems and suggest
new ideas.

Research shows that psychological safety improves learning, collaboration, and innovation.
Teams become more creative because people combine different perspectives (Fritz &
Gresham, 2024). However, hierarchical and rigid cultures often reduce psychological safety.
In such environments employees may fear criticism or punishment.

Leadership plays a crucial role in this process. Leaders influence organizational norms and
behaviors. They shape communication patterns and decision processes. Inclusive leaders
encourage participation and respect diverse opinions.

Gupta (2019) argues that women leaders often adopt participatory and relational leadership
styles. These styles support collaboration and learning. However, women leaders may face
structural barriers and resistance inside organizations.

Baker, French, and Ali (2021) also argue that many diversity programs remain symbolic.
Organizations may promote diversity values publicly but fail to change internal structures.
Without structural reform, diversity policies cannot create meaningful change.

For this reason, diversity and inclusion should be understood as continuous processes.
Organizations must constantly examine their practices and cultures. Inclusion requires
ongoing learning and adaptation.

In this perspective, diversity offers a wide range of experiences and knowledge. Inclusion
activates this potential. When both elements work together, organizations can improve

performance, creativity, and long-term sustainability.

2.2 Diversity and Inclusion as Determinants of Team Performance: The
role of Inclusive Leadership, Organizational Culture and Workplace
Structures.

The relationship between Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) and team performance is complex.
Many factors influence this relationship. These factors include organizational culture,
leadership behavior, and workplace structure. Diversity means that employees have different
backgrounds. These backgrounds may include gender, ethnicity, education, experience, and
culture. Diverse teams bring many ideas and perspectives. However, diversity alone does
not guarantee better team performance. Many studies show that inclusion is the key factor

that helps diversity improve team results (Kundu et al., 2020; Fritz & Gresham, 2024).
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Diverse teams have many cognitive resources. Members may think in different ways. They
may also use different problem-solving approaches. Because of this, teams can analyze
problems from many perspectives. This situation can improve decision making. Diverse
teams are also less likely to experience groupthink. Groupthink happens when team
members think in the same way and avoid disagreement. In diverse teams, employees often
challenge existing ideas. This process can help teams adapt to complex and uncertain
environments (Kundu et al., 2020).

However, diversity also creates challenges. Team members may have different
communication styles. Cultural differences can also cause misunderstandings. Without
inclusive practices, diversity may increase conflict. Employees may feel excluded or
ignored. When this happens, team cohesion becomes weaker. Team performance may
decline instead of improving. For this reason, organizations must create inclusive
environments where all employees feel respected and valued.

Research from many sectors supports this argument. Studies in healthcare and education
show that inclusive workplaces produce positive outcomes. Employees who feel included
report higher job satisfaction. They also show stronger commitment to the organization.
These employees are more motivated to perform well in their roles (Gurkova et al., 2021;
Kamau et al., 2021). When employees feel respected and valued, they become more engaged
in their work.

Employee engagement is closely related to performance. Engaged employees are more
willing to contribute effort to their tasks. They collaborate more easily with colleagues. They
also support team goals. Inuwa (2017a, 2017b) explains that perceptions of fairness and
equality strengthen the relationship between employees and organizations. This relationship
is often called the psychological contract. When employees trust their organization, they
work harder and support team success.

On the other hand, exclusion reduces team effectiveness. Some industries still have strong
traditional cultures. Examples include construction and engineering. These sectors are often
male-dominated. Cultural norms may discourage open communication. Women and
minority employees may feel marginalized. Their ideas may not receive the same attention
as others (George & Loosemore, 2019). In these environments, informal networks often
influence decision making. These networks may exclude employees who are different from

the dominant group (Bryce et al., 2019).
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As a result, organizations cannot fully use the benefits of diversity. Employees from
minority groups may hesitate to express their ideas. They may feel that their opinions are
not valued. This situation limits creativity and problem solving within the team. It also
maintains existing power differences between employees.

Leadership is a very important factor in this process. Leaders influence how employees
interact with each other. Inclusive leaders create environments where employees feel safe
to express their ideas. They encourage respectful communication and equal participation in
discussions (Gupta, 2019). When leaders support inclusion, employees feel comfortable
sharing knowledge and experiences. This behavior improves collaboration and learning
within teams.

Inclusive leaders also encourage constructive disagreement. They allow employees to
question ideas and propose alternatives. This approach helps teams explore different
solutions to problems. However, not all organizations implement inclusive leadership
effectively. Some organizations only create symbolic diversity policies. These policies may
include diversity statements or representation targets. However, they do not change
everyday practices.

Baker, French, and Ali (2021) explain that many D&I programs remain superficial.
Organizations may promote diversity in their public communication. However, internal
power structures remain unchanged. Decision-making processes may still favor dominant
groups. When this happens, diversity initiatives have limited impact on team performance.
Another challenge involves intersectionality. Intersectionality means that employees may
experience multiple forms of disadvantage at the same time. For example, a person may
face discrimination because of gender and ethnicity. Other factors may include disability or
socioeconomic background. These overlapping identities can create additional barriers in
the workplace (Bailey et al., 2022).

Employees who face these barriers may struggle to participate fully in team activities. They
may feel less confident to express their opinions. This situation can reduce team cohesion
and productivity. For this reason, organizations must design inclusive policies that recognize
different employee experiences.

Overall, research shows that inclusion is the key factor that connects diversity with
performance. Diversity alone only changes the composition of the workforce. Inclusion

changes how employees interact and collaborate. Effective D&I programs create
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environments where employees feel safe, respected, and valued. In these environments,

teams can use their diverse knowledge and experiences to improve performance.

2.3 Diversity, Inclusion, and Psychological Safety as Drivers of
Innovation in Modern Organizations
Innovation is an important goal for modern organizations. Innovation helps organizations

adapt to change and remain competitive. Many scholars describe innovation as a social
process. It develops through interaction between employees. It also depends on knowledge
sharing and organizational culture (Gutierrez, 2023).

Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) programs can support innovation. Diverse teams include
employees with different experiences and perspectives. These differences may involve
culture, gender, education, or professional background. When people with different ideas
work together, they can generate creative solutions to problems.

However, diversity alone does not automatically produce innovation. Research shows that
inclusive environments are necessary. Inclusion allows employees to share their ideas
openly. It also encourages discussion and constructive disagreement. Without inclusion,
employees may hesitate to propose new ideas.

A key concept in this process is psychological safety. Psychological safety means that
employees feel comfortable expressing their ideas. They do not fear criticism, punishment,
or rejection. When psychological safety exists, employees are more willing to take risks.
They may propose unusual ideas or test new solutions (Fritz & Gresham, 2024).
Psychological safety is closely connected to leadership. Inclusive leaders listen carefully to
employees. They encourage participation in decision making. They also respect different
viewpoints. Gupta (2019) argues that inclusive leaders transform differences into
opportunities for creativity. They create environments where employees feel confident
sharing ideas.

Gender diversity in leadership also influences innovation. Research shows that women
leaders often use collaborative leadership styles. They encourage teamwork and knowledge
sharing. These behaviors support innovation because employees feel comfortable
contributing their ideas (Baker et al., 2023).

Hernandez-Nicolas et al. (2022) found that companies with women in senior leadership

positions often show stronger innovation performance. These organizations may also
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achieve better financial results. However, gender diversity in leadership is still limited in
many industries.

Male-dominated sectors such as construction and engineering often maintain traditional
workplace cultures. These cultures may discourage women from participating fully in
decision making. Stereotypes about leadership roles may also restrict opportunities for
women and minority employees (Bryce et al., 2019; Galea et al., 2015). When organizations
exclude these perspectives, they lose valuable ideas that could support innovation.
Technology also plays an important role in modern organizations. New digital tools can
improve communication and collaboration. Hermansyah (2023) highlights the potential of
communicative artificial intelligence systems. These systems can support knowledge
sharing and information exchange between employees.

However, technology alone does not create inclusion. Organizations must ensure equal
access to technological resources. Employees must also feel comfortable using these tools
to share ideas. Without inclusive cultures, technology may reinforce existing inequalities.
Dominant groups may control information and decision making, while marginalized
employees remain excluded.

Another important issue is the implementation of diversity policies. Some organizations
focus only on demographic representation. They may increase the number of women or
minority employees. However, they do not change internal decision-making structures.
Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue that such policies often remain symbolic.

When diversity initiatives focus only on numbers, innovation benefits remain limited.
Employees from minority groups may still lack influence in important decisions. They may
also remain outside key professional networks. As a result, organizations fail to use their
full creative potential.

In conclusion, diversity and inclusion play an important role in innovation. Diverse teams
provide a wide range of ideas and experiences. However, these resources become valuable
only when organizations create inclusive environments. Inclusion encourages participation,
trust, and knowledge sharing. Psychological safety and inclusive leadership help employees
express their ideas freely.

When organizations combine diversity with inclusion, they create conditions that support
creativity and learning. These conditions allow teams to generate innovative solutions to
complex problems. In this way, D&I programs contribute not only to innovation but also to

long-term organizational success and resilience.
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2.4 Explanation of the Model

The model explains how workforce diversity works inside organizations. Diversity means
that employees have different backgrounds, ideas, and experiences. These differences can
give many new perspectives to a company. But diversity alone does not automatically create
good results. Many studies show that diversity needs inclusion to work well. In this model
inclusion is the key connecting factor. Inclusion links diversity with performance and
innovation.

Inclusion means that employees feel respected and safe. They can speak freely and share
ideas. They can question old practices and suggest new solutions. This situation supports
teamwork and learning inside the organization. In this way diversity becomes real
participation and shared value. Many researchers support this idea (Kirton & Greene, 2021;
Fritz & Gresham, 2024).

The model also includes moderating factors. The first factors are organizational culture and
leadership. Culture shapes daily behavior and workplace norms. Leadership influences
decisions and employee participation. Supportive leaders can strengthen inclusion. Negative
cultures and rigid hierarchies can weaken inclusion. This problem often appears in male
dominated industries (Chan, 2013; George & Loosemore, 2019).

The model also considers intersectionality and structural inequality. Employees have
different identities and social positions. Gender ethnicity disability age and class can shape
experience. Some workers have more opportunities and voice. Others face barriers even
inside inclusive organizations (Bailey et al., 2022).

The final outcomes in the model are performance and innovation. These outcomes depend
on how well the elements work together. Organizations need real commitment to diversity
and inclusion. Symbolic programs without change will not create results. Companies must
connect values structures and daily behavior. This process requires long term effort and clear
leadership.

When alignment exists organizations achieve better innovation and performance.
Sustainable diversity and inclusion practices create stronger teams and better decisions over

time (Baker, French, & Ali, 2021; Mahdi Abaker et al., 2023). This supports organizations.
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2.5 Research Propositions
Research Proposition 1

Workforce diversity means that employees are different from each other. These differences
can include gender, ethnicity, age, education, culture, and social background. People may
also have different ways of thinking and solving problems. Many organizations today try to
increase diversity in their workforce. They believe that diversity can improve performance
and creativity. However, diversity alone does not automatically create positive results in an
organization. When diversity exists without support, problems may appear inside teams. For

example, employees may feel excluded or not respected. Communication problems may

also appear between different groups of workers.
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For this reason, organizations need inclusive structures and practices. Inclusion means that
employees feel respected and accepted in their workplace. It also means that everyone has
the opportunity to participate in discussions and decisions. When employees feel included,
they are more willing to share ideas and work with others. Inclusive practices include fair
promotion systems, open communication, and equal opportunities for all employees. These
practices help diverse teams work together more effectively.

Research shows that diversity produces positive results only when inclusion is present.
Without inclusive policies, diversity may create tension instead of cooperation. Therefore,
organizations must combine diversity with strong inclusion strategies. This combination
helps employees use their different experiences and knowledge in productive ways. In this

way, diversity becomes a real advantage for the organization (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

Research Proposition 2

Many industries are still dominated by men. Construction and engineering are clear
examples of these sectors. In such industries, women and minority groups often face many
challenges. These challenges may include stereotypes, cultural barriers, and limited career
opportunities. Even when organizations introduce diversity policies, these problems may
still exist in everyday work practices.

Structural barriers also limit diversity initiatives. For example, recruitment processes may
favor traditional career paths that are more common among men. Informal networks inside
organizations may also exclude women or minority employees. In some cases, promotion
systems are not fully transparent. These factors create an environment where diversity
policies exist in theory but not always in practice.

Cultural norms inside organizations can also affect diversity outcomes. Some workplaces
still value traditional masculine behaviors, such as competition or long working hours.
These expectations can make it harder for different groups of employees to succeed. As a
result, diversity initiatives may not produce the expected results.

Research shows that organizations must address these structural and cultural barriers to
make diversity effective. Without real cultural change, diversity programs remain symbolic.
They may improve representation but not inclusion. Therefore, organizations must focus on
changing both policies and workplace culture to support diversity (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce
etal., 2019).
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Research Proposition 3

The relationship between diversity and organizational performance is complex. Many
organizations believe that diverse teams automatically perform better. However, research
shows that this relationship depends on the organizational context. In some cases, diversity
improves creativity and problem solving. In other cases, it may create misunderstandings or
conflicts.

The success of diversity initiatives depends on how they are implemented. Some
organizations adopt diversity programs mainly to follow regulations or improve their public
image. These programs are often symbolic and do not change everyday practices. When
employees notice this gap between policy and reality, they may lose trust in management.
Symbolic diversity programs can also increase tension inside teams. Employees may feel
that diversity policies are not sincere or fair. This situation can reduce cooperation and
communication. As a result, the expected benefits of diversity may not appear.

Effective diversity initiatives require real organizational commitment. Leaders must support
inclusive practices and encourage collaboration between employees. Organizations must
also create systems that promote fairness and equal participation. When diversity policies
are integrated into daily organizational practices, they are more likely to improve

performance and innovation (Baker, French, & Ali, 2021).

Research Proposition 4

Employees do not experience diversity and inclusion in the same way. Each person has
multiple identities that shape their experiences at work. These identities may include gender,
ethnicity, age, disability, and socioeconomic background. The interaction of these identities
creates different experiences for different employees.

This idea is known as intersectionality. It explains how different social categories combine
and influence workplace experiences. For example, a woman from a minority ethnic group
may face different challenges than a man from the same group. Similarly, employees with
disabilities may experience additional barriers in the workplace.

Intersectional dynamics affect how employees perceive inclusion. Some employees may

feel fully included in organizational activities, while others may feel marginalized. If
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organizations ignore these differences, diversity initiatives may not address the real
challenges faced by employees.

For this reason, organizations must consider intersectionality when designing diversity and
inclusion policies. Policies should recognize the different needs and experiences of
employees. Inclusive workplaces must support all individuals and provide equal
opportunities for participation and development. When organizations understand
intersectional dynamics, they can create more effective and fair diversity initiatives (Bailey

et al., 2022).

Research Proposition 5

Inclusion plays a central role in connecting diversity with positive organizational outcomes.
Diversity increases the number of perspectives and experiences inside teams. However,
these perspectives can only be used effectively when employees feel safe and respected in
their workplace.

Psychological safety is an important element of inclusion. It means that employees feel
comfortable sharing ideas without fear of criticism or punishment. When psychological
safety exists, employees are more willing to speak openly and participate in discussions.
This environment supports collaboration and learning.

Trust is another important factor. Employees who trust their colleagues and managers are
more likely to cooperate and share knowledge. Equitable participation is also necessary. All
team members should have equal opportunities to contribute to decisions and projects.
When inclusion exists, diverse teams can use their different perspectives in productive ways.
This situation improves problem solving, creativity, and innovation. Without inclusion,
diversity may remain unused or even create conflicts inside teams.

Therefore, inclusion acts as a mediating mechanism between diversity and organizational
outcomes. It transforms diversity from a simple demographic characteristic into a valuable
organizational resource. Organizations that promote inclusion are more likely to achieve

better team performance and innovation outcomes (Kirton & Greene, 2021).
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3. Measurement map (mediators/ moderators)

3.1 Workforce Diversity as an Antecedent Condition

Workforce diversity is an important idea in Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) research. Many
studies discuss diversity in modern organizations. This is especially true in sectors such as
construction and engineering. These sectors often have demographic imbalance and
structural inequality. Diversity means that workers have different characteristics. These
characteristics include gender, ethnicity, age, disability, education, and career background.
Workers may also have different experiences and skills.

However, diversity should not be seen as a final result. It is not an outcome by itself. Many
studies show that diversity is a condition that exists before other processes start. Diversity
creates a context in organizations. This context influences how people work together. It also
affects innovation and performance. Diversity can create positive results. At the same time,
it can create challenges. Because of this, diversity alone is not enough to improve
organizational effectiveness. Other factors must also exist. These factors include inclusion,
leadership, and organizational culture. In this sense, workforce diversity is a necessary but
not sufficient condition for success.

Research from the construction sector shows strong inequality in workforce composition.
Women and other marginalized groups are often underrepresented. National labor statistics
show this imbalance clearly. For example, women represent a very small percentage of
workers in construction roles in countries such as Australia and China. The situation is even
more visible in technical and leadership positions (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022;
China National Bureau of Statistics, 2018). These numbers show that the problem is not
random. It reflects deeper structural issues inside the industry.

These patterns are connected with long-term institutional and cultural factors. Construction
work has strong traditions and occupational norms. These norms influence who enters the
profession and who stays in it. They also influence who can move to leadership roles.

Historical exclusion also plays an important role. Many groups had limited access to these
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professions in the past. As a result, the workforce composition today reflects systemic
structures. It is not only the result of personal choice.

Many studies describe barriers that reduce workforce diversity in construction and similar
sectors. Research about women’s careers in construction shows many structural problems.
One problem is limited access to informal professional networks. Networks are very
important for career advancement. Another problem is biased promotion practices. Women
may not receive the same opportunities as men. Work arrangements are also often inflexible.
Construction jobs may require long hours or travel. These conditions make it difficult to
balance work and family life. In addition, many construction sites have male-dominated
cultures. This environment may discourage women from entering or staying in the field
(Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019; Aydin & Erbil, 2022).

These barriers appear in many stages of a professional career. They can start at the education
stage. Young women may choose not to study engineering or construction. They may believe
that the field is physically demanding or unstable. They may also think that it does not
support work—life balance. Carnemolla and Galea (2021) explain that these beliefs influence
career decisions early in life. As a result, many women never enter the sector. This process
strengthens occupational segregation long before diversity policies can have an effect.
Diversity barriers also affect different social groups in different ways. Diversity is not only
about gender. It also relates to ethnicity, disability, and socioeconomic background. These
factors often intersect. For example, research about disability employment shows many
difficulties in construction. Jobs may not be designed to support workers with disabilities.
Safety regulations may also be interpreted very strictly. Organizations may not be willing to
adapt workplaces or job tasks (Bailey et al., 2022).

Studies about ethnic minority women in construction show similar patterns. Black women
or women from minority groups often face both gender and racial stereotypes. These
stereotypes influence how others evaluate their competence and legitimacy. Workers may
feel excluded from networks or decision-making processes (English & Hay, 2015; Keegan,
2021). These examples show that diversity is complex. It is not one single dimension.
Instead, it includes many layers of identity and inequality.

Social identity theory helps explain why diversity remains limited in some sectors.
According to this perspective, organizations often reproduce dominant cultural norms. In
construction, these norms are often masculine. Chan (2013) explains that the “ideal worker”

in construction is often seen as physically strong, emotionally tough, and always available
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for work. Workers who do not fit this image may face disadvantages. Recruitment processes,
performance evaluations, and everyday interactions may reinforce these expectations.
Over time, these norms create self-reinforcing patterns. Organizations may continue hiring
people who look similar to existing workers. As a result, diversity remains low. Lack of
diversity becomes normal. Alternative identities are seen as unusual or problematic. Because
of this, diversity gaps should not be understood as accidental results. They are produced by
structural and cultural systems.

Even with these barriers, research also shows the potential benefits of workforce diversity.
Diverse teams bring different experiences and perspectives. Workers may use different
approaches to solve problems. This variety can improve decision making. It can also help
organizations adapt to complex environments (Kundu et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2019). In
knowledge-based and project-based industries, this diversity of ideas can be especially
valuable.

However, these benefits do not appear automatically. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) explain
that many organizations expect quick positive results from diversity policies. They assume
that simply hiring a diverse workforce will improve performance. This assumption is too
simple. Diversity may also increase complexity inside teams. Workers may have different
communication styles or expectations. Coordination may become more difficult.
Misunderstandings or conflicts may also appear if inclusive practices do not exist.

The construction industry is a useful example for understanding diversity as an antecedent
condition. Many construction projects are temporary. Teams are often created quickly for a
specific project. Organizations may prefer workers they already know. They may also rely
on traditional networks when selecting staff (Baker et al., 2021). This practice reduces
opportunities for new or underrepresented groups to enter the workforce.

Research also shows that career pathways in construction remain strongly gendered. Hickey
and Cui (2020) and Hickey et al. (2022) explain that women often leave technical roles after
some years. Others remain in mid-level positions without promotion. This pattern creates
vertical segregation inside organizations.

At the same time, recent studies show some positive changes. Women leaders and managers
can help support diversity. They may encourage more inclusive practices. They may also
challenge traditional norms in organizations. Baker et al. (2023) show that women leaders

often support the entry and advancement of other women.
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However, these efforts cannot solve structural problems alone. Leadership support is
important, but the overall workforce composition still depends on larger social systems.
Education systems, labor markets, and cultural expectations all influence diversity pipelines.
From a conceptual perspective, defining workforce diversity as an antecedent condition has
two main benefits. First, it shows that diversity is an input variable. It is shaped by social
structures, education systems, and recruitment practices. Second, it reminds researchers that
diversity does not automatically create positive results. The relationship between diversity
and outcomes such as performance or innovation is complex. It depends on mediating and
moderating factors. This idea supports arguments that criticize simple “business case”
approaches to diversity (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

In research models, workforce diversity is often measured as a multidimensional concept. It
includes visible characteristics such as gender and ethnicity. It also includes less visible
factors such as education, career experience, and professional background. Researchers may
examine gender representation at different hierarchical levels. They may also analyze
minority representation in leadership roles or technical positions.

These indicators help describe the structural context of organizations. However, they do not
automatically show effectiveness. Instead, they provide information about the starting
conditions for inclusion and equity processes.

Overall, the literature shows that workforce diversity is a foundational condition for
organizational performance and innovation. However, it is not a complete solution by itself.
In male-dominated sectors such as construction, diversity is influenced by structural
barriers, cultural norms, and institutional practices. These factors limit access and career
progression for many groups.

Increasing diversity expands the pool of available talent and perspectives. However, this
potential remains unused without inclusive environments. Organizations must create
systems that support participation, fairness, and collaboration. Understanding diversity as
an antecedent condition helps researchers and managers examine how inclusion, leadership,

and organizational culture influence outcomes in diverse workplaces.
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3.2 Inclusion as a Mediating Mechanism

Inclusion has an important role in research about Diversity and Inclusion (D&I). Many
scholars see inclusion as the main mechanism that connects workforce diversity with real
organizational results. Diversity means that workers have different backgrounds, identities,
and experiences. For example, employees may differ in gender, culture, age, or education.
Inclusion is different from diversity. Inclusion focuses on how people feel and how they
experience their work environment. It shows if employees feel respected and valued in their
organization.

Inclusion also shows if workers can participate in decisions and everyday activities.
Employees must feel that their ideas matter. They must also feel that their voices are heard.
Inclusion therefore describes the real experience of workers inside an organization. It shows
how diversity works in practice. It also affects how employees understand their role in teams
and in the wider organization.

Research shows that diversity alone does not guarantee positive results. Many organizations
increase diversity but do not create inclusive environments. In these cases, diversity may
stay only a structural characteristic. It does not automatically create better performance or
innovation. Sometimes diversity without inclusion may even increase tension or inequality
inside organizations.

Many studies explain that inclusion works as a bridge between diversity and organizational
outcomes. Inclusion creates psychological safety, equal participation, and open
communication. Psychological safety is very important for teamwork and learning. It means
that employees feel safe to speak and share ideas. Workers can express opinions without
fear of punishment or criticism. When psychological safety exists, employees can question
decisions or propose new ideas.

Inclusive environments support these behaviors. Employees believe that their colleagues
and managers will respect their opinions. This encourages people to participate in
discussions and decision processes (Fritz & Gresham, 2024). When psychological safety
does not exist, employees may stay silent. They may avoid sharing ideas or avoid
challenging existing practices. This situation reduces creativity and limits the benefits of
diversity.

Workers from minority or underrepresented groups are especially affected by this problem.

These employees may feel pressure to adapt to dominant norms. They may hide their real
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opinions or reduce participation in discussions. This behavior is called self-censorship.
When it happens, organizations lose valuable knowledge and perspectives.

The importance of inclusion becomes even clearer in male-dominated industries.
Construction and engineering are common examples. Research shows that women and
minority employees often appear included in official policies. Organizations may have
diversity programs or representation targets. However, these employees are sometimes
excluded from informal networks or important decisions (Francis & Michielsens, 2021;
Baker, French, & Ali, 2021).

This situation shows that inclusion is not only about presence or representation. Employees
may be present in the organization but still feel excluded from power structures. True
inclusion requires changes in everyday interactions and organizational culture. It also
requires fair access to opportunities and professional networks.

Inclusion therefore affects not only results but also the meaning of diversity itself. When
inclusion is strong, diversity becomes a real resource. When inclusion is weak, diversity
may remain symbolic and ineffective.

Equity and fairness are also important parts of inclusion. Employees must believe that rules
and decisions are fair. Transparent procedures and equal reward systems help create this
belief. Research on job equity shows that fairness improves motivation and commitment
(Inuwa, 2017a; Inuwa, 2017b). Workers who feel treated fairly are more willing to
contribute effort and support organizational goals.

Fairness also strengthens trust between employees and managers. When people trust their
organization, they become more engaged in their work. They also cooperate more with
colleagues. In contrast, perceived unfairness reduces motivation. It weakens trust and
damages the psychological relationship between workers and the organization.

For employees who already belong to marginalized groups, unfair treatment is even more
harmful. These employees may feel excluded from career opportunities or recognition. As
a result, they may lose motivation and commitment. In this way, equity becomes a key
foundation of inclusion.

Another important role of inclusion is its effect on emotional attachment to the organization.
Researchers call this affective organizational commitment. Cao et al. (2020) studied
construction professionals and found that commitment mediates the relationship between

work—family conflict and job outcomes.

Undergraduate Thesis / Postgraduate Dissertation 36



m HELLENIC Georgia Falara, Assessing the impact of Diversity and Inclusion
OPEN Programs on Team Performance and Innovation: A Systematic
UNIVERSITY Literature Review and Conceptual Synthesis

Their research does not focus directly on diversity, but it still provides useful insights. Work—
family conflict often affects women and caregivers more strongly. Long working hours and
rigid schedules can create serious challenges in construction work. Inclusive policies can
help reduce these problems.

Flexible working arrangements are one example. Supportive supervision is another
example. Organizations can also recognize non-traditional career paths. These practices help
employees balance professional and personal responsibilities. As a result, workers feel more
committed to the organization.

Higher commitment leads to better performance and stronger retention. Employees who feel
committed are more willing to invest extra effort in their work. They also stay longer in their
organizations. This process shows again how inclusion mediates the relationship between
diversity and outcomes.

However, inclusion does not affect all employees in the same way. Different identities
interact and shape individual experiences. Gender, ethnicity, disability, and sexual
orientation all influence perceptions of inclusion. This perspective is called intersectionality.
Bailey et al. (2022) show that workers with disabilities in construction often face hidden
barriers. Organizations may claim to support inclusion. However, rigid job designs and
assumptions about productivity create exclusion in practice. Employees with disabilities
may therefore struggle to participate fully in work activities.

English and Hay (2015) present another example. They study Black South African women
in professional environments. Their research shows that gender policies alone cannot solve
racial inequalities. Women may benefit from gender programs, but racial discrimination may
continue. This situation shows that inclusion policies must address multiple identities at the
same time.

Leadership also plays a major role in creating inclusive environments. Leaders shape
organizational culture through their behavior. Inclusive leaders encourage participation and
respect different opinions. They listen to employees and support open communication.
Gupta (2019) suggests that women leaders often use collaborative and relational leadership
styles. These approaches support teamwork and reduce hierarchical barriers. Inclusive
leadership can therefore strengthen participation and trust inside organizations.

Research in construction and engineering also supports this idea. Leaders who mentor

minority employees and challenge exclusionary norms help connect diversity with positive
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outcomes (Baker et al., 2023). However, leadership support must go beyond symbolic
statements.

Organizations must also align their systems and policies with inclusive values. Performance
metrics, promotion systems, and accountability structures must support inclusion. When
leaders talk about inclusion but do not change institutional practices, inclusion remains
weak.

Many diversity initiatives fail for this reason. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) show that
diversity programs in project-based organizations often focus only on representation. They
emphasize numbers rather than real cultural change. Organizations may increase diversity
statistics but keep the same power structures.

In these situations, diversity does not improve performance or innovation. Employees may
even become skeptical about diversity initiatives. This skepticism reduces trust and weakens
inclusion further.

Researchers also emphasize that inclusion must be measured carefully. It cannot be captured
by a single indicator. Instead, scholars must use multiple dimensions. These include
psychological safety, fairness, voice, belonging, and opportunity.

Karakhan et al. (2021) highlight the importance of reliable indicators in the construction
industry. Measuring inclusion helps organizations understand workforce sustainability and
employee well-being. It also allows researchers to test whether inclusion truly connects
diversity with outcomes like innovation or retention.

Another important feature of inclusion is time. Inclusion does not appear immediately after
a policy change. It develops slowly through everyday interactions and organizational
learning.

Shields et al. (2015) explain that reward systems and performance management play a key
role in this process. Organizations must recognize and reward inclusive behaviors. When
inclusive actions are rewarded repeatedly, they become part of organizational culture.
However, when exclusionary behavior is ignored, inclusion deteriorates. Diversity may then
create frustration instead of value. Employees may feel that diversity programs are symbolic
rather than meaningful.

From a theoretical perspective, the concept of inclusion helps researchers understand how
diversity creates value. Earlier models often assumed a simple relationship between
diversity and performance. However, modern research shows that this relationship is

complex.
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Inclusion explains the mechanisms behind this relationship. It focuses on social processes
such as power, communication, and organizational culture (Kirton & Greene, 2021).
Through this perspective, diversity becomes meaningful only when employees can truly
participate and contribute.

In conclusion, many studies support the idea that inclusion is the main mediating mechanism
between workforce diversity and organizational outcomes. Inclusion influences how
employees express ideas and share knowledge. It also shapes psychological safety,
commitment, and engagement.

In industries with strong inequalities, such as construction and engineering, inclusion
becomes especially important. Without inclusion, diversity initiatives remain symbolic and
ineffective. With inclusion, diversity can become a source of creativity, innovation, and

organizational sustainability.

3.3 Organizational Culture and Leadership as Moderating
Factors

Organizational culture and leadership are very important factors in the relationship between
diversity, inclusion, and organizational outcomes. They influence the environment where
diversity and inclusion practices operate. They also shape how people understand and apply
these practices in everyday work. Inclusion helps diversity create positive value in
organizations. However, the strength of this effect depends strongly on the culture of the
organization and on leadership behavior. Culture and leadership do not directly create
innovation or performance results. Instead, they shape how diversity and inclusion work in
practice. Research shows that the same diversity programs may have different results in
different organizations. These differences often come from cultural norms and leadership
styles.

Organizational culture refers to shared values, beliefs, and rules inside an organization. It
also includes common behaviors and expectations about how employees should act. Culture
tells employees what is acceptable and what is not acceptable in the workplace. In some
industries, such as construction and engineering, culture has historically been male
dominated. These sectors often value physical strength, long working hours, and strong
hierarchy (Chan, 2013; George & Loosemore, 2019). These cultural norms influence how

people evaluate competence and leadership ability. They also influence how employees see
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commitment and professional success. Because of these norms, some employees may feel
excluded even when diversity policies exist. Therefore, culture can reduce the positive
effects of inclusion if organizations do not challenge traditional norms.

Research studies show that organizational culture can strongly influence inclusion
outcomes. Arditi et al. (2013) studied the Swedish construction sector. They found that
managers often evaluate leadership using gender stereotypes. Behaviors connected with
male workers are often seen as more appropriate for leadership positions. This situation
creates barriers for women in management roles. Bryce et al. (2019) studied the Australian
construction industry. They found that informal practices also create barriers. Networking
after work and social meetings at construction sites are common practices. These activities
often exclude women or make participation difficult. As a result, women may have fewer
opportunities to build professional networks. This situation limits career development even
when formal diversity policies exist. These examples show that policies alone cannot create
real inclusion. Cultural practices inside organizations also matter.

Leadership influence becomes very clear when organizations implement diversity
initiatives. Many organizations introduce diversity programs but fail to create real change.
Baker, French, and Ali (2021) studied project-based organizations. They found that diversity
initiatives are sometimes symbolic. Leaders support diversity publicly but do not change
everyday practices. They often focus more on cost control, speed, and short-term results. In
these situations, inclusion becomes a secondary priority. Employees notice this
contradiction between official policies and real behavior. This gap weakens trust and
engagement in the organization. When employees see that leaders do not truly support
inclusion, diversity programs lose their effectiveness.

Organizational culture also affects communication patterns in the workplace.
Communication style is very important for teamwork and productivity. Johari and Jha
(2021) studied communication practices in construction organizations. They found that
communication often reflects hierarchy and gender expectations. In some organizations,
assertive behavior is valued more than cooperation. In these environments, employees may
avoid expressing different opinions. Employees from minority groups may feel especially
uncomfortable speaking openly. As a result, valuable ideas and knowledge remain unused.
When employees do not feel safe to share their views, organizations cannot benefit from

diversity.
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The relationship between culture, leadership, and inclusion becomes more complex when
intersectional inequalities exist. Employees have different identities such as gender,
ethnicity, disability, or sexual orientation. Cultural norms may affect these groups in
different ways. For example, research on disability in construction shows important
challenges. Safety rules are very important in this industry. However, strict safety practices
sometimes exclude workers with disabilities. Hasan and Kamardeen (2022) and Bailey et
al. (2022) explain that safety systems often assume a standard worker profile. When
organizations do not adapt procedures, employees with disabilities may face exclusion. In
these cases, leadership decisions are very important. Leaders must decide whether to adapt
rules to support inclusion or maintain rigid practices.

Organizational culture is not fixed or permanent. Culture changes slowly through everyday
actions and leadership decisions. Galea et al. (2015) argue that gender equality policies
require cultural support to work effectively. Written policies alone cannot create change.
Leaders must demonstrate inclusive values in daily practices. They must reward inclusive
behavior and challenge discriminatory practices. Over time, these actions can reshape
organizational culture. When leaders consistently support inclusive practices, employees
gradually adopt new norms. This process strengthens the positive effects of inclusion on
performance and innovation.

Researchers also study culture and leadership as moderating factors using measurement
tools. This approach helps explain why diversity programs work better in some
organizations than others. Instead of assuming that inclusion has the same effect
everywhere, scholars analyze contextual differences. These differences include leadership
style, openness to change, and organizational maturity. Indicators such as inclusive
leadership behavior and flexible cultural norms help researchers test these relationships.
Karakhan et al. (2023) emphasize that workforce sustainability in construction depends on
these factors. Structural diversity indicators alone cannot explain employee satisfaction and
retention.

Leadership influence also appears in the adoption of new workplace technologies. Choi et
al. (2017) studied wearable technologies in construction sites. They found that employees
accept new technologies when leaders actively support them. Organizational support
increases employee trust and willingness to use innovations. This example shows how

leadership moderates the success of new initiatives. The same principle applies to diversity
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and inclusion policies. When leaders support them strongly, employees are more likely to
adopt inclusive behaviors.

From a theoretical perspective, culture and leadership highlight the contextual nature of
diversity and inclusion processes. D&I initiatives do not operate independently from
organizational environments. Instead, they interact with social norms, power structures, and
leadership practices. This idea challenges simple assumptions that diversity automatically
improves performance. Critical scholars argue that institutional context must always be
considered (Kirton & Greene, 2021). Inclusion depends on everyday interactions and power

relations within organizations.

3.4 Intersectionality and Structural Inequality as
Contextual Moderators

Intersectionality and structural inequality are important ideas in diversity and inclusion
research. They help explain why diversity programs do not affect all employees in the same
way. Some workers benefit more than others. Some workers remain excluded even when
organizations say they support inclusion. Because of this, researchers see intersectionality
and structural inequality as contextual moderators. They shape how diversity and inclusion
work inside organizations.

Organizational culture and leadership also influence inclusion. However, intersectionality
focuses more on the connection between personal identity and social structures. People have
many identities at the same time. For example, a person can be a woman, from a minority
ethnic group, and also from a low socioeconomic background. These identities interact with
each other. Because of this interaction, some people face more barriers in the workplace
than others.

Research shows that diversity and inclusion policies do not affect everyone equally. The
impact of these policies depends on the combination of identities that employees have. In
organizations with long histories of inequality, some groups continue to face hidden barriers.
Therefore, intersectionality is important for understanding why some inclusion policies lead
to uneven results.

Intersectionality was first developed in critical social theory. The concept explains that
people hold multiple identities at the same time. These identities include gender, race, class,
disability, and sexual orientation. These identities interact with each other. Because of this

interaction, people experience advantage or disadvantage in different ways.
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In organizations, these identity intersections affect access to resources and opportunities.
They influence how workers are seen by managers and colleagues. They also affect
promotion chances and participation in decision making. Research in construction and
engineering shows that women’s experiences cannot be explained only by gender. Race,
disability, and social class also influence workplace experiences (English & Hay, 2015;
Bailey et al., 2022). For this reason, intersectionality helps explain who benefits from
inclusion policies and who does not.

Structural inequality also plays an important role. Structural inequality refers to systems,
rules, and practices that give advantages to some groups and disadvantages to others. Often
these systems operate without clear intention. However, they still create unequal outcomes.
In male-dominated industries such as construction, structural inequalities are very visible.
Recruitment practices may favor certain groups. Job design may assume male physical
characteristics. Health and safety rules may ignore the needs of diverse workers. Promotion
systems may depend on informal networks (Hasan & Kamardeen, 2022; Bryce et al., 2019).
These systems shape the level of diversity inside organizations.

These structures also influence how inclusion policies work. For example, mentoring
programs may help employees who already have access to strong professional networks.
Leadership programs may favor workers who already fit dominant cultural expectations.
Instead of reducing inequality, these initiatives may unintentionally reinforce it.

Empirical research provides strong evidence for these problems. Bailey et al. (2022) studied
disability employment in the construction sector. Their research shows that workers with
disabilities often face exclusion. This exclusion is sometimes justified by safety concerns or
productivity arguments. Even organizations that claim to support inclusion may create
barriers through strict interpretations of safety rules.

In such situations, inclusion policies may appear progressive but remain superficial. They
may not address the deeper structural problems that limit participation. As a result, the
positive impact of inclusion on performance and innovation becomes weaker.

Research also shows the importance of intersectionality in the experiences of Black women
in construction. English and Hay (2015) explain that Black South African women face both
racial and gender barriers. They encounter stereotypes about competence. They also face
doubts about their leadership ability.

Because of these overlapping barriers, simple gender equality policies may not be enough.

Policies that focus only on women may ignore racial inequality. As a result, inclusion
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becomes incomplete and uneven. Intersectionality helps reveal these differences in voice,
legitimacy, and career advancement.

Intersectionality also appears in work—family relations. Cao et al. (2020) show that work—
family conflict affects construction professionals strongly. Long working hours and
inflexible schedules are common in this industry. These conditions often create problems
for employees with family responsibilities.

Women are especially affected by these expectations. Many women combine professional
work with caregiving responsibilities. When organizations do not support work-life
balance, women may face career disadvantages. In this way, gendered expectations inside
organizations moderate the impact of inclusion policies.

Sexual orientation and gender identity also show how intersectionality operates in
organizations. Research in construction is still limited. However, studies in other sectors
show that LGBTQ+ employees often experience conditional inclusion (Jang et al., 2020).
Their participation may depend on workplace culture and perceived safety.

In very masculine environments, employees may hesitate to disclose non-heteronormative
identities. Fear of discrimination or social exclusion may limit open communication. This
situation reduces participation and voice. Therefore, inclusion mechanisms may not function
equally for all identity groups.

Structural inequality also begins before individuals enter the workplace. Educational
systems and career pathways shape who enters certain professions. Keen and Salvatorelli
(2016) and Carnemolla and Galea (2021) show that perceptions of engineering and
construction careers form early in life.

These perceptions are influenced by gender stereotypes and social expectations. Young
women or individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may avoid these careers. As
a result, workforce diversity remains limited even before recruitment begins.

These early inequalities affect later workplace experiences. Employees from marginalized
backgrounds may lack professional networks. They may also lack access to mentors and
informal knowledge. This situation influences promotion opportunities and professional
development. Intersectionality therefore affects the entire career lifecycle.

From a research perspective, intersectionality also changes how diversity and inclusion
should be measured. Simple diversity statistics may hide important differences between
groups. For example, organizations may report increased female representation. However,

the experiences of women may vary significantly depending on race, class, or disability.
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Karakhan et al. (2021) suggest using more detailed indicators of inclusion. These indicators
should measure belonging, fairness, and opportunity. Intersectional analysis helps
researchers understand how inclusion policies work in practice.

Intersectionality also explains why some diversity initiatives create unintended
consequences. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue that symbolic diversity programs may
increase tensions inside organizations. These programs may focus on representation without
changing deeper power structures.

From an intersectional perspective, these programs may help some groups while leaving
others behind. For example, gender equality initiatives may benefit white middle-class
women more than women from minority backgrounds. In this way, new hierarchies may
appear inside diversity categories.

In theoretical terms, intersectionality fits well with critical approaches to diversity and
inclusion. These approaches focus on power relations and social inequality (Kirton &
Greene, 2021). They show that inclusion is not simply about numbers or representation.
Inclusion also depends on who is heard and whose ideas are respected. Structural conditions
influence who participates in decision making. Intersectionality therefore acts as a
contextual moderator that shapes the strength and direction of diversity outcomes.
Recognizing intersectionality does not mean creating confusion or fragmentation. Instead,
it improves the quality of analysis. It allows organizations to design better inclusion
strategies. These strategies can address the real needs of different employee groups.
Hamad et al. (2024) suggest combining diversity policies with career counseling and
targeted support programs. These initiatives can help employees from diftferent backgrounds
develop their careers. They also recognize that inclusion must respond to structural
inequality.

In conclusion, intersectionality and structural inequality are powerful contextual moderators
in diversity and inclusion research. They shape how inclusion policies are experienced by
different employees. They also influence whether diversity initiatives create real benefits or
reproduce existing inequalities.

In sectors such as construction and engineering, structural barriers remain strong. Ignoring
intersectionality may lead organizations to overestimate the success of their diversity
programs. By including intersectionality and structural inequality in conceptual models,
researchers can better understand how inclusion works in practice. This approach supports

more effective strategies for improving organizational performance and innovation.
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3.5 Performance and Innovation Outcomes as Dependent
Variables

Organizational performance and innovation are the main dependent variables in this
conceptual model. They represent the final results of diversity and inclusion processes in
organizations. Many studies show that diversity alone does not automatically lead to better
performance or innovation. The relationship is more complex. It works through several
mechanisms inside the organization. Diversity increases the variety of knowledge,
experiences, and perspectives in the workforce. Inclusion allows employees to use these
differences in a positive way. It creates conditions where employees feel respected and safe
to share ideas. Contextual factors, such as leadership style and organizational culture, also
influence these outcomes. Because of this, performance and innovation should not be seen
as direct results of diversity policies. They are gradual outcomes that develop over time in
inclusive organizational systems.

Motivation is another important factor that connects inclusion with performance. When
employees feel that they are treated fairly and equally, they develop a stronger psychological
contract with the organization. The psychological contract refers to the expectations and
trust between employees and employers. When this relationship is strong, employees show
higher levels of commitment and responsibility. Inuwa (2017a, 2017b) shows that
perceptions of job equity improve employee performance. This improvement happens
because equity increases motivation, trust, and organizational commitment. Other studies
support this idea. For example, research shows that affective organizational commitment
can mediate the relationship between supportive management practices and job performance
(Cao et al., 2020; Silitonga et al., 2017). In the conceptual model of this study, inclusion is
therefore an important factor that leads to better performance outcomes. It works mainly
through attitudes, trust, and positive relationships between employees and organizations.
At the team level, inclusion also affects performance through communication and
coordination. Teams work better when members feel comfortable speaking openly. Johari
and Jha (2021) show that communication skills are closely related to productivity in
construction projects. Workers must share information quickly and clearly. They must also
feel safe to express concerns about problems or risks. Inclusive team environments support

this type of communication. Employees do not fear negative judgment or criticism when
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they express ideas. Mutual respect and trust improve teamwork and coordination. On the
other hand, exclusionary environments reduce communication. In hierarchical or
discriminatory workplaces, employees from minority groups may hesitate to speak or share
opinions. This silence can lead to misunderstandings, mistakes, delays, and conflicts. As a
result, team performance decreases.

Innovation is another important organizational outcome. Although innovation is related to
performance, it represents a different process. Innovation reflects an organization’s ability
to learn, adapt, and solve problems creatively. It involves developing new ideas, improving
processes, and introducing new technologies or methods. Many scholars describe innovation
as a social process that depends on collaboration between people with different backgrounds
and perspectives (Gutierrez, 2023). Diversity can support innovation because it brings
different experiences and knowledge into the organization. However, diversity alone is not
enough. Inclusion determines whether employees feel safe enough to share creative ideas.
Psychological safety is very important for innovation. Employees must believe that they can
express new or unusual ideas without fear of punishment or criticism. When this safety
exists, teams are more willing to experiment and explore alternative solutions. These
behaviors are key components of innovative work processes (Fritz & Gresham, 2024).
Technology and organizational systems also influence the relationship between diversity,
inclusion, and innovation. Modern organizations increasingly use digital tools and
communication technologies. Hermansyah (2023) explains that artificial intelligence
communication systems can improve collaboration and information sharing between
employees. These technologies can support inclusive innovation processes because they
allow people to exchange ideas quickly and efficiently. However, technology alone does not
guarantee inclusion. Access to technology must be fair and equal for all employees.
Leadership support and an open organizational culture are also necessary. In organizations
with exclusionary cultures, new technologies may actually reinforce existing inequalities.
For example, dominant groups may control digital communication channels and exclude
minority voices. Therefore, innovation outcomes should be understood as results of complex
socio-technical systems rather than simple technological solutions.

Researchers also warn that organizations should not exaggerate the benefits of diversity
initiatives. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) show that many diversity and inclusion programs
remain symbolic. Some organizations introduce these policies mainly to improve their

public image or to comply with regulations. However, they do not change their internal
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culture or management practices. In such situations, diversity increases numerically, but
inclusion does not improve. Employees may become skeptical about the organization’s
commitment to fairness. This skepticism can reduce motivation and trust. As a result,
performance and innovation do not improve even though diversity has increased. This
finding supports the main argument of the conceptual model. Diversity creates potential
value, but this value appears only when real inclusion exists.

Measuring performance and innovation also requires careful methodological approaches.
Researchers usually combine objective and subjective indicators. Performance indicators
may include productivity levels, project completion rates, employee retention, and formal
performance evaluations. Innovation indicators may include the number of new ideas
generated, improvements in processes, or adoption of new technologies and methods
(Shields et al., 2015; Singh, 2024). These indicators should always be analyzed together
with inclusion measures and contextual factors. Otherwise, the analysis may produce
misleading conclusions about the real impact of diversity and inclusion.

The construction industry provides a useful example for studying these outcomes.
Construction projects require teamwork, coordination, and continuous adaptation to new
conditions. Workers must solve unexpected problems and follow strict safety regulations.
Karakhan et al. (2020) argue that workforce sustainability in construction depends on
combining performance, innovation, and inclusion strategies. Companies that ignore these
factors may face skill shortages, lower productivity, and weaker competitiveness. These
risks become even greater as construction projects become more complex and
technologically advanced.

In theoretical terms, treating performance and innovation as dependent variables completes
the causal chain of the conceptual model. Diversity represents the structural input. Inclusion
acts as the mediating mechanism that activates this potential. Contextual factors such as
leadership and culture moderate the strength of these relationships. Finally, performance and
innovation appear as the final organizational outcomes. This framework reflects systems-
based perspectives that emphasize complex interactions rather than simple linear
relationships (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

In conclusion, organizational performance and innovation are important outcomes of
diversity and inclusion processes. However, they do not appear automatically. Inclusive
environments increase motivation, trust, collaboration, and learning. These conditions

support both productivity and creativity. At the same time, leadership behavior,
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organizational culture, and structural inequalities strongly influence these processes.
Understanding performance and innovation as dependent variables helps researchers
analyze the complex mechanisms that connect diversity and inclusion with organizational
success. This perspective also highlights the importance of building inclusive organizational

systems that support long-term sustainability and development.
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4. Performance and Innovation Qutcomes

4.1 Conceptualizing Performance and Innovation as
Organizational Outcomes

Performance and innovation are two important outcomes in modern organizational theory.
Many researchers study these outcomes when they discuss diversity, inclusion, and equity.
These two ideas are different, but they are also connected. Performance shows how well an
organization uses its people, knowledge, and resources to reach its goals. Innovation shows
the ability of an organization to create and use new ideas, new methods, or new solutions.
Both outcomes are important for long-term organizational success. In the field of Diversity
and Inclusion (D&I), these results do not appear automatically. They develop through social
processes inside organizations. These processes influence participation, recognition, and
knowledge sharing among employees (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

Organizational performance can be studied at three main levels. These levels are the
individual level, the team level, and the organizational level. At the individual level,
performance includes the ability of employees to complete their tasks well. It also includes
motivation, work engagement, and extra effort. At the team level, performance includes
good cooperation between team members. It also includes the ability of teams to solve
problems together and share responsibility. At the organizational level, performance refers
to productivity, financial success, employee stability, and long-term sustainability.
Performance is not only about numbers or production results. It is also related to social
relationships and organizational context. Employees work better when they feel respected
and treated fairly. Perceptions of fairness and inclusion influence employee motivation.
They also influence trust and commitment to the organization. When employees believe that
the organization supports them, they are more willing to work hard and contribute new ideas.
Several studies support this view. For example, research shows that perceptions of fairness
strengthen the psychological contract between employees and organizations. This improves
employee commitment and performance behavior (Inuwa, 2017a; Inuwa, 2017b; Kamau et
al., 2021).

Diversity increases the number of different experiences and perspectives in teams. People
may have different genders, cultures, education levels, or professional experiences. These

differences increase the range of ideas that teams can use when they solve problems or make
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decisions. In theory, this diversity can improve team performance and creativity. However,
research shows that diversity alone does not guarantee better results. Sometimes diversity
can create communication problems or conflicts. This may happen when organizations do
not have inclusive practices or fair structures (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

Because of this, inclusion is very important. Inclusion means that employees feel respected
and accepted in their workplace. It also means that employees have equal access to
opportunities and decision-making processes. Inclusive environments create psychological
safety. Psychological safety means that employees feel comfortable sharing ideas or
expressing different opinions. When employees feel safe, they participate more in teamwork
and knowledge sharing. They also cooperate more with colleagues.

Empirical studies confirm this relationship. Research shows that employees perform better
when they feel included and treated fairly. Inclusive practices increase trust between
employees and management. They also improve teamwork and motivation. For example,
Kundu et al. (2020) show that diversity at management levels improves performance when
organizations also support inclusive leadership and inclusive practices.

The construction and engineering sectors provide good examples for studying these issues.
These industries are becoming more diverse, but they still have strong traditional cultures.
Many workplaces in these sectors are dominated by masculine norms and hierarchical
structures. These conditions often limit participation by women and minority professionals
(Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019).

Research shows that women and minority professionals often face barriers in these sectors.
They may have fewer opportunities for promotion. They may also have limited access to
informal professional networks. In some cases, stereotypes about competence also affect
their careers (Aydin & Erbil, 2022; Barreto et al., 2017). These barriers reduce the potential
benefits of diversity. Even when organizations recruit diverse employees, unequal systems
may still limit their contribution.

Arditi et al. (2013) found that management abilities are not related to gender. However,
biases in evaluation systems influence career opportunities. These biases affect employee
development and organizational outcomes. This shows that representation alone is not
enough. Organizations must also create fair evaluation systems and inclusive development
opportunities.

Inclusion also supports workforce sustainability. Workforce sustainability refers to the long-

term ability of organizations to maintain a stable and motivated workforce. Karakhan et al.
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(2020) explain that sustainable workforce systems require attention to diversity, equity, and
inclusion. These three elements strengthen organizational resilience.

Later research by Karakhan et al. (2021) identifies important indicators for improving
diversity and inclusion in construction organizations. Inclusive systems improve employee
morale and retention. They also increase long-term productivity. These findings show that
performance is not only a final result. Performance is also an ongoing process that depends
on social relationships and organizational structures.

Innovation is another key organizational outcome. Innovation means the development and
implementation of new ideas. These ideas may improve products, services, or organizational
processes. Innovation usually depends on cooperation between people. It also depends on
communication and knowledge exchange.

Diversity can help innovation because it introduces different perspectives. Diverse
employees may question traditional assumptions and suggest new solutions. Cognitive
diversity expands the range of ideas available to teams (Gutierrez, 2023). However, diversity
alone does not guarantee innovation. Inclusion is necessary for innovation to occur.
Psychological safety is very important for innovation. Employees must feel safe when they
share new or unusual ideas. If employees fear criticism or punishment, they will avoid
expressing creative ideas. Inclusive environments encourage employees to participate in
discussions and propose new solutions.

Leadership style also plays an important role. Gupta (2019) explains that inclusive
leadership supports innovation. Inclusive leaders listen to employees and encourage
participation in decision making. They also respect different viewpoints and support
collaboration. These behaviors help transform diversity into creative outcomes.

Empirical studies also show the positive effects of women’s leadership. Research shows that
companies with women leaders may achieve better performance and stronger innovation
capacity (Hernandez-Nicolas et al., 2022). Baker et al. (2023) also show that women leaders
often support the career development of other women. This increases diversity in leadership
positions and decision-making processes.

However, research also shows that many diversity policies remain symbolic. Some
organizations create diversity programs mainly to follow regulations. These programs often
focus on representation numbers rather than structural change. Baker, French, and Ali (2021)
show that diversity initiatives in project-based organizations often remain superficial.

Structural inequalities may continue even when diversity programs exist.
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Galea et al. (2015) argue that real organizational change requires strong equality policies.
These policies must be continuously evaluated and improved. Without structural change,
diversity initiatives may not influence innovation outcomes.

Intersectionality adds another important dimension to this discussion. Employees may face
multiple forms of inequality at the same time. These inequalities may relate to gender,
ethnicity, disability, or socioeconomic background. Employees who belong to multiple
marginalized groups often face additional barriers to recognition and participation (Bailey
et al., 2022; English & Hay, 2015).

If organizations ignore these intersectional barriers, they may lose valuable perspectives.
Employees who face exclusion may have unique experiences that support innovation.
Therefore, equity is essential for innovation. Organizations must create systems that
distribute opportunities and resources fairly.

Technology also influences innovation processes. Hermansyah (2023) explains that
communication technologies and artificial intelligence systems can support collaboration.
These tools improve information sharing and transparency in organizations. They may help
create inclusive innovation environments.

However, technology alone cannot solve social problems. Digital systems may reproduce
existing inequalities if organizations do not address cultural barriers. Inclusive
organizational norms are necessary for technology to support innovation.

Overall, research shows that performance and innovation are deeply connected to social and
organizational processes. Diversity increases the range of available perspectives and
experiences. Inclusion allows these perspectives to be expressed and integrated into decision
making. Equity provides the structural conditions that support fair participation.

When these three elements work together, organizations become more effective and
creative. Teams cooperate better and employees feel more engaged. Organizations also
become more adaptable in changing environments. When these elements are not aligned,
diversity may remain only a formal characteristic without real impact.

For this reason, organizations should move beyond simple diversity metrics. They should
focus on inclusive collaboration and equitable systems. Performance should be understood
as the result of inclusive teamwork. Innovation should be understood as the outcome of

diverse ideas being shared and recognized.
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This perspective highlights the central role of inclusion. Inclusion acts as the key mechanism
that connects diversity with organizational outcomes. When inclusion is present, diversity

can support both performance and innovation in sustainable ways.

4.2 Diversity, Inclusion, and Team Performance

The relationship between diversity, inclusion, and team performance is an important topic
in organizational research. Many studies examine how diversity affects work outcomes in
teams and organizations. However, research shows that the relationship is not simple.
Diversity does not automatically improve performance. A team may have many different
people, but this does not guarantee better results. Diversity increases the variety of
experiences, ideas, and ways of thinking in a team. It can provide more knowledge and more
possible solutions to problems. Still, diversity alone is not enough. Inclusion is necessary to
make diversity useful in practice.

Inclusion means that employees feel respected and able to participate in work processes. It
also means that their ideas are heard and considered in decision making. When inclusion
exists, diversity can support cooperation, motivation, and productivity. When inclusion is
weak, diversity may create misunderstandings and tension. Therefore, diversity must work
together with inclusive practices. Inclusion helps transform different perspectives into
collaboration and shared work results. According to Kirton and Greene (2021),
organizations must look beyond simple demographic representation. They must examine
how people interact and how organizational structures support equal participation.

Team performance depends on several important factors. These include communication,
knowledge sharing, coordination of tasks, and trust among members. Diverse teams can be
very effective because they contain people with different skills and viewpoints. These teams
are often better at solving complex problems. They can look at an issue from several angles
and avoid simple thinking patterns. However, this advantage appears only when the team
environment supports inclusion. Employees must feel psychologically safe to speak and
share ideas. When inclusive practices are missing, diversity can produce conflicts or
communication problems. Subgroups may appear inside the team, and cooperation becomes
difficult. For this reason, inclusion is a key condition for successful diverse teams (Kundu

et al., 2020).
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Research evidence supports this argument. Kundu et al. (2020) show that diversity in
management positions can improve organizational performance when inclusive leadership
practices are present. Their study explains that fair treatment and participatory decision
making are important. When employees feel respected, the positive effect of diversity on
performance becomes stronger. Similar findings appear in another study by Ngalo et al.
(2023). Their research focuses on the banking sector in Nigeria. The authors report that
workplace diversity improves employee performance when organizations apply inclusive
policies. These policies reduce discrimination and encourage teamwork. Therefore,
diversity can produce positive outcomes when it is supported by fair structures and
collaborative work practices.

Fairness and equity also influence employee behavior in organizations. When workers
believe that evaluation and promotion processes are fair, they feel more motivated. They
also show stronger commitment to their work. Inuwa (2017a, 2017b) explains that job equity
increases employee motivation and effort. Workers are more willing to contribute to team
goals when they experience fair treatment. This behavior can be explained through the idea
of the psychological contract. Employees expect fairness and respect from the organization.
When this expectation is satisfied, they respond with greater effort and engagement (Kamau
et al., 2021). On the other hand, unfair conditions reduce trust and commitment. Employees
may feel excluded or undervalued. This situation often decreases productivity and team
cooperation.

The relationship between diversity and performance is especially complex in industries with
strong traditional cultures. Examples include construction and engineering sectors. In these
fields, work environments often follow hierarchical structures and traditional gender roles.
Arditi et al. (2013) study the Swedish construction industry and show that managers are
sometimes evaluated through gender stereotypes. Male and female managers may receive
different evaluations even when their skills are similar. Such bias limits career opportunities
for women and reduces their influence in teams. As a result, the potential benefits of gender
diversity remain unused.

Bryce et al. (2019) report similar findings in the Australian civil construction industry. Their
research shows that female engineers face barriers in career development. These barriers
include limited access to professional networks and fewer leadership opportunities. Such
exclusion reduces individual development and also affects team effectiveness. When

organizations fail to integrate diverse employees, teams lose valuable knowledge and skills.
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Therefore, the problem is not diversity itself. The problem is organizational cultures that do
not support inclusion.

George and Loosemore (2019) explain that traditional masculine cultures in construction
environments may reduce open communication. These cultures may marginalize individuals
who do not fit dominant identities. When employees feel excluded, they hesitate to share
knowledge or new ideas. This situation reduces cooperation and affects team productivity.
Diversity without inclusion may increase divisions in the workplace and weaken collective
performance.

Leadership plays an important role in solving these problems. Inclusive leadership behaviors
help create supportive work environments. These behaviors include listening to employees,
encouraging participation, and making transparent decisions. Gupta (2019) explains that
inclusive leaders help employees feel respected and valued. When workers believe that their
opinions matter, they are more willing to participate actively in team activities. Baker et al.
(2023) also show that women leaders in construction and engineering often support the
development of other women. Their leadership increases participation and strengthens team
capability.

However, leadership commitment must be real and not symbolic. Some organizations
introduce diversity programs only to appear progressive. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) warn
that diversity initiatives sometimes remain superficial. Companies may create formal
policies but fail to change everyday practices or organizational culture. Without deeper
structural changes, diversity programs cannot produce long-term performance
improvements.

Another factor that influences team performance is intersectionality. Employees have
multiple social identities such as gender, ethnicity, disability, or socioeconomic background.
These identities shape their experiences in the workplace. Bailey et al. (2022) examine
disability employment in construction and find that many barriers still exist. Even when
diversity policies are present, employees with disabilities may face difficulties in
participation. These challenges reduce engagement and weaken team cohesion.

Human resource management systems also influence the success of diversity initiatives.
Performance evaluation and reward systems can either support or weaken inclusive
behavior. Shields et al. (2015) explain that evaluation criteria should recognize teamwork

and knowledge sharing. When organizations reward cooperation and fairness, inclusive
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practices become stronger. If reward systems focus only on individual competition,
inclusion may decline.

Studies in different countries show similar results. Mahdi Abaker et al. (2023) find that
employees in the United Arab Emirates perform better when they believe that diversity
management is fair and transparent. Singh (2024) also argues that inclusive performance
evaluation systems increase trust among employees. When workers believe that assessments
are fair, they remain engaged and committed to organizational goals.

Long-term workforce sustainability also depends on inclusive practices. Karakhan et al.
(2020) develop assessment tools for workforce sustainability in construction. Their research
identifies diversity and inclusion as important indicators of organizational resilience.
Inclusive work environments help organizations keep skilled employees and maintain safety
standards. They also support long-term stability and productivity.

Finally, scholars warn that the relationship between diversity and performance should not
be oversimplified. Khan et al. (2019) explain that diversity can create mixed results if
communication and conflict management are weak. Diverse teams need clear coordination
and trust. Without these elements, misunderstandings may appear and reduce efficiency.
Overall, research shows a clear conclusion. Diversity can provide valuable knowledge and
perspectives. However, its positive effect on performance depends on inclusion. Inclusive
work environments encourage participation, trust, and collaboration. When organizations
create psychological safety and fairness, diverse teams can reach high performance levels.
In contrast, exclusion reduces motivation and prevents employees from using their skills.
Therefore, diversity should not be viewed only as demographic representation. It should be
combined with inclusive leadership, fair human resource systems, and supportive
organizational cultures. When these conditions exist, diversity becomes a strategic
advantage. It strengthens team performance and helps organizations remain resilient in

changing environments (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

4.3 Innovation as an Outcome of Inclusive Organizational
Systems

Innovation is an important outcome for modern organizations. Many researchers say that
innovation is not only an individual activity. It is also a social and organizational process. It

happens through interaction between people inside organizations. In this context, diversity
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and inclusion (D&I) are important conditions that influence innovation. They shape how
people share knowledge and ideas. They also affect how teams solve problems. However,
research shows that diversity alone does not automatically create innovation. Innovation
appears when diversity exists together with inclusion. Inclusive systems help employees
feel safe and respected. They also support equal participation and collaboration inside teams
(Kirton & Greene, 2021).

One important factor for innovation is cognitive diversity. Cognitive diversity means
different experiences, ideas, and ways of thinking. When people have different backgrounds,
they may see problems in different ways. This can help teams produce new ideas. Diverse
teams can combine knowledge and create new solutions. They can also challenge traditional
thinking inside organizations. However, this positive effect does not always happen. If the
organization is not inclusive, diversity may create tension. Employees may disagree in
negative ways. Some people may not express their opinions. Minority employees may stay
silent. In these situations, diversity may reduce cooperation and creativity. Because of this,
inclusion becomes very important. Inclusion helps organizations use diversity in productive
ways. It supports knowledge sharing and constructive discussion (Baker, French, & Alj,
2021).

Psychological safety is another important concept that connects inclusion and innovation.
Psychological safety means that employees feel safe to speak openly. They can share ideas
and opinions without fear. They do not worry about criticism or punishment. When teams
have psychological safety, people are more willing to try new ideas. They may suggest
unusual solutions. They may also question existing practices. These behaviors support
innovation. Many organizations today operate in environments with rapid technological
change. They must adapt quickly. Employees must experiment and learn continuously.
Inclusive environments help this process. Employees feel confident to participate in
innovation activities. However, when employees feel excluded or ignored, they may stop
sharing ideas. They may also reduce their participation in team discussions. This situation
limits innovation potential (Fritz & Gresham, 2024).

Leadership is also very important for creating inclusive environments. Leaders influence
team culture and behavior. Inclusive leaders encourage open communication. They listen
carefully to employees. They involve team members in decision making. They also
recognize contributions from different employees. These behaviors show that diversity is

valued. Employees feel that their ideas are important. Gupta (2019) explains that inclusive
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leaders often use collaborative leadership styles. They promote dialogue and cooperation.
They also allow constructive disagreement. In many organizations, traditional hierarchies
still exist. Employees may hesitate to challenge authority. Inclusive leadership can reduce
this problem. It creates a climate where employees feel comfortable sharing new ideas.
Research also shows that gender diversity in leadership can influence innovation and
performance. Some studies focus on organizations in construction and engineering
industries. Hernandez-Nicolas et al. (2022) found that companies with women chief
executive officers often show stronger organizational performance. These organizations also
show higher levels of strategic adaptation. This adaptation is related to innovation activities.
Women leaders may introduce different management styles. They may also encourage
inclusive practices. Baker et al. (2023) also show that women leaders often support the
career development of other women. This support increases diversity in leadership
positions. More diverse leadership teams may generate more diverse ideas. These ideas can
support innovation and strategic change inside organizations.

However, the positive effects of diversity are not equal in all sectors. Some industries remain
strongly male dominated. Examples include construction and engineering sectors. These
industries often have traditional cultures and stereotypes. Women and minority employees
may face barriers. They may have less access to leadership positions or technical projects.
These projects are important for innovation. Bryce et al. (2019) and Galea et al. (2015)
explain that cultural norms in these industries often limit participation. Even when diversity
increases in numbers, real participation may remain limited. When employees do not have
access to important roles or networks, their ideas may not influence decision making. This
situation reduces innovation potential.

Another problem is that many organizations adopt diversity policies only for formal reasons.
These policies may exist on paper but not in practice. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) explain
that some organizations use diversity policies to appear legitimate or socially responsible.
However, they may not change internal culture or structures. Decision making processes
remain the same. Power remains concentrated in the same groups. In these cases, diversity
does not lead to innovation. Employees from diverse backgrounds may not participate in
strategic decisions. Without inclusion, their ideas remain unused. Therefore, innovation does
not depend only on demographic diversity. It depends on inclusive structures and leadership

commitment.
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Intersectionality also influences innovation processes. People have multiple identities.
These identities include gender, ethnicity, age, disability, and social class. These factors
interact and shape workplace experiences. Bailey et al. (2022) explain that employees may
face multiple forms of inequality at the same time. For example, women from ethnic
minority groups may face more barriers than other employees. English and Hay (2015)
studied women in construction industries. They found that women from minority
backgrounds often face both gender and racial discrimination. These barriers reduce their
opportunities for participation in innovation projects. Organizations must recognize
intersectionality when they design inclusion strategies. Otherwise, diversity initiatives may
support only a small group of employees.

Technology also plays a role in innovation and inclusion. Digital tools and communication
technologies influence how employees collaborate. Hermansyah (2023) discusses the role
of artificial intelligence systems in organizational communication. These systems can
support knowledge sharing and collaboration. They may also help employees solve
problems together. However, technology alone does not guarantee inclusion. Organizations
must ensure equal access to digital tools. If some groups do not have access to information
or decision making, technology may increase inequalities. Therefore, technological
innovation and social inclusion must develop together.

Human resource management practices also support inclusive innovation. Organizations use
performance evaluation systems to assess employee contributions. When these systems are
fair and transparent, employees trust the organization. They feel respected and valued.
Shields et al. (2015) explain that reward systems should recognize collaboration and team
contributions. Inclusive reward systems encourage employees to participate in creative
activities. Singh (2024) also explains that diversity sensitive evaluation systems reduce bias.
When employees believe that evaluation processes are fair, they are more willing to take
risks. Risk taking is important for innovation.

Innovation is not always about radical technological change. Sometimes innovation means
small improvements in processes and practices. Incremental innovation can also create
significant benefits. In industries like construction, safety and efficiency are very important.
Teams must improve processes step by step. Karakhan et al. (2023) explain that diverse
teams often produce better solutions for safety and sustainability challenges. When teams
communicate openly, they integrate different perspectives. This improves project outcomes

and organizational learning.
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However, some barriers still exist. Organizational structures and traditions may limit
change. Hasan and Kamardeen (2022) explain that occupational safety rules and traditional
career systems sometimes reinforce existing hierarchies. Informal networks may also
exclude minority employees. These structural barriers reduce opportunities for innovation.
Organizations must address these barriers through systemic reforms.

In conclusion, innovation develops most strongly in inclusive organizational systems.
Diversity provides different perspectives and experiences. However, inclusion determines
whether these perspectives are used effectively. Psychological safety, inclusive leadership,
and fair structures support collaboration and creativity. Organizations that want innovation
must invest in inclusive cultures and practices. Diversity alone is not enough. Innovation
appears when organizations create systems where all employees can contribute ideas and

participate in decision making.

4.4 Sectoral Constraints and Structural Moderators of
Performance and Innovation Qutcomes

The relationship between diversity, inclusion, and organizational outcomes is complex. It
cannot be understood without examining the sector where an organization operates. Many
studies show that inclusive organizations often have better performance and more
innovation. However, these results do not appear automatically. They depend on cultural
norms, institutional structures, and working conditions inside each sector. Some sectors
support diversity and inclusion. Others make this process more difficult. These structural
conditions influence how diversity affects team performance and innovation.

This situation is very clear in male-dominated sectors such as construction and engineering.
These sectors have strong traditional cultures. They also have long-standing structural
inequalities. These conditions influence how diversity and inclusion programs work in
practice. Many organizations adopt diversity policies. However, the organizational
environment sometimes limits their real impact. In these sectors, professional roles,
leadership expectations, and career paths often follow traditional patterns. These patterns
make it difficult for new groups to participate equally in decision-making processes.
Research in the construction industry shows that women and other underrepresented groups
still face many barriers. These barriers include limited access to leadership roles and fewer

opportunities for professional recognition. Studies by Arditi et al. (2013) and Bryce et al.
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(2019) describe these challenges clearly. The problem is not only individual bias. Structural
factors inside organizations also create these barriers. Recruitment systems, promotion
processes, and evaluation standards sometimes favor existing professional networks. As a
result, diversity may increase in numbers, but real participation may remain limited. When
this happens, diverse ideas do not fully influence team decisions or organizational strategy.
Traditional masculine cultures also influence communication inside organizations. George
and Loosemore (2019) show that many construction workplaces follow strong masculine
norms. These norms value hierarchy, authority, and strong individual behavior. In such
environments employees may hesitate to express alternative ideas. They may fear negative
evaluation from colleagues or managers. This situation reduces psychological safety in
teams. Psychological safety means that employees feel comfortable sharing opinions and
ideas. When psychological safety is low, diverse employees may remain silent. Innovation
becomes more difficult because different perspectives are not expressed openly.

Another problem is the use of symbolic diversity policies. Many organizations adopt
diversity and inclusion policies because they want to appear responsible and modern.
However, these policies sometimes remain symbolic. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) explain
that many organizations implement diversity policies mainly for legitimacy. They may
publish diversity statements or representation goals. However, they do not always change
leadership practices or evaluation systems. When policies remain symbolic, employees
notice the gap between words and actions. This situation reduces trust and motivation inside
teams.

Structural conditions also appear in occupational health and safety systems. Hasan and
Kamardeen (2022) explain that safety rules in construction often reflect gendered
assumptions. Many tasks are designed with male physical standards in mind. These
assumptions influence job allocation and promotion opportunities. When performance
standards are based on biased expectations, diversity cannot produce equal outcomes.
Employees may be evaluated according to criteria that do not consider different capabilities
or experiences. In such situations inclusion requires changes in evaluation and reward
systems.

Intersectionality also influences organizational outcomes. Employees do not have only one
identity. They have many identities at the same time. Gender, ethnicity, disability, and social
background interact with each other. These intersections influence opportunities and

professional experiences. Bailey et al. (2022) show that workers with disabilities in
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construction often face multiple barriers. Diversity policies that focus only on gender may
ignore these complex realities. As a result, many employees remain excluded from important
professional networks and knowledge exchange processes.

Leadership diversity is another important factor. Leadership positions influence
organizational culture and decision making. However, leadership diversity in construction
remains limited. Hickey and Cui (2020) show that women remain underrepresented in
leadership roles in the U.S. construction sector. This situation limits the spread of inclusive
leadership practices. Hernandez-Nicolas et al. (2022) also found that companies led by
women CEOs often show stronger performance outcomes. However, these cases remain
relatively rare. When leadership diversity increases, organizations often create more
inclusive environments that support collaboration and innovation.

Educational and social processes also shape workforce diversity. Career expectations start
early in life. Carnemolla and Galea (2021) show that many female high school students
perceive construction careers as unsuitable for them. These perceptions come from cultural
stereotypes about gender and work. When fewer women enter the sector, the industry loses
potential talent and ideas. Over time this reduces the diversity of perspectives inside
organizations. This situation can limit creativity and long-term innovation capacity.
Networking practices inside organizations also influence career progress. English and Hay
(2015) describe how Black South African women in construction often rely on informal
networks to succeed professionally. Informal mentorship and personal relationships become
important tools for career advancement. However, these practices also show structural
weaknesses. When career success depends on personal networks instead of transparent
evaluation systems, equality becomes difficult to achieve. Innovation may also suffer
because only a limited group of professionals participates in important discussions.
Despite these challenges, performance and innovation improvements are still possible in
male-dominated sectors. Structural change can support more inclusive organizational
systems. Karakhan et al. (2021) propose practical indicators for measuring diversity, equity,
and inclusion in construction organizations. These indicators help organizations evaluate
workforce sustainability and participation. Karakhan et al. (2020) also emphasize the
importance of integrating equity into workforce management strategies. When organizations
measure inclusion carefully, they can identify structural problems and implement targeted

reforms.
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Communication skills are another important factor for performance. Johari and Jha (2021)
show that communication competence strongly affects productivity in construction teams.
Inclusive environments encourage open dialogue and collaboration. When team members
share information and ideas freely, projects run more efficiently. Diverse teams can solve
problems more effectively because they combine different experiences and viewpoints.
Technological systems also influence innovation outcomes. Hermansyah (2023) discusses
the role of communicative artificial intelligence systems in organizational decision making.
Digital tools can support collaboration and information sharing. However, technology alone
cannot create inclusion. Organizations must ensure equal access to digital systems and
training opportunities. Without inclusive governance, new technologies may reinforce
existing inequalities instead of reducing them.

Overall, sectoral conditions influence how diversity and inclusion affect performance and
innovation. Cultural norms, institutional structures, and leadership practices shape these
relationships. In male-dominated sectors traditional hierarchies often limit the benefits of
diversity. However, structural reforms can change this situation. Organizations can revise
evaluation criteria, diversify leadership pipelines, and improve accountability systems.
These reforms help transform diversity from a symbolic goal into a practical organizational
resource.

From a theoretical perspective, these findings support the idea of moderated mediation.
Inclusion mediates the relationship between diversity and organizational outcomes.
However, sectoral and structural conditions influence the strength of this relationship.
Organizational culture, leadership behavior, and institutional systems determine whether
inclusion becomes real practice or only a formal statement.

In conclusion, performance and innovation depend not only on workforce diversity but also
on structural alignment inside organizations. Sustainable results appear when diversity,
inclusion, and equity are integrated into everyday practices and organizational systems.
Without structural support, diversity initiatives may remain symbolic and produce limited
results. For this reason, organizations in male-dominated sectors must move beyond
representation goals. They must adopt long-term institutional reforms that support inclusive

participation and innovation.
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4.5 Integrative Discussion: From Inclusion to Sustainable
Performance and Innovation

This discussion explains how diversity and inclusion affect organizational performance and
innovation. Many organizations today try to increase workforce diversity. They believe
diversity improves creativity, productivity, and competitiveness. However, research shows
that diversity alone does not automatically improve performance. Diversity becomes useful
only when organizations also create inclusive environments. Inclusion allows employees to
participate, share ideas, and feel respected. Without inclusion, diversity may even create
conflict or misunderstanding.

Workforce diversity refers to differences between employees. These differences include
gender, ethnicity, age, disability, education, and cultural background. Organizations often
try to increase diversity by hiring people from different groups. However, diversity describes
only the composition of the workforce. It does not describe how people experience the
organization. Inclusion refers to the experience of employees inside the organization. It
describes whether employees feel respected, valued, and able to contribute to decisions and
teamwork (Kirton & Greene, 2021).

Research shows that diversity improves performance only when organizations develop
inclusive systems. These systems support psychological safety, fairness, and trust.
Psychological safety means that employees feel comfortable sharing opinions without fear
of punishment or criticism. When employees feel safe, they speak openly and share new
ideas. This process improves decision making and problem solving. Teams become more
adaptable and creative.

Inclusive environments also increase employee motivation. Employees who feel respected
usually show stronger commitment to their organization. They also show higher job
satisfaction and engagement. Many studies confirm this relationship. For example, research
shows that fair treatment and equal opportunities strengthen the psychological contract
between employees and organizations (Inuwa, 2017a, 2017b; Kamau et al., 2021). The
psychological contract refers to the expectations employees have about fairness and respect
in their workplace.

Employees who believe that diversity policies are real and meaningful often perform better.
They also feel more satisfied with their jobs. Studies show that organizations with strong

diversity management practices report higher employee performance (Mahdi Abaker et al.,
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2023; Ngalo et al., 2023). In addition, research shows that diversity in management positions
improves organizational performance when employees experience inclusive working
environments (Kundu et al., 2020). Inclusive environments reduce power differences and
allow more employees to participate in decisions.

However, these positive results do not appear in every organization. The organizational
context plays an important role. In some industries, cultural traditions make inclusion
difficult. For example, construction and engineering are traditionally male dominated
sectors. In these sectors, cultural norms often support traditional masculine values. These
norms may limit the participation of women and minority employees. Research shows that
women in construction often face limited career opportunities and reduced access to
leadership roles (Arditi et al., 2013; Bryce et al., 2019; George & Loosemore, 2019).

In such contexts, diversity policies may exist on paper but not in practice. Informal practices
may still exclude minority employees. As a result, diversity initiatives may have only small
effects. Baker, French, and Ali (2021) argue that many diversity programs focus mainly on
representation numbers. Organizations often measure success by the number of diverse
employees they hire. However, they do not always change deeper structures such as
promotion systems, leadership behavior, or accountability mechanisms. When this happens,
diversity programs become symbolic rather than transformative.

Innovation shows a similar pattern. Innovation usually comes from teamwork, learning, and
knowledge sharing. Teams need different perspectives to create new ideas. Diversity
increases the number of perspectives inside a team. This variety helps teams develop
creative solutions. However, diversity alone does not guarantee innovation. Employees must
feel comfortable sharing unusual ideas and challenging existing practices.

Psychological safety again plays an important role in innovation. Employees need an
environment where they can experiment and discuss new ideas freely. They must not fear
punishment for mistakes or criticism. Inclusive leadership behaviors help create such
environments. Leaders who listen carefully and encourage participation create stronger
innovative cultures. They also support collaboration and knowledge sharing (Gupta, 2019).
Leadership diversity can also support innovation. Research shows that women leaders may
introduce different leadership styles. These styles often focus on collaboration,
communication, and mentoring. For example, Hernandez-Nicolas et al. (2022) found that

companies led by women chief executive officers in the construction industry showed
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stronger performance indicators. This result suggests that leadership diversity may improve
strategic thinking and creativity.

Women leaders can also support mentoring and professional networks. These networks help
younger employees develop skills and confidence. Baker et al. (2023) show that women
leaders often promote inclusive practices inside organizations. These practices increase
opportunities for different employee groups. As a result, organizations improve learning and
knowledge exchange.

However, the innovative benefits of diversity are not equal in all organizations. Structural
barriers may limit the participation of minority employees. Cultural resistance and
stereotypes may prevent employees from sharing their ideas. Galea et al. (2015) argue that
gender equality policies must remain flexible and adaptable. Organizations should regularly
evaluate and update these policies. Otherwise, diversity programs may become symbolic
and lose effectiveness.

Intersectionality also affects innovation and inclusion. Intersectionality refers to the
combination of multiple social identities. Employees may experience discrimination based
on gender, ethnicity, disability, or other characteristics. When these identities combine, the
barriers become stronger. Research shows that employees with multiple minority identities
often face greater challenges in organizations (Bailey et al., 2022; English & Hay, 2015).
Inclusion policies must therefore consider these complex identities.

From this perspective, inclusion should be seen as a continuous learning process.
Organizations must constantly review their practices and structures. Inclusion requires
reflection, adaptation, and alignment across different organizational systems. These systems
include leadership behavior, human resource management, and organizational culture.
Technology may also support inclusion and collaboration. New digital tools improve
communication and information sharing. For example, Hermansyah (2023) suggests that
artificial intelligence systems may improve organizational communication. However,
technology alone cannot create inclusion. Organizations must ensure equal access to digital
resources and encourage participation from all employees.

Sustainable performance and innovation depend on the alignment of several factors.
Leadership commitment is very important. Leaders must support inclusion not only through
words but also through actions. They must allocate resources, create accountability systems,
and demonstrate inclusive behavior. Leaders influence organizational norms and shape

employee attitudes.
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Equity in human resource management is also necessary. Recruitment, promotion, and
evaluation systems must be transparent and fair. Employees must believe that opportunities
are based on merit rather than personal bias (Shields et al., 2015; Singh, 2024). Fair systems
increase trust and encourage employees to contribute actively.

Organizational culture also affects inclusion. Some cultures promote open communication
and collaboration. Others maintain rigid hierarchies and traditional identity models.
Inclusive cultures challenge stereotypes and encourage diverse voices (Chan, 2013).
Inclusion also interacts with contextual factors. Leadership and culture influence how
diversity affects organizations. Intersectional identities influence how employees experience
inclusion. When organizations create inclusive systems, diversity improves teamwork,
engagement, and adaptability. When inclusion is absent, diversity may increase conflict and
reduce cooperation.

Finally, organizations should not view inclusion only as a tool for financial success.
Inclusion also improves organizational legitimacy and resilience. Employees who feel
respected are more loyal and more willing to contribute to long-term goals (Mahdi Abaker
etal., 2023).

In conclusion, diversity alone cannot guarantee better performance or innovation. Diversity
provides potential, but inclusion transforms that potential into real value. Organizational
culture, leadership behavior, and structural equality determine whether diversity becomes
productive. Sustainable success appears when diversity, inclusion, and equity work together
inside organizational systems. This approach allows organizations to build resilience,

creativity, and long-term competitiveness.
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5. Conclusion: Six Key Drivers Linking Diversity, Inclusion,
Performance, and Innovation

This study examined the relationship between diversity, inclusion, organizational
performance, and innovation. The literature review and conceptual synthesis showed that
diversity alone does not automatically improve organizational outcomes. Instead, the
positive effects of diversity appear only when organizations create conditions that allow
employees to participate, collaborate, and contribute their ideas. In many organizations,
diversity initiatives focus mainly on representation or recruitment. However, representation
without inclusion does not necessarily lead to improved performance or innovation.
Employees must also experience fairness, trust, and psychological safety in their workplace.
The analysis of the literature revealed that diversity should not be viewed as a single solution
for organizational challenges. Rather, it represents a resource that organizations can use
when appropriate structures and practices exist. Without these structures, diversity may
remain a symbolic goal instead of a productive organizational capability. The research
discussed in this dissertation shows that organizations that invest in inclusive practices often

achieve stronger performance outcomes and higher levels of innovation.

Workforce Diversity as a Foundational Resource

The first key driver identified in this study is workforce diversity itself. Diversity represents
the presence of differences among employees within an organization. These differences may
include gender, ethnicity, nationality, age, disability status, education, cultural background,
and cognitive styles. Diversity also includes differences in professional experience,
problem-solving approaches, and social perspectives. When organizations recruit
employees with diverse backgrounds, they create a workforce that has access to a wide range
of knowledge and experiences.

From a theoretical perspective, diversity expands the cognitive resources available to teams.
Employees with different backgrounds often approach problems in different ways. This
variety can improve decision making because teams consider multiple perspectives before
reaching conclusions. Research in organizational behavior shows that diverse teams are
more likely to challenge assumptions and avoid groupthink. This can lead to more creative

solutions and stronger analytical outcomes.
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However, diversity alone does not guarantee these benefits. Many organizations increase
workforce diversity but still experience internal conflict or limited collaboration. When
employees feel excluded or undervalued, they may not share their ideas or participate fully
in team discussions. In such cases, diversity may increase misunderstanding rather than
cooperation.

For this reason, diversity should be understood as a necessary but not sufficient condition
for improved performance and innovation. It provides the potential for creativity and
learning, but this potential must be activated through other organizational mechanisms. In
the context of this study, inclusion is the mechanism that allows organizations to convert

diversity into productive outcomes.

Inclusion as a Mediating Mechanism

The second key driver identified in this research is inclusion. Inclusion refers to the
experience of employees inside the organization. It describes whether employees feel
respected, valued, and able to contribute to organizational processes. Inclusive
environments encourage participation, open communication, and collaboration among
employees.

The literature consistently shows that inclusion plays a mediating role between diversity and
organizational outcomes. This means that diversity affects performance and innovation only
when inclusion is present. Without inclusion, the benefits of diversity remain limited.
Inclusive practices create the conditions necessary for employees to share their perspectives
and collaborate effectively.

A central concept related to inclusion is psychological safety. Psychological safety refers
to the belief that individuals can express their ideas and concerns without fear of negative
consequences. When employees feel psychologically safe, they are more likely to participate
in discussions, ask questions, and propose new ideas. This environment supports
experimentation and learning, which are essential components of innovation.

Another important dimension of inclusion is equitable participation. Employees should
have equal opportunities to contribute to decision-making processes and team activities.
Organizations that create transparent systems for communication and feedback allow
employees from different backgrounds to participate in meaningful ways. This process

reduces power imbalances and encourages collaboration.
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Inclusion also improves employee motivation and commitment. When individuals feel
respected and valued, they develop stronger emotional connections with their organization.
This connection increases engagement and productivity. Employees become more willing
to contribute discretionary effort, meaning they go beyond basic job requirements to support
organizational goals.

In summary, inclusion transforms diversity from a structural characteristic into a functional
organizational capability. It allows organizations to mobilize the diverse knowledge and
experiences of their workforce. Without inclusion, diversity initiatives often remain
symbolic and fail to produce meaningful outcomes.

Inclusive Leadership

The third key driver identified in this study is inclusive leadership. Leadership behavior
plays a central role in shaping organizational environments. Leaders influence how
employees interact, how decisions are made, and how conflicts are resolved. Because of this
influence, leadership is critical for the success of diversity and inclusion initiatives.
Inclusive leaders demonstrate behaviors that encourage participation and collaboration.
They actively listen to employees, respect different viewpoints, and create opportunities for
dialogue. Inclusive leaders also recognize the value of diversity and communicate this value
clearly within the organization. Their behavior signals that diversity and inclusion are not
only symbolic commitments but also operational priorities.

Research suggests that inclusive leadership improves both employee engagement and team
performance. Leaders who encourage open communication create environments where
employees feel comfortable sharing ideas and asking questions. This process increases
creativity and learning within teams. Employees are more likely to experiment with new
approaches when they believe their contributions will be respected.

Leadership diversity also contributes to innovation. Studies have shown that organizations
with diverse leadership teams often demonstrate stronger adaptability and strategic thinking.
Leaders with different backgrounds may approach problems in different ways, which can
enhance decision making. In particular, research suggests that women leaders often
emphasize collaboration, mentoring, and inclusive communication practices.

However, inclusive leadership requires more than symbolic support. Leaders must integrate
diversity and inclusion into everyday management practices. This includes allocating

resources to diversity programs, developing fair evaluation systems, and ensuring
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accountability for inclusive behavior. Without these actions, diversity initiatives may lose
credibility among employees.

Therefore, inclusive leadership acts as a catalyst that activates the potential benefits of
diversity and inclusion. Leaders shape the cultural and structural conditions that determine

whether diversity becomes an advantage or a challenge for organizations.

Organizational Culture and Structural Equity

The fourth key driver identified in this research is the interaction between organizational
culture and structural equity. Organizational culture refers to the shared values, norms, and
behaviors that guide employee interactions. Culture shapes how employees interpret
policies and respond to leadership decisions. It also influences whether diversity and
inclusion initiatives are accepted or resisted.

In many organizations, cultural norms may unintentionally support exclusion. For example,
industries that historically employ mostly men may maintain informal networks or
communication patterns that limit access for women or minority employees. These informal
practices may exist even when formal diversity policies are in place.

To create inclusive environments, organizations must actively challenge these exclusionary
norms. This process requires cultural change. Leaders and employees must work together
to promote respect, openness, and collaboration. Training programs, mentoring systems, and
diversity awareness initiatives can help support this transformation.

Structural equity is another essential component of inclusive organizations. Structural equity
refers to the fairness of organizational systems such as recruitment, promotion, performance
evaluation, and compensation. When employees perceive these systems as fair and
transparent, they develop greater trust in the organization.

For example, transparent recruitment processes reduce the possibility of bias during hiring
decisions. Clear promotion criteria ensure that employees understand how career
advancement occurs. Fair performance evaluations provide employees with constructive
feedback and equal opportunities for recognition.

Organizations that fail to address structural inequalities often experience dissatisfaction
among employees. Perceived unfairness can reduce motivation and increase turnover

intentions. Therefore, structural equity is essential for sustaining inclusive environments.
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Intersectionality and Contextual Awareness

The fifth key driver identified in this study is intersectionality and contextual awareness.
Intersectionality refers to the interaction of multiple social identities, such as gender,
ethnicity, age, disability, and socioeconomic background. Individuals often experience
organizational life through several overlapping identities. These identities may create unique
experiences of inclusion or exclusion.

Traditional diversity policies often focus on single categories such as gender or ethnicity.
However, this approach may overlook the complexity of employees’ experiences. For
example, the challenges faced by women may differ significantly depending on their cultural
background, disability status, or professional experience. Intersectional analysis recognizes
these differences and highlights the importance of tailored inclusion strategies.

Contextual awareness is also important because diversity and inclusion practices operate
within specific social and organizational environments. Different industries may have
different cultural traditions and structural constraints. For instance, sectors such as
construction or engineering often have long histories of male dominance. These cultural
patterns may make inclusion more challenging.

Organizations must therefore adapt their diversity strategies to their specific contexts.
Policies that work effectively in one sector may not produce the same results in another.
Understanding the local context allows organizations to design more effective interventions
and address the specific barriers faced by their employees.

By recognizing intersectionality and contextual diversity, organizations can develop more

inclusive practices that respond to the real experiences of their workforce.

Organizational Learning and Long-Term Sustainability

The sixth and final key driver identified in this research is organizational learning and long-
term sustainability. Diversity and inclusion should not be treated as short-term initiatives or
temporary policy programs. Instead, they should be integrated into the long-term strategy
of the organization.

Organizations that successfully manage diversity often view inclusion as a continuous
learning process. They regularly evaluate their policies, collect feedback from employees,
and adapt their practices based on new insights. This process allows organizations to respond

to changing social expectations and workforce dynamics.
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Technological developments also influence organizational learning. Digital communication
tools and collaborative platforms can support knowledge sharing across teams and
departments. When these tools are used in inclusive environments, they help employees
exchange ideas and build innovative solutions.

Sustainability is another important dimension of this process. Organizations that promote
inclusion often experience higher employee retention and stronger organizational
reputation. Employees who feel respected and valued are more likely to remain committed
to their organization and support long-term goals.

In addition, inclusive organizations often demonstrate greater resilience in times of change.
Diverse teams can adapt more easily to new challenges because they possess a wider range
of skills and perspectives. This adaptability is essential in today’s complex and rapidly

changing business environment.

Final Reflection

In conclusion, the analysis presented in this dissertation confirms that diversity alone does
not automatically improve organizational outcomes. Diversity creates potential, but
inclusion transforms that potential into real value. The relationship between diversity,
performance, and innovation is shaped by multiple interconnected factors.

The six key drivers identified in this study—workforce diversity, inclusion, inclusive
leadership, organizational culture and structural equity, intersectionality, and organizational
learning—provide a comprehensive framework for understanding how diversity can support
sustainable organizational success. When these drivers operate together, organizations can
create environments that support collaboration, creativity, and long-term development.
Future research should continue to explore how these drivers interact in different
organizational contexts. Understanding these dynamics will help organizations design more
effective diversity and inclusion strategies. Ultimately, organizations that invest in inclusive
systems will be better positioned to achieve sustainable performance, innovation, and

resilience in an increasingly complex global environment.
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