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The diversity of our population is an increasingly striking feature of today’s Europe. Far from 
rejecting diversity or placing restrictions on it, we must continue to accept it as an opportunity 
that enriches our outlook and widens our horizons — and we must learn to manage it well. In 
the current context of demographic change and economic downturn, our societies cannot af-
ford to waste the potential of older workers, persons with disabilities, people of ethnic minority 
background or any other disadvantaged group.

Accepting diversity — and managing it well — is a necessary precondition for guaranteeing 
equal opportunities of the people concerned. For them, it is quite simply a matter of full access 
to their human rights and human dignity. However, well-managed diversity is also a key to suc-
cess in the global economy. It may require adaptations such as the development of inter-cultural 
skills, removal of barriers and increased flexibility on the part of employers; but it is worthwhile 
both in ethical and in practical terms. This publication shows that a workforce of people from 
different horizons is an asset to any ambitious and dynamic company. Diversity can generate 
extra momentum, open up new market segments and increase innovation and productivity.

Many companies have already taken diversity on board as a social fact and as an asset in terms 
of their activities. Over the last few years, more and more companies have developed effective, 
efficient diversity-management strategies and have teamed up with other companies to make 
diversity management part of their overall business strategy. But we must also acknowledge that 
there still is reticence and that many companies — whatever their size and location — have a long 
way to go. I hope that this publication can make an important contribution to placing diversity 
management even more firmly on the strategic business agenda of companies across Europe.

Vladimír ŠPIDLA

Commissioner for  
Employment, Social Affairs  
and Equal Opportunities

Continuing the Diversity Journey



Contents



Continuing the Diversity Journey

6

Foreword by Commissioner Vladimir Špidla .........................................................................................................3

Executive summary .............................................................................................................................................................................7

1.	 Introduction: New Business Horizons in Europe......................................................................................11

2.	� Diversity for Talent and Competitiveness:   
The SME Business Case for Diversity.....................................................................................................................17

3.	 Joining the dots between diversity, innovation and productivity..............................................25

4.	 Tools for a successful diversity journey................................................................................................................33

5.	� Business schools and company networks:  
educating and training business leaders for tomorrow........................................................................43

6.	 Conclusions and ways forward......................................................................................................................................53

Continuing the Diversity Journey

6



Executive summary 



Continuing the Diversity Journey

8

A focus on diversity offers a business 
opportunity for all. The search for tal-
ent, competitiveness, and innovation 
— key challenges for small and large 
companies alike — rides on the ability 
to respond successfully to the oppor-
tunities presented by Europe’s increas-
ingly diverse societies. Companies 
that recognise this embark upon a 
continuous journey. Challenges faced 
today and the opportunities provided 
are built upon those of the past, as 
well as those currently being shaped 
by new global developments. For this 
reason, a central component of the di-
versity journey consists of the further 
development of suitable tools that can 
assist companies in their journey.

Given this, the current research more 
than follows on from an earlier study, 
entitled The business case for diversity 
— Good practices in the workplace (1), 
undertaken for the European Com-
mission in 2005. Firstly, it goes be-
yond the human-resource driven no-
tions of the business case for diversity 
to engage with the relationship which 
exists between diversity, innovation 
and productivity. Secondly, it recog-
nises the importance of intermedi-
ary agencies such as professional and 
business organisations as well as EU 
governmental bodies and other agen-
cies active in the promotion, charting 
and monitoring of diversity initiatives. 
Thirdly, it explores systematically the 
role of business schools and education 
in the development of the economic 
dynamics as well as the cultural issues 
involved in diversity management. 
Fourthly, it also adds considerable 
value to current knowledge, policies 
and practices via the questioning and 
answering of what actually constitutes 
not only the opportunities but also 
the challenges of developing diver-
sity initiatives such as the ‘diversity 

charters’ in Germany, France and the 
Brussels Capital Region (BCR). Lastly, 
and most importantly, the research 
concentrates on what is arguably the 
most important group of companies 
in Europe — namely, the small to me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which 
account for 75 % of all the employees 
in Europe.

To encapsulate these elements in the 
overall study, four supporting stud-
ies were carried out which can be 
grouped under the following headings: 
‘The SME business case for diversity’; 
‘Diversity, innovation and productiv-
ity’; ‘Tools for a successful diversity 
journey’; and ‘Educating and training 
business leaders for tomorrow’.

The SME business case  
for diversity

For this part of the study, 1 200 com-
panies across 27 European states were 
surveyed. Additionally, 100 SMEs and 
64 SME intermediaries were inter-
viewed, and both sets of data, quanti-
tative and qualitative, suggest that di-
versity is as relevant to SMEs as it is to 
the largest corporations. The research 
also suggests that although the ma-
jority of SMEs recognise the business 
benefits of diversity, only a minority 
follow through and establish formal 
human resource strategies that have 
the power to harness diversity. For the 
majority of SMEs, diversity manage-
ment begins with a simple appraisal 
of their human resource management 
(HRM) processes. Providing more ad-
vice regarding transparent recruitment 
approaches can help SMEs to employ 
the best persons for jobs — irrespec-
tive of their personal background. 
The changing contours of Europe also 

provide the impetus for new business 
solutions in a fast-changing landscape 
to neutralise the fluctuations of eco-
nomic cycles.

This is particularly so with respect to 
what concerns SMEs the most — hu-
man resource and personnel consid-
erations — as migration within and/
or to Europe opens up a number of 
opportunities as well as problems that 
require solving. In fact, the majority of 
companies surveyed and interviewed 
understood that, whilst a focus on 
inclusion and diversity can help with 
recruitment and retention of talented 
employees, it can also foster the con-
ditions that could create product and 
market innovation.

Diversity, innovation  
and productivity

Regardless of a company’s size or its mar-
ket reach, innovation is a driver for pro-
ductivity. This finding not only emerged 
from the innovation and diversity sur-
vey, but also surfaced in the focus group 
held in June 2008 around the subject of 
innovation and productivity.

As innovation processes depend on 
harnessing creativity, and while dy-
namic as well as supportive systems of 
management can elicit the best from 
staff, like-minded people will usually 
produce like-minded results. Diversi-
ty in the workforce can, however, help 
companies to break this mould and 
the cycle of limited unilateral think-
ing and, in so doing, set them free to 
discover new products, markets and 
ways of doing or leading business. The 
research here indicates that increasing 
numbers of companies are, indeed, 
recognising this.

(1) 	 Available online (http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/publications/booklets/fundamental_rights/pdf/ke7005617_en.pdf).



Tools for a successful       
diversity journey

Even though the majority of European 
companies are aware of diversity is-
sues, most have yet to embark upon 
their diversity journeys. Unfortunate-
ly, those that do start sometimes fail to 
make the best use of the support net-
works and information that is avail-
able. But to navigate individually the 
pathways of diversity risks missing the 
benefits entirely. Intermediary organi-
sations across Europe offer companies 
of all sizes specific and practical advice 
on how best to manage diversity and 
benefit from it. SMEs that lack the 
time and resources to develop a diver-
sity approach can particularly benefit 
from their guidance.

Similarly, it is clear from the case-
study work undertaken that diversity 
charters, too, can offer beacons for 
companies wishing to begin their di-
versity journeys or find new ways for-
ward on existing journeys. Balancing 
the needs of companies with no prior 
knowledge with those that have well 
established agendas, diversity charters 
can offer motivation that can encour-
age further action and do not penal-
ise slow progress. Currently existing 
in Germany, France and Brussels (al-
though new national level strategies 
are poised to arrive), the case for an 
EU-level charter can also be made. 
As an increasing number of compa-
nies seek to trade across borders, a 
clear commitment to diversity — as 

expressed through charter signatures 
or even possibly diversity awards — 
could have added value.

A note of caution needs, however, to 
be expressed. For while a consen-
sus exists that diversity charters and 
other innovative tools such as award 
schemes (like ‘Business in the commu-
nity’ (2) and ‘Race for opportunity’ (3) in 
the United Kingdom) are by and large 
helpful, many companies point out the 
risk associated with the approach. To 
put it unambiguously, they feel that 
because they are at different stages in 
the diversity process, they might be 
more intimidated than encouraged 
to continue their diversity journey if 
publicity of any kind is involved. In-
stead of risking public exposure and, 
indeed, acclamation, they prefer to opt 
for support tools that are more per-
sonal and direct, including training, 
coaching and mentoring.

Educating and training 
business leaders for 
tomorrow

Nearly all companies surveyed, includ-
ing those which have doubts about the 
efficacy of some of the diversity tools 
currently being proposed and devel-
oped, acknowledged that the diver-
sity journey encapsulates a continuing 
process of learning, adaptation, inno-
vation and partnership. The knowledge 
and skills required to respond to these  

challenges demand clear vision, focus 
and inclusive leadership. These com-
petences should form part of the devel-
opment of future business leaders and 
hence be an integral part of the cur-
ricula and research agenda of business 
schools and university departments.

Business schools, then, have a stra-
tegic role in educating and training 
current and future managers and busi-
ness leaders to enhance their skills and 
competences on diversity issues. Re-
search (through surveys among deans 
and academic experts, complemented 
by a limited number of case stud-
ies and in-depth interviews) suggests 
that leading business schools across 
Europe have taken a number of steps 
already in that direction and are ready 
and willing to take on further this re-
sponsibility. Overall, our findings doc-
ument encouraging levels of diversity 
management interest and activities but 
also highlight the need for further im-
proving the integration of the topic in 
teaching, research and employment 
practices within European business 
schools. A business–academic net-
work that contributes to the main-
streaming of diversity management as 
well as facilitating learning and cross-
sector partnerships can potentially 
play an important role in this process. 
With many grass-roots level diversity 
initiatives being initiated at business 
schools across Europe and the feasibil-
ity of a diversity network of business 
schools and companies secured, the 
path ahead seems to be firm.

(2)	 Information on ‘Business in the community’ awards for excellence is available online (http://www.bitc.org.uk/awards_for_excellence/index.html).
(3)	 Information on the ‘Race for opportunity’ awards is available online (http://www.bitc.org.uk/workplace/diversity/race/rfo_awards.html).
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Introduction:  
New Business Horizons in Europe1



1.1.	 The business case 
for diversity in Europe’s 
changing societies 

 
There are major challenges facing 
Europe. Technological advances, eco-
nomic challenges, globalisation and an 
ageing and increasingly diverse popu-
lation are generating profound chang-
es in our societies. Through the twin 
processes of globalisation and locali-
sation, the business horizons of Euro-
pean companies continue to shift and 
expand beyond national boundaries. 
Although the vast majority of Europe-
an small and medium-sized enterpris-
es (SMEs) operate at the local level, the 
opportunities and challenges they face 
are inextricably linked to processes 
taking place across regions, countries 
and continents. Regardless of whether 
a company operates at global or lo-
cal level, a more diversified society, 
customer base, market structure and 
workforce is becoming an increasingly 
central aspect of doing business. Com-
panies across Europe which recognise 
this are likely to do better than those 
that do not in this constantly shifting 
environment.

The diversity of our population is an 
increasingly striking feature of to-
day’s Europe. Diversity means several 
things but the term is generally used 
to describe entities with members who 
have identifiable differences. In the 
European context, diversity can be de-
fined from a policy and legal perspec-
tive across at least six clear ‘strands’: 
gender, age, race and ethnic origin, 
sexual orientation, religion and belief, 
and disability (4). Existing EU legisla-
tion covering these diversity strands 
had to be incorporated into the legisla-
tion of each EU Member State, which 
means in turn that companies have 
to comply with that legislation and 

should include all six strands in their 
diversity policies.

In order to understand the signifi-
cance of diversity for business, how-
ever, it is also important to go beyond 
this definition; to go ‘under the sur-
face’ of the strand-specific approach 
and to consider the ‘learnt’ aspects of 
difference — such as the attributes of 
individuals and even communities’ 
different types of knowledge acquisi-
tion, communication styles, personal 
skills, professional abilities and leader-
ship expertise (5).

At the simplest level, diversity and 
inclusive management can be un-
derstood as a process intended to 
create and maintain a positive work 
environment where the similarities 
and differences of individuals are 
valued. The objective of this is to en-
sure that all can reach their potential 
and maximise their contributions to 
an organisation’s strategic goals and  
objectives (6).

In reflecting on the challenges and op-
portunities presented by increasing di-
versity across Europe, company lead-
ers can also seek to use diversity inside 
and outside the organisation as a form 
of capital in its own right. As such, a 
diversity agenda helps companies not 
only to reflect on the diversity of their 
operational and human resource en-
vironment for good moral and ethical 
reasons, but also to use it to maximise 
their competitive advantage.

In brief, a focus on diversity can provide 
a sustainable business opportunity for 
all. At both global and local levels, the 
search for talent and improved com-
petitiveness — key challenges for small 
and large companies alike — rides on 
the ability to respond successfully to 
diversity within economies and socie-

ties. While many companies are keen 
to implement the necessary changes to 
realise this during times of economic 
growth, when faced with stagnation 
or possible recession they are under-
standably more wary. But companies 
with a clear focus on an inclusive di-
versity agenda are perhaps more likely 
to survive hard times than those that 
are not willing to reassess the way they 
recruit employees and with whom and 
how they do business.

Those that decide to take the opportu-
nities and face the challenges of diver-
sity start on a continuing journey; one 
that can lead not only to a more inclu-
sive workforce but also one which can 
lead to improved efficiency, productiv-
ity and profits.

1.2.	 A new European 
study on the business case 
for diversity: from SMEs to 
business schools

In 2005, a pan-European study on the 
business case for diversity (7) was carried 
out for the European Commission. The 
study concluded that diversity in the 
workplace was becoming increasingly 
important for European companies. 
Some 82 % of the 495 companies that 
responded to the survey suggested that 
they recognised the business benefits 
associated with diversity. Key amongst 
these were enhanced employee recruit-
ment and retention, an improved cor-
porate image and reputation, greater 
levels of innovation, and better mar-
keting opportunities. However, larger 
companies were apparently more likely 
to be on — or well along — the diver-
sity journey than smaller companies. 
This was also the case for companies in 
the ‘old’ 15 Member States.

(4)	 For example, see http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/fundamental_rights/legis/legln_en.htm. 
(5)	 Cognitive attributes are not ‘hard-wired’ into the brain but are shaped by social and cultural experience from birth.
(6)	 R. Kandola and J. Fullerton (1998), Diversity in action: managing the mosaic, Cromwell, Wiltshire.
(7)	 The business case for diversity — Good practices in the workplace, European Commission, September 2005.
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This fresh study into the business case 
for diversity was led by Focus Consul-
tancy in partnership with the Euro-
pean Academy of Business in Society 
(EABIS), EIM Business Policy & Re-
search, and the European Institute for 
Managing Diversity (EIMD). Support-
ing partners included the European 
Association of Craft, Small and Me-
dium-Sized Enterprises (Ueapme), 
the European Network for Social and 
Economic Research (ENSR), CSR 
Europe, and the European Founda-
tion for Management Development 
(EFMD) as well as many other organi-
sations and stakeholders (8).

The importance of this new study is to 
be found in the fact that many compa-
nies are rapidly realising that the lev-
eraging of workplace diversity can be a 
vital strategic resource for competitive 
advantage. This is not just the case for 
multinationals, the principal focus of 
the 2005 study, but more and more so 
it is also the case for SMEs, support-
ing organisations like Ueapme and 
those bodies concerned with business 
education and promotion.

Because of the number and impact 
of SMEs on the European economy 
— they employ approximately 75 % 
of the European workforce — a main 
aim of this new study is to understand 
better the current situation of work-
place and organisational diversity 
within particularly though not exclu-
sively SMEs. Further complementary 
aims are concerned with questions to 
do with the relationship between di-
versity, innovation and production, 
and the role of business schools in 
the training of managers to appreciate 
the significance of diversity in busi-

ness. When brought together with an 
understanding of the role of business 
support organisations and the success 
of ‘diversity charters’, these interre-
lated aims not only add value to the 
2005 study but also provide a wider 
perspective on ‘the diversity journey’ 
on which many companies have em-
barked.

        

1.3.	 Methodology

In order to provide up-to-date infor-
mation on the state of diversity poli-
cies and practices in European busi-
nesses and as an integral part of this 
new study, a survey was conducted in 
2008 with the help of the European 
Commission’s European Business Test 
Panel (EBTP) (9). In all, 335 companies 
across Europe replied to the survey. 
The outcome of this new research sug-
gested that while the majority of those 
diversity benefits identified in the 
2005 EBTP study remain valid today, 
in some areas significant changes have 
occurred (10).

In addition to the EBTP survey,  
1 200 SMEs across 27 European coun-
tries were surveyed and 100 SMEs and 
64 SME intermediaries from across  
13 Member States were interviewed 
with the aim of uncovering the extent 
to which diversity was on their agenda 
and how they could help promote the 
business case to SMEs. A summary 
of the findings of the survey and in-
terviews will be presented in the next 
chapter, entitled ‘Diversity for talent 
and competitiveness: the SME busi-
ness case for diversity’.

Drawing in part upon these findings 
and supplemented with a stand-alone 
innovation and diversity survey, an at-
tempt was made to unpack the I & D 
debate and literature. Results of this 
survey are summarised in Chapter 3 
(‘Joining the dots between diversity, 
innovation and productivity’). In all, 
300 companies were contacted, of 
which 35 completed and returned 
the I & D questionnaire, and from 
this sample a focus group was held 
in June 2008. The survey results 
provide a number of ways large and 
small enterprises could improve their 
diversity management to increase the 
benefits of greater innovation and 
productivity.

Drawing again in part on the find-
ings of the EBTP survey and addi-
tional interviews with 21 companies, 
a third major strand of the research 
was to look at voluntary initiatives 
in and for Europe. Augmented with 
a separate in-depth case-based study 
on the role of ‘diversity charters’ in 
Germany, France and the Brussels 
Capital Region (BCR), the objective 
here was to evaluate the effect and ef-
ficacy of developing and implement-
ing charters of this kind on a national 
and/or European-wide basis. The 
conclusions and recommendations 
which flow from this study are to be 
found in a discussion on the ‘Tools 
for a successful diversity journey’ in 
Chapter 4.

The last major element on which the 
research presented in this report is 
based consists of two surveys designed 
to elicit an understanding of the ‘state-
of-the-art’ in diversity management 
teaching and research across Europe 

(8)	 Individual organisations will be acknowledged throughout the report.
(9)	 http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/ebtp.
(10)	 The companies that responded to the 2005 and 2008 surveys were not representative of European companies as a whole. Furthermore,  

the 2008 sample was not matched in terms of country, sector, or company size to the 2005 sample. In the 2008 sample, German companies 
returned the largest number of responses (16 %), while companies in Estonia, Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg and Slovakia returned the least (less 
than 1 %). However, companies in only one country (Cyprus) did not return any responses at all. Please see the report ‘The state of diversity 
management in 2008’ for further information.
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and beyond. Responses to the first 
of these surveys — the deans survey 
— were received from 254 academic 
institutions, of which 137 were based 
in Europe. In all, 119 institutions re-
turned the Faculty survey and of these 
88 were based in Europe. Following 
this, 32 institutions were selected for 
qualitative research which resulted in 
the finding of 20 ‘good practice’ case 
studies. The detailed findings and 
conclusions of this research, the fol-
low-up interviews conducted with 15 
European academic scholars and the 
insights that arose from a ‘Symposium 
on diversity management education 
and curriculum development’ held on 
23 June 2008 at the ESADE Business 
School in Madrid will be found in 

Chapter 5 ‘Business schools and com-
pany networks: educating and train-
ing business leaders for tomorrow’.

Although additional notes on the 
methodology, data and material ger-
mane to this research report are to be 
found in a set of specialist research pa-
pers (11), a 12-month research project 
of this kind cannot be as conclusive as 
many might wish — as the research it-
self has to be seen to form part of ‘con-
tinuing the diversity journey’. To use 
the metaphor which underpins the 
narrative of this report, this finding, 
together with many more presented in 
the chapters that follow, suggest that 
there is some distance to go before the 
journey’s end.

Without the commitment of all the 
support organisations, however, and 
especially Ueapme, CSR Europe, 
ENSR and EFMD, the companies, 
business schools and universities and 
many individuals who participated in 
the surveys, focus groups and sym-
posium, the journey so far would 
not have been as stimulating as it has 
been. So to all the support organisa-
tions, small and large companies as 
well as individuals who took part in 
the study, the research consortium 
would like to extend its appreciation 
and thanks.

1.4.	 Diversity 
management in 2008: 
research with the European 
Business Test Panel

By far the most prevalent argument 
for adopting a diversity agenda sug-
gested by the 335 companies that re-
plied to the EBTP survey continues 
to be that it significantly broadens the 
pool of talent from which to employ 
staff, or helps to retain the best staff. 
Among the participating companies, 
56 % said they had some kind of di-
versity policies and practices in their 
enterprise. Of these companies, 59 % 
suggested these policies and practices 
had a positive impact on their busi-
ness and 27 % said they did not know. 
The link between diversity and in-
novation has become an increasingly 
recognised factor, rising from 26 % 
in 2005 to 63 % in 2008. Given that 
innovation is a significant driver for 
productivity (12) and can help compa-
nies navigate the changing nature of 

(11)	 The sub-studies that form the basis of the main study and the research papers that emanated from them are as follows: Diversity and innovation — 
A business opportunity for all, Diversity for talent and competitiveness — The SME business case for diversity, Voluntary diversity initiatives in and  
for Europe — The role of diversity charters, Diversity management in 2008 — Research with the European Business Test Panel and Diversity  
management and business schools — Current practice and future partnerships. These studies are available from the European Commission or Focus 
Consultancy.

(12)	 For examples please see D. Castellani and A. Zanfei (2006), Multinational firms, innovation and productivity, Edward Elgar Publishing  
Northampton, MA, USA; N. Janz, H. Lööf and B. Peters (2003), ‘Firm level innovation and productivity — Is there a common story across  
countries?’, Centre for European Economic Research Discussion Paper No 03-26, available online (ftp://ftp.zew.de/pub/zew-docs/dp/dp0326.pdf).
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global and local markets, the relation-
ship between diversity and innovation 
has the potential to become a crucial 
aspect of economic growth not only at 
the private business level but also for 
the European Union as a whole (13).

But although many EBTP companies 
in 2008 recognised the link between 
diversity and innovation, less than one 
third of companies ‘joined the dots’ 
and associated diversity with produc-
tivity. Of those, 83 % had set targets 
on diversity and tried to measure the 
impact of their diversity policies. This 
is an important finding, and one that 
suggests companies that seek a self-ap-
praisal of their diversity and inclusion 
processes can better understand the 
benefits that diversity brings. Over-
all, however, little progress has been 
made in measuring and evaluating the 
impact of diversity within individual 
companies. In 2008, just one quarter 
of EBTP companies that took part in 
the research suggested that they mon-

itored and measured the effects of di-
versity on company performance (14).

Results from the EBTP survey sug-
gest that there are many companies 
that have diversity policies in place 
but that more still needs to be done to 
engage those that do not. Moreover, 
greater assistance is required for com-
panies that do. As such, there could 
be a role for intermediaries and other 
stakeholders — business support or-
ganisations, chambers of commerce, 
and business schools in particular — 
to advise on the development of di-
versity policies and communicate its 
benefits. These organisations could 
also help companies to develop sys-
tems of measurement from the im-
plementation process to the product 
of enhanced workforce management, 
innovation, and productivity.

Within this context, new and original 
ways to communicate the business 
case for diversity will be required; in 

particular, methods that suit the chal-
lenges and needs of smaller companies 
and those based outside north-west-
ern Europe. One of these may be the 
development of ‘diversity charters’ at 
regional and national level for smaller 
companies, and an EU-level charter 
for larger corporations. As ‘starting 
points’ on the road to fully fledged 
diversity policies, national or regional 
diversity charters have been identi-
fied by their signatories in Germany, 
France and Brussels as key motivators 
and central points for information. 
EBTP respondents, nevertheless, were 
largely undecided on the value of di-
versity charters for their company. Of 
the 335 companies that replied, 26.9 % 
said that signing a diversity charter 
was/could be beneficial for their com-
pany, while 29.3 % disagreed. How-
ever, 43.9 % had no opinion.

(13)	 For examples please see: R. Drazin and C. Bird Schoonhoven (1996), ‘Community, population, and organisational effects on innovation: a multilevel  
perspective,’ Academy of Management Journal, 39, 5; 1065–1083; R. Sternberg and O. Arndt (2002), ‘The firm or the region: what determines  
the innovation behaviour of European firms?’, Economic Geography, 77, 4, 364–382; A. H. van de Ven (1986), ‘Central problems in the management 
of  innovation,’ Management Science, 32, 5: 509–607.	

(14)	 In 2005, however, this figure was 57 %. The apparent drop is probably caused by the far greater number of companies from the NMS12  that 
participated in the research. Please see the Diversity management  in 2008 report for further details.
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Research on the business case for di-
versity has been mainly focused on 
medium and large companies, not 
small enterprises. Partly because of 
this focus, the assumption amongst 
many SMEs is that diversity relates 
to issues of human resource manage-
ment of large and often already di-
verse workforces (15). Nevertheless, the 
global and diverse nature of regional 
and local communities within Europe 
means that global issues are becom-
ing increasingly relevant for even the 
smallest SMEs. But, at the same time, 
the overwhelmingly local nature of 
the SME marketplace and workforce 
means that the SME business case 
should still seek to respond to con-
cerns found at the local level and be 
communicated through a language 
and approach that SMEs can relate to.

As part of this study, a survey with 
SMEs across Europe was conducted 
to understand better their current re-
lationship to diversity and their par-
ticular challenges and needs (16). In 
total, more than 1 200 responses were 
received from SMEs in all 27 Member 
States (EU-27), from which 100 were 
contacted for follow-up interviews (17). 
The full methodology and results of 
the research can be found in the sepa-

rate report Diversity for talent and 
competitiveness — The SME business 
case for diversity (18).

2.1.	 Global/local context 
of SMEs

SMEs are defined as enterprises in the 
private non-primary sector that em-
ploy less than 250 staff members (19). 
According to the Observatory of Eu-
ropean SMEs there are 19.3 million 
enterprises in the European Economic 
Area (EEA) and Switzerland (20), pro-
viding employment for over 140 mil-
lion people. Some 92 % of these enter-
prises are ‘micro’ (0–9 employees), 7 % 
are ‘small’ (10–49 employees) and less 
than 1 % are ‘medium sized’ (50–249). 
Just 0.2 % of European enterprises are 
‘large’ (250+ employees). Reflecting 
this, more than two thirds of all jobs 
in Europe are provided by SMEs, with 
just one third provided by large enter-
prises.

The size of companies appears to be 
a significant factor in whether or not 
diversity policies are adopted and em-
bedded within organisational practic-

es. Whilst there are many SMEs that 
have well embedded diversity poli-
cies, it is the larger companies that are 
more likely to lead in this respect. This 
is in part because SMEs are subject to 
a number of distinctive and intrinsic 
characteristics that make them dif-
ferent from their larger counterparts. 
These affect the contents, nature and 
extent of SME business activities gen-
erally, and diversity practices in par-
ticular. Some of these characteristics 
include a very small workforce (the 
average small enterprise employs just 
6.8 staff members), significant levels 
of employment of family members 
(around half of SMEs provide employ-
ment for family members only), low 
levels of personnel, time and financial 
resources, high levels of economic 
insecurity, and no formal HRM proc-
esses (21).

A recent Eurobarometer/Gallup (22) survey 
of SMEs in Europe provides an under-
standing of the specific challenges faced 
by SMEs in Europe. According to that 
survey, the two most important business 
challenges faced by SMEs include limit-
ed customer demand for products and 
services (46 %) and a lack of skilled 
labour (35 %). The greatest number 
of challfaced SMEs in the 12 ‘new’ 

(15)	 A number of studies show that when asked to describe the benefits of equality and diversity policies the majority of companies suggest those relating  
to HRM more often than other areas of business practice. Given that equality and diversity policies in business began within HR departments this is 
not surprising. 

(16)	 The survey was designed by Focus Consultancy Ltd in partnership with EIM Business Policy & Research. The European Association of Craft, Small  
and Medium-Sized Enterprises translated and distributed the survey in 11 EU-27 Member States, while the following organisations very kindly  
distributed the survey or promoted a web-version of the survey across the remaining EU-27 MS: Managing Diversity, Fundación Andaluza Fondo 
de Formación y Empleo (FAFFE), International Federation of the Roofing Trade, Enterprise Europe Network, European Council for Small Busi-
nesses, European Space Agency (SME Unit), Excellis Business Consulting, Irish Business Consulting, Great Western Enterprises, South East England 
Development Agency and the European Small Business Alliance. The sample is not representative of SMEs in Europe. For further information on the 
methodology, please see the report Diversity for talent and competitiveness.

(17)	 Interviews were coordinated by EIM Business Policy & Research and conducted by members of ENSR. For further information, please see the report 
Diversity for talent and competitiveness.

(18)	 Available from Focus Consultancy upon request.
	 http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/enterprise_policy/sme_definition/decision_sme_en.pdf). 
(19)	 Europe-19 is used in the Observatory reports to indicate the 15 ‘old’ EU Member States and the EEA and EFTA countries.
(20)	 Observatory of European SMEs 2003, No 7, available online  

(http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/enterprise_policy/analysis/doc/smes_observatory_2003_report7_en.pdf). 
(21)	 Flash EB Series #196 — The Gallup Organisation: Survey of the Observatory of European SMEs, summary, fieldwork conducted November 2006 to 

January 2007, available online (http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/enterprise_policy/analysis/doc/2007/02_summary_en.pdf).
(22)	 NMS12: Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovena and Slovakia.

Continuing the Diversity Journey
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Member States of the European Union  
(NMS12)(23) plus several ‘old’ Member 
States (EU-15) (24), including Belgium, 
Greece, France, Italy, Malta and Portu-
gal. SMEs in the Nordic countries ap-
parently faced the fewest challenges.

Framing these challenges are the con-
texts within which SMEs have to op-
erate. For example, the same Euroba-
rometer/Gallup (25) survey suggested 
that the majority of SMEs believe that 
competition has increased in recent 
years, with 60 % of managers claiming 
that competition has recently intensi-
fied. SMEs in the NMS12 were more 
likely to report that competition has 
increased.

The primary response of SMEs to the 
challenge of competitiveness has been 
to invest in products and marketing (26). 
Some 12 % of turnover within Euro-
pean SMEs now derives from new or 
significantly improved products or 
services. However, SMEs in the EU-
15 report higher levels of innovation 
than SMEs in the NMS12. Across 
Europe, the greatest barriers to in-
novation include problems accessing 
finance, scarcity of skilled labour, a 
lack of market demand, and expen-
sive human resources. Just 26 % of 
SMEs seek to overcome competition 
through seeking new markets in other 
EU countries or beyond. Reflecting 
the low level of interest in expanding 
international operations, less than  

1 in 10 SMEs create their turnover 
from exports to other European coun-
tries and beyond.

2.2.	 Benefits of a diverse 
workforce for SMEs

Some of these issues — recruitment 
of high quality staff and challenges 
encouraging innovation especially — 
also face larger companies. But while 
larger companies have the resources 
to attract and retain the best staff and 
foster innovation, SMEs do not (27). 
However, a diversity agenda or a set 
of diversity policies and practices, 
with clear aims and objectives can of-
fer SMEs a cost-effective approach to 
overcoming these challenges by at-
tracting the best talent and increasing 
market competitiveness through skills 
and greater innovation (28). A diversity 
agenda of this kind can also broaden 
the potential customer base, expand-
ing the ability of SMEs to sell more 
products to more customers — a sig-
nificant contribution when the work-
force is too small to allow a diversity 
of employees (29).

A large majority of the 1 200 SMEs 
(79 %) that took part in the diversity 
survey suggested that they recognised 
business benefits when employing 
and promoting a diverse workforce. 

Although this is overall a very positive 
finding, it should be interpreted with 
the context of the research in mind. 
Crucially, the sample of SMEs was not 
representative and those that took part 
were probably in the majority of those 
with an existing level of awareness in 
or activities around diversity. It is very 
likely that ‘in reality’ very many fewer 
SMEs recognise the business benefits 
of diversity (30).

Nevertheless, of those that do recog-
nise the business benefits of diversity, 
the majority (60 %) suggested it was 
because diversity policies enable the 
recruitment and retention of high-
quality employees. When interviewed, 
SMEs explained that this aspect was 
especially important given shortages 
on the labour market and competi-
tion for employees between SMEs 
and larger enterprises (31). A further 
40 % also recognised a link between 
diversity, creativity and innovation. In 
relation to this, SMEs explained that 
employees with diverse backgrounds 
have different approaches to problems 
and that this breeds creativity. Fur-
thermore, SMEs suggested that the 
different perspectives of employees 
can complement each other and this 
may lead to innovation.

Other benefits of diversity identi-
fied by SMEs included reduced ab-
senteeism and employee turnover, 
reduced time wasted and time lost, 

2.  Diversity for talent and competitiveness: the SME business case for diversity

(23)	 NMS12: Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovena and Slovakia.
(24)	 EU-15: Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Austria, the Netherlands, Portugal, Finland, Sweden and 

the United Kingdom.
(25)	 Ibid.
(26)	 Ibid.
(27)	 As seen below, a lack of time and resources was one of the most common problems mentioned by SMEs and SME organisations facing SMEs when 

developing or implementing a diversity agenda.
(28)	 For detailed information on the link between diversity, creativity and innovation, please see the report Diversity and Innovation.
(29)	 For further examples on the business benefits of diversity for SMEs see: Ueapme compendium of good practices of diversity and non-discrimina-

tion in European crafts, small and medium-sized enterprises and their organisations, 2007, available online  
(http://www.ueapme.com/docs/compendium/compendium_print.pdf).

(30)	 This was the finding of the EBTP study.
(31)	 It may be that competition over staff will become increasingly important for SMEs as social changes and their effects upon the structure of the fam-

ily lessen the degree to which children and other family members desire to work for the family firm. 
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increased client loyalty, increased 
brand value and the access to new 
markets. Some SMEs suggested that 
a diversity policy could help staff to 
feel that they belong within the com-
pany and thus increase the sense of 
loyalty and dedication to their job (32). 
Others pointed out that when em-
ployees with many years’ experience 
work alongside new employees they 
can share their knowledge and skills 
and help young staff to develop 
more quickly. In relation to client 
loyalty, SMEs suggested that diver-
sity can help the company reflect the 
community of which it is a part and 
thus increase customer interest and 
loyalty. SMEs that are internation-
ally active can also better relate to 
and understand the greater diversity 
of clients. This can also help when 
accessing new markets. Overall, di-
versity was recognised as helping to 
create a respectable and socially re-
sponsible brand.

Taken together, the means by which 
diversity can provide SMEs with a so-
lution to their particular market chal-
lenges is already recognised by SMEs 
that know something about diversity. 
The challenge lies in communicating 
this more effectively to those SMEs that 
do not recognise the business benefits 
of diversity or are even not aware of the 
concept of diversity and inclusion.

2.3.	 Incorporating 
diversity: how SMEs 
establish and implement  
a diversity agenda

The starting point for most large com-
panies on their diversity journey takes 
the form of some written statement 
or policy setting out the principles to 
which they seek to adhere. In some 
countries, this is required by law, for 

example in the United Kingdom or 
Finland when companies have more 
than 30 employees. In addition, na-
tional voluntary initiatives have been 
established that provide companies 
with a set of principles in the form of a 
‘diversity charter’ (for example in Ger-
many and France and in Brussels; see 
Chapter 4 of this report). The value of 
a written set of principles and a writ-
ten diversity policy is that they provide 
an agreed and established reference 
point for employers, employees, cus-
tomers and other stakeholders on the 
importance of non-discrimination in 
the workplace and society. However, 
although 79 % of SMEs taking part 
in the diversity survey recognised the 
business benefits of diversity, just 17 % 
had a formal written diversity policy. A 
further 55 % suggested they had an un-
written policy that was communicated 
verbally.

When interviewed, SMEs that did not 
have a written policy suggested it was 
because they had simply not consid-
ered it relevant or that they were plan-
ning to create one in the near future. 
For example, one SME suggested that it 
did not require a policy as recruitment 
of staff with diverse profiles happened 
‘by chance,’ i.e. when applicants with 
diverse profiles proved to be the ‘best 
person for the job.’ Others similarly 
stressed that they only considered the 
qualifications of applicants, not the 
applicant’s social background or other 
characteristics. Another reason men-
tioned was that the SME was too small 
to make a written policy worthwhile or 
relevant: indeed, the results of the di-
versity survey suggest that SMEs with 
50–249 employees were more likely 
to have a written policy than SMEs 
with 1–4 employees (33). Related issues 
included lack of time to formalise an 
unwritten policy and lack of support 
from external organisations in how to 
write and implement a policy.

Source: 2008 SME diversity survey

Figure 1: SME business benefits associated with diversity

(32)	 This may be increasingly important in the context of lower levels of family based employment within SMEs as owner-managers have to learn 
new ways of motivating staff members beyond appeals to kinship obligation and duty.

(33)	 It would be expected that this issue would be even more relevant for SMEs that recruited from within the family only. In that case, appeals to a 
sense of kinship duty and obligation would often be more important than formal contract. 
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2.4.	 Creating a diverse 
workforce: how SMEs 
manage human resources

One of the most common reasons 
given by the 1 200 SMEs surveyed 
for why they do not have diversity 
policies is because they employ so few 
staff. SMEs that recruit from within 
the family are also more likely to es-
tablish working relationships on prin-
ciples derived from family obligation 
and duty rather than formal contract. 
However, SMEs also claim that one 
of their greatest challenges lies in re-
cruiting the right people. The assump-
tion that diversity equates only with 
having a diverse — and so almost by 
definition large — workforce is incor-
rect. A truly inclusive human resource 
strategy also rests on simply establish-
ing recruitment and staff development 
procedures that identify the best per-
son for the job — regardless of their 
background.

As small organisations, the SME own-
er-manager tends to be responsible 
for HRM. The diversity survey sug-
gested that in two thirds of SMEs the 
owner-manager personally deals with 
HRM issues, while just 22 % rely on a 
designated HR manager. As would be 
expected, larger SMEs more often ap-
point a designated HR manager than 
smaller SMEs. There is, of course, 
a clear rationale for this approach; 
given the size of many SMEs, it could 
not be any other way. Because of the 
resource constraints there is a higher 
risk in SMEs that the person respon-
sible for HRM may not have had the 
necessary training to ensure that the 
best possible systems of recruitment 
and promotion have been developed 
and implemented, including diver-
sity training. Indeed, when SMEs 
participating in the diversity survey 
were asked what kinds of information 
they required for improving their HR 
strategies, two thirds suggested ad-
vice on how to recruit and select the 

right employee, how to promote in-
dividuals within the workplace, and 
for further information on training 
opportunities: all areas where knowl-
edge of diversity issues can make sig-
nificant contributions.

Reflecting this lack of knowledge, ac-
cording to the diversity survey very 
few SMEs make full use of all possi-
ble recruitment avenues. Half of the 
SMEs that took part in the survey 
rely on word of mouth, while just less 
than half rely on direct applications 
with CVs or place advertisements 
in the local press. Relying on word 
of mouth is likely to restrict the em-
ployment choices of SMEs, given that 
employees are recruited directly from 
the owner-manager’s social network 
or the friends and family of other 
employees, suppliers, or customers. 
In most cases, it can be assumed that 
this network is relatively small and 
socially homogenous. Given that 
the majority of SMEs that took part 
in the survey recognise the business 
benefits of diversity, this finding is 
indicative of how many SMEs never-
theless conduct their HRM without 
full regard to diversity practices. Of 
course, the economic reality is that 
word of mouth represents the quick-
est and cheapest way of filling empty 
posts within a company.

Direct applications and applications 
via newspaper advertisements help 
to broaden the potential pool of ap-
plicants. However, there is a high 
likelihood that employers without 
HRM training and diversity aware-
ness will favour the CVs of individu-
als that more closely resemble their 
own in terms of social and cultural 
background, while the wording of 
newspaper advertisements might in-
advertently deter people with diverse 
profiles from applying.

When interviewed, some SMEs sug-
gested that the nature of the work of-
fered meant that it was more suitable 

to be undertaken by certain kinds of 
people. A business in Spain indicated 
that they preferred to employ women 
for posts that involved customer serv-
ice and men for posts that involved 
physical tasks. This view was echoed 
by another SME that suggested it re-
cruited women for customer service 
roles because they are ‘better carers’.

These kinds of assumptions may also 
deter people from submitting CVs or 
applying for advertised posts. Some 
women may not feel they can apply 
for jobs in traditionally male sectors 
such as heavy industry, construction 
or haulage, while men might choose 
not to apply for jobs in the social and 
childcare sectors.

One of the biggest barriers to having a 
truly open recruitment process lies in 
the kinds of characteristics employers 
tend to seek in potential employees. 
When asked what kinds of charac-
teristics they look for when employ-
ing somebody, the majority of SMEs 
that took part in the diversity survey 
claimed that ‘job competence’ was very 
important. As one interviewee argued, 
a ‘diversity policy can be kept in mind 
when recruiting new personnel. How-
ever, in the end it is about recruiting 
the best/most competent and qualified 
employee, not the most diverse’.

In the context of informal recruitment 
procedures, the risk is that potentially 
excellent staff will be excluded because 
of how an employer determines ‘com-
petence’. In some cases, ideas of com-
petence may incorporate irrelevant 
social, cultural or personality traits 
and not directly related competences 
required to execute the job in an ap-
propriate way.

For instance, a large minority of SMEs 
taking part in the diversity survey 
suggested they preferred to recruit 
individuals who understood and to 
some extent mirrored the image of the 
company and its values. Again, this is 

2.  Diversity for talent and competitiveness: the SME business case for diversity
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rather subjective and can contain a set 
of biased assumptions about what con-
stitutes the ‘right kind’ of image and 
set of values. SMEs concerned about 
client opinions, for example, suggested 
that they might only employ individu-
als that reflect their homogenous cus-
tomer base.

2.5.	 Context-driven 
barriers to creating a diverse 
workforce

According to our survey, the context 
within which employers recruit and 
SMEs operate also has a detrimental 
effect on creating diverse HRM pro-
cedures. The most significant barriers 
included attitudes of employees, con-
fusing legislation, and the nature of the 
job, which inhibited the employment 
of certain types of people. Confusing 
legislation was more often mentioned 
by micro-enterprises, as was negative 
client opinions.

While several of these barriers can be 
overcome through the dissemination 
of information and provision of train-
ing, barriers created by client opinions 
are harder to challenge. This was also 
the view of SMEs, who when asked 
about the external barriers they faced 
listed more information and better 
training as key requirements within 
strategies to overcome them.

In the diversity survey, many SMEs 
blamed employees for erecting barriers 
to diversity. While this may be true in 
some cases, it should be remembered 
that in others the owner-manager 
might have been ‘shifting the blame’.

Some SMEs when interviewed sug-
gested that language, cultural or reli-
gious differences created distrust and a 
lack of cohesion within the workforce. 
For example, one SME indicated that 
when a Muslim employee took prayer 
breaks other employees felt uncom-
fortable, apparently because they were 

unused to public displays of religious 
expression. Amongst SMEs that rely 
on word of mouth when seeking em-
ployers, a resistant workforce to diver-
sity is also not likely to nominate indi-
viduals with diverse profiles.

A related issue was that of cultural dif-
ference, both in terms of the culture of 
the workplace and the culture of em-
ployees. Some SMEs voiced the opinion 
that the cultural backgrounds of em-
ployees manifest as different attitudes 

to work, in both positive and negative 
ways. While some SMEs suggested that 
people from different countries or parts 
of the world have different expecta-
tions in terms of output quality, with 
some employees producing work that 
others would not accept, other SMEs  
argued that some cultures have stronger 
work ethics that focus on taking pride 
in work and producing the best results. 
Some SMEs suggested that because of 
these kinds of problems and differenc-
es, training for employees (for example 
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Figure 2: SME recruitment strategies
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Figure 3: Characteristics that SMEs look for in employees
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Table 1: SME ‘do’s and don’ts’ when developing and implementing diversity and equal opportunities policies

in the national language, cultural dif-
ferences, communication differences 
and conflict resolution) was necessary.

In relation to confusing legislation, 
some SMEs suggested they had prob-
lems when it came to their obliga-
tions when employing persons with a 

disability, or when arranging a work 
permit for someone from abroad. An 
SME in Spain complained that due to 
immigration laws certain people from 
eastern Europe cannot obtain a work 
permit until a certain date in the fu-
ture. Others pointed out that when 
they do employ foreigners they have 

to complete a lot of paperwork and 
that this wastes a lot of time. Finally, 
SMEs suggested that it was difficult to 
know where they could advertise jobs 
if they specifically wanted to recruit 
people with diverse profiles.

2.6.	 SME suggestions for 
overcoming barriers

During interview SMEs were asked to 
suggest ways by which they could over-
come (or could envisage overcoming) 
these barriers. In the main, proposed 
suggestions focused on the further 
dissemination of knowledge and train-
ing within and between SMEs, and by 
SME intermediary support organisa-
tions. Similarly, SMEs were also asked 
to suggest useful ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ when 
developing and implementing diver-
sity and equal opportunities policies. 
The suggestions provided by SMEs are 
presented in Table 1.

2.  Diversity for talent and competitiveness: the SME business case for diversity
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Figure 4: Barriers SMEs face when employing staff with diverse profiles

Do use support offered by government, business net-
works, business organisations — they possess knowl-
edge and can give advice when dealing with diversity 
issues.
Do keep up to date with national legislation — this can 
save lots of time when questions and issues emerge.

Do make in-job training possible — people with dis-
abilities can improve their motor skills and different lin-
guistic groups can improve their language skills.

Do offer work–life programmes — these can encour-
age working mothers or people with disabilities that can 
only work part-time to join the company.

Do set behaviour standards by using role models — ex-
emplary behaviour of managers and older employees 
will be adopted by others.

Do always employ someone because they are the most 
qualified person for the job.

Don’t make the identity of the company a top priority 
— create space within the identity to make people feel 
at home and increase interaction between employees.

Don’t make diversity seem like a cost but part of run-
ning the business in an effective and customer-friendly 
way — identify how diversity leads to business benefits.

Don’t stick to old policies if they are not working — talk 
to employees and external organisations to create new 
strategies.

Don’t discard cultural differences: it is important there 
is good understanding between employees — this will 
help to develop and maintain mutual respect.

Don’t have a closed mind: try new things — and be pre-
pared for surprises!

Don’t recruit someone just because they have a differ-
ent background.

Source: 2008 SME diversity survey

DO DON’T
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Summary

•	 A large majority of the 1 200 SMEs (79 %) that took part in the diversity survey suggested that they recognise business 
benefits when employing and promoting a diverse workforce.

•	 The SME business case for diversity should focus on solving the specific problems and needs of SMEs, not generic 
business concerns.

•	 The search for talent and competitiveness through innovation in a business environment of increased challenges and 
economic uncertainty frames the daily concerns of most SMEs.

•	 SMEs in the NMS12 face these problems to a greater extent according to the Eurobarometer/Gallup survey.

•	 A focus on inclusion and diversity can help SMEs to recruit and retain the best talent and foster the conditions that can 
create product and market innovation.

•	 SMEs that seek to formalise their HRM strategies and employee diversity training will be better able to attract workers 
and get the best from them, helping to improve their market position and competitive advantage.

•	 SMEs seek further forms of advice and guidance in order to succeed in their search for talent and competitiveness.



3 Joining the dots between diversity, 
innovation and productivity
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In order to meet the challenges and 
opportunities created by the changing 
nature of global and local economies, 
increasing numbers of companies of 
all sizes are beginning to recognise 
the important relationship between 
diversity and innovation (34). This is 
occurring at a time when innovation 
has been taking an increasingly centre 
stage in national and European poli-
tics. In a 2006 communication entitled 
‘Putting knowledge into practice: A 
broad-based innovation strategy for the  
EU’ (35), the European Commission un-
derlined that Europe has to become a 
truly knowledge-based and innovation-
friendly society in order to achieve the 
aim of higher levels of growth (36).

As part of this study, a survey of com-
panies across Europe explored how 
they envisaged the relationship be-
tween diversity, innovation and pro-
ductivity in more detail (37). In all, 34 
detailed responses were received, sup-
plemented by responses to the 2008 
EBTP survey discussed above. Further 
information was also elicited during 
follow-up interviews with 10 leading 
companies and during discussions held 
in a workshop exploring diversity and 
innovation in Brussels on 26 June 2008. 
Full details can be found in the report 
Diversity and innovation — A business 
opportunity for all (38).

3.1.	 Is there a link 
between diversity, 
innovation and productivity?

The changing horizons of European 
businesses at global and local levels 
present new challenges and opportuni-
ties for all companies. Especially in the 
current context of reduced consumer 
spending, SMEs as well as large compa-
nies must seek new products and mar-
kets through innovative ways of doing 
business (39).

Innovation is a multidimensional term, 
displaying both ‘subjective’ and ‘objec-
tive’ traits. Subjective traits of innova-
tion include the processes of creativity 
and original thinking, the communi-
cation of creative and original think-
ing to others, and the uptake of those 
ideas by others. Here, thinking relates 
to all areas of company activity, includ-
ing everyday operations and problems 
through to the research and develop-
ment of new or existing products, and 
the sourcing of new suppliers and ex-
pansion into new markets.

Objective traits of innovation include 
the structures within which such ideas 
are thought about, transmitted to, and 
taken up by others, and the output and 
outcome in terms of definable ben-

efits. The success that a company has 
with encouraging innovation depends 
upon the ways in which the subjective 
‘raw materials’ of innovation — crea-
tive thinking by individuals or groups 
— can be harnessed by the objective 
structures of innovation. For the pur-
poses of this report, innovation, then, 
is best defined as ‘the generation and 
introduction of new ideas that lead to 
the development of new products and 
services, processes and systems in all 
areas of business activity’.

The ability of diverse individuals to 
communicate creative and original 
thinking to others, and the willingness 
of those others to listen and respond to 
such ideas, might be constrained by in-
stitutional and non-institutional forms 
of discrimination. These could include 
the degree to which the company has a 
culture of ‘inclusion’ and the objective 
organisational structures within which 
creative and innovative thinking takes 
place. As such, any attempt at encour-
aging ‘latent’ creativity and innovation 
within and through diverse workforces 
must be linked with wider manage-
ment processes and practices of the 
businesses themselves.

A final dimension relating to ‘diversity-
led’ innovation is that its occurrences 
and benefits are seldom ‘seen’. Amongst 

(34)	 The link between diversity and innovation has been well documented. For examples, please see: N. J. Alder (2002), International dimensions of 
organizational behaviour, fourth edition, South Western, Thompson Learning, Cincinnati, Ohio; N. Basset-Jones (2005), ‘The paradox of diversity 
management, creativity, and innovation,’ Creativity & Innovation Management, 14, 2: 169–176; S. H. Cady and J. Valentine (1999), ‘Team innova-
tion and perceptions of consideration: What difference does diversity make?’ Small Group Research, 30, 730–750; O. Grassman (1991), ‘Multicul-
tural teams: increasing creativity and innovation by diversity’, Creativity and Innovation Management, 10, 2: 88–95.

(35)	 COM(2006) 502 final, available online (http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2006/com2006_0502en01.pdf).
(36)	 See http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/innovation/index_en.htm for further information.
(37)	 The survey was designed by Focus Consultancy Ltd in partnership with the European Institute for Managing Diversity. The questionnaire was dis-

tributed to member companies of CSR Europe and via Focus Consultancy and EIMD contact lists. Focus Consultancy and EIMD also conducted 
follow-up interviews. Neither the survey nor the interviews were conducted with a representative sample of European companies. A workshop 
further exploring diversity and innovation was organised by Focus Consultancy, EIMD and CSR Europe and held in Brussels on 26 June 2008.

(38)	 Available from Focus Consultancy upon request.
(39 )	 For further information on the SME business case for diversity and innovation, please see Chapter 2 of this report.
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companies that participated in the 
EBTP survey, although the majority 
recognised the link between diversity 
and innovation, only a minority also 
linked diversity with productivity. Of 
those that did, the vast majority ac-
tively measured the effects of diversity 
upon their company. Findings obtained 
through the diversity and innovation 
survey suggested that whilst many 
companies are of the opinion that a 
relationship between diversity and in-
novation exists, very few can point to 
specific examples. If the innovative po-
tential of diversity is to be properly lev-
eraged by companies, it is essential that 
they develop systems of measurement 
that capture it and thus help to shape 
future activities to promote it.

Previous research and indeed commen-
tary from business leaders indicates 
that there can be a positive relationship 
between diversity and innovation in a 
business context. Some research exam-
ples are listed below.

•	 Adler (2002) notes that diversity in 
multicultural teams is associated 
with positive group outcomes such 
as increased levels of innovation, 
creativity and problem solving (40).

•	 Hennessey and Amabile (1998) 
suggest that diversity, when com-
bined with an understanding of in-
dividual strengths and weaknesses, 
and working relationships that are 
founded upon sensitivity and trust, 
enhances creativity and problem 
solving capability (41).

•	 Niebuhr (2006) found higher levels 
of research and development and 

innovation in regions of Germany 
that had higher levels of cultural 
diversity than regions with lower 
levels of diversity (42).

•	 In a most comprehensive study of 
1 000 international teams, Gratton 
et al. (2007) found that innovation 
was positively correlated with equal 
gender ratio within work teams and 
negatively correlated with an un-
equal ratio (43).

•	 Moreover, the internationalisation 
of innovation renders cultural diver-
sity a reality for innovative teams.

One example of this is the Hewlett-
Packard’s latex printing technology 
— an innovation driven by diversity. 
The technology is a new solution that 
offers print service providers a com-
pelling printing alternative for a wide 
variety of applications. It provides du-
rable, sharp, vivid image quality while 
reducing the total impact of printing 
on the environment. The innovation 
was the result of consciously assem-
bling a diverse team of 120 engineers 
across four different countries. Issues 
of cultural and other forms of diver-
sity were effectively managed in order 
to release the creative potential of dif-
ferent individuals from a wide range 
of backgrounds.

There are a number of ways in which 
diversity contributes to innovation.

•	 Flexibility, creativity and the abil-
ity to innovate are enhanced by the 
existence of dissimilar mindsets — 

that is to say, like-minded people 
make like-minded decisions, limit-
ing the breadth and depth of inno-
vative and creative thinking (44)

•	 While situations where individu-
als and groups find their existing 
mindsets, beliefs and knowledge-
sets challenged will produce effec-
tive learning, this is more likely to 
happen when there is diverse mix 
of participants and an environment 
in which all individuals feel their 
views are valued.

•	 Diversity can contribute to more 
effective decision-making and 
problem-solving capabilities by 
providing a diverse range of per-
spectives, a broader spectrum of 
expertise and more robust critical 
evaluation (45).

•	 Teams characterised by diver-
sity have the capability to access 
broader networks of relationships, 
cultural capital and bicultural com-
petence and bring these assets into 
the innovation process. Increased 
productivity, innovation, and crea-
tivity are about making effective 
use of this capacity 

Findings obtained through the EBTP 
and diversity and innovation surveys 
suggested that companies actively 
recognise these benefits. As already 
mentioned, almost two thirds of 
EBTP companies said that the link 
existed, and a further 20 % said that 
they did not know. Interestingly, 
SMEs and larger companies were 
equally likely to recognise a link be-
tween diversity and innovation (46).
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(40)	 N. J. Adler (2002), International dimensions of organizational behavior, fourth edition, South Western, Thompson Learning. Cincinnati, Ohio.
(41)	 B. A. Hennessey and T. M. Amabile (1998), ‘Reward, intrinsic motivation, and creativity’, American Psychologist, 53, 674–675.
(42)	 A. Niebuhr (2006), ‘Migration and innovation — Does regional diversity matter for R & D activity?,’ IAB-Discussion Paper, 14/2006.
(43)	 L. Gratton, E. Kelan, A. Voigt, L. Walker and H.-J. Wolfram (2007), ‘Innovative potential: men and women in teams,’ report by the Lehman 

Brothers Centre for Women in Business at the London Business School; available online  
(http://www.london.edu/assets/documents/Word/Innovative_Potential_NOV_2007.pdf).

(44)	 M. F. Ozbilgin (2008), ‘Innovation and diversity in organisational settings’, unpublished manuscript.
(45)	 N. Basset-Jones (2005), ‘The paradox of diversity management, creativity and innovation’, Creativity & Innovation Management, 14, 2: 169–176.
(46)	 SMEs 59 %; 250–499 employees 58 %; 500+ employees 58 %: this finding for SMEs was replicated by the SME diversity survey reported in  

Chapter 1 of this report.
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

In the specialised diversity and in-
novation survey, the large majority of 
companies that participated did rec-
ognise the link between diversity and 
innovation: some 85 %. Furthermore, 
the benefits of increased innovation 
were seen by these companies as a key 
argument for promoting workplace 
diversity. Of those that recognised 
there was a link, 32 % suggested that 
diversity-led innovation was one of 
many equal arguments for diversity, 
while half suggested that it was among 
the top three drivers.

However, of those that recognised the 
link, just less than one third moni-
tored and/or measured the innovation 
benefits of diversity. This is a com-
mon challenge in assessing the impact 
of diversity generally — because the 
determining of the causality and con-
nectivity between a diversity initiative 
and its outcomes, and separating it out 
from other factors, can be a complex 
problem that will require further re-
search.

3.2.	 Areas of diversity  
and innovation

 
Companies taking part in the diver-
sity and innovation survey were asked 
which areas of company activity they 
thought benefited from diversity-led 
innovation. These areas can be broad-
ly categorised as product innovation, 
sales innovation and operational in-
novation (47).

In relation to product innovation, 
participants were asked whether they 
thought diversity led to innovation in 
new and existing products, for new 
and existing customers. In all, 82 % of 
respondents thought that diversity led 
to the development of new products. 

One quarter of these thought that di-
versity led to products for only new 
customers, and half for both new and 
existing customers. Just 7 % thought 
that diversity led to new products for 
existing customers only. Over one 
quarter did not think that diversity 
led to new product innovation at all. 
Broadly similar results were obtained 
when the question was put whether 
diversity led to the adaptation of exist-
ing products.

Novartis has developed an external 
advisory council to act as an inde-
pendent and objective body to put 
pressure on Novartis’ executive teams 
to follow through with diversity com-
mitments. Following pressure from the 
council, research was conducted into 
the gender make-up of its agricultural 
customer base that subsequently led 
to the development of specific prod-
ucts for women.

In relation to sales innovation, partici-
pants were asked to evaluate the rela-
tionship between diversity and sales 
and marketing, procurement, and the 
development of business opportuni-
ties with diverse customers. Just over 
half of the respondents thought that 

diversity led to innovation in sales and 
marketing, and half agreed that busi-
ness opportunities could be created 
with diverse customers. However, only 
one third thought that diversity led to 
innovation in procurement. Attitudes 
in relation to customer service and 
engagement were more divided. Half 
agreed that diversity led to innovation 
in this field, while half disagreed.

L’Oreal noticed that no specialist 
products existed for Muslim women 
who wear a veil. Following a con-
sultation process with these women, 
L’Oreal developed a range of skin-care 
products that suited their needs.

Finally, companies were asked to 
evaluate the relationship between 
diversity and operational innova-
tion. Three quarters of all companies 
thought that a relationship existed 
with the management of company 
and organisational challenges. More 
than 92 % thought that diversity 
led to innovation in human resource 
management and staff recruitment 
and development practices. Just 18 % 
suggested that this related to initiatives 
specifically for diverse employees, 
suggesting that the innovative value of 
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Source: 2008 diversity and innovation survey

Figure 5: Diversity-led innovation leading to new products for new  
and/or existing customers

(47)	 These are not formal categories but are used to help understand and interpret the data.
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processes developed with equality and 
diversity in mind had value for all staff 
regardless their background.

Overall, the research suggests that 
companies strongly associate diver-
sity-led innovation with product in-
novation and operational innovation, 
particularly HR issues. Customer 
service and sales innovation, on the 
other hand, are less well recognised.

3.3.	 Benefits of diversity-
led innovation

 
The majority of EBTP companies that 

recognised the link between diversity 
and innovation identified HRM proc-
esses (60 %) and customer service  
(58 %) as benefiting most. Other areas 
included those related to the develop-
ment of new products and services.

Companies that took part in the di-
versity and innovation survey were 
also asked to evaluate how they per-
ceived the benefits of diversity-led in-
novation. Questions focused on the 
benefits of operational and innovative 
ideas and their effects in terms of or-
ganisational efficiency and corporate 
profit. The large majority of compa-
nies agreed with the benefits suggested 

to them. These included the provision 
of multiple perspectives to address 
strategic and operational issues and 
challenges, greater understanding of 
and sensitivity towards different cus-
tomers and market segments (in this 
sense, the innovation also had prod-
uct and sales innovation benefits) and 
the generation of new ideas and syn-
ergy from the combination of differ-
ent ideas. In addition, more than half 
of the respondents thought that these 
benefits translated into organisational 
efficiency and corporate profit.

Dublin Bus in Ireland provides a 
good example of diversity resulting in 
greater understanding of a customer 
segment and the introduction of an 
innovative strategy. Following consul-
tations and discussions with its older 
employees, a new marketing initiative 
was introduced developing positive 
images and languages in relation to 
older customers and an awareness-
raising initiative in relation to ageism. 
The result has been seen in positive 
feedback from these older customers 
and greater satisfaction of this cus-
tomer base.

3.4.	 Barriers to diversity 
and innovation and  
productivity

Despite all the positive links between di-
versity and innovation, we also have to 
acknowledge that poor diversity man-
agement can produce negative results 
and low levels of innovation. DiStefano 
and Maznevski (2003) (48) carried out 
research on 73 company-based teams 
from six different countries. Their find-
ings suggest the following: ‘Diverse 
teams tend to perform either better or 
worse than homogeneous ones, with 
more performing worse than better. 

3. Joining the Dots between Diversity, Innovation and Productivity

Figure 7: Diversity-led operational innovation
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(48)	 J. J. DiStefano and M. L. Maznevski (2000), ‘Creating value with diverse teams in global management,’ Organizational Dynamics, 29, 1: 45–63.
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

They set out to determine what dis-
tinguished the poor performers from 
the high performers and found that 
poor diversity management was the 
key issue’.

The main challenge to the linking of 
diversity and innovation is that dif-
ferences between members of teams 
in organisations may lead to reduced 
cohesion, increased conflict, and 
problems of communication and par-
ticipation. In turn these problems may 

also present certain forms of ‘cultural 
dominance’ that can lead members 
of non-dominant groups to remain 
‘voiceless’. In this way, the innovation 
potential of diverse workforces re-
mains dormant.

The key determinant of success is 
the effective management of diver-
sity. The application of equality and 
diversity policies in such business 
contexts not only reduces the nega-
tive effects of cultural dominance, 

but also helps to release the latent in-
novation potential of diverse staff. In 
other words, the innovation potential 
of diversity is best harnessed when 
efforts to maximise such potential 
are coordinated with more general 
and essentially structural approaches 
to diversity management. The ap-
plication of organisational embed-
ded strategies rather than individual 
strategies designed to foster good 
equality practices, trust and inclu-
siveness through effective leadership, 
when combined with creativity and 
innovation techniques that capitalise 
on diversity to deliver innovation, 
provide a basis for increased busi-
ness and economic productivity and 
competitive advantage.

Workplace diversity is thus said to 
be a paradox (49), or a double-edge 
sword. When managed poorly it can 
be as disruptive as it can be beneficial, 
when managed well. As such, diver-
sity, as well as diversity-led innova-
tion, is seen to be a risk. The innova-
tion benefits of diversity are especially 
dependent upon good organic, stra-
tegic management, both in terms of 
diversity management and innovation 
management.

Good diversity management, there-
fore, is particularly important for en-
couraging operational innovation as 
this stems from and relates directly 
to the functioning of diverse work 
teams. Broadly, diversity manage-
ment can encourage (operational) 
innovation when it focuses on issues 
of communication, team integration, 
and the problem of ‘enculturation’ 
(‘coaching’ staff so they fit into ‘cor-
porate culture’ — usually a version 
of the dominant group culture) (50). 
Through these strategies, the positive 
potential of diverse workforces can 
be harnessed.
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Figure 8: EBTP companies’ assessment of diversity-led innovation
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Recognising that gay and lesbian tel-
evision viewers in Belgium lacked 
specific programming on the main na-
tional television channels, Belgacom 
created a new market opportunity by 
establishing a dedicated channel for 
that community. However, the key 
challenge that it had to overcome was 
in convincing the top management of 
the ‘acceptability’ of such a channel, 
and addressing issues of stereotype 
and prejudice.

The most important forms of diversity 
management were thought to encom-
pass those concerning integration. 
More than one third of companies 
in the diversity and innovation sur-
vey suggested that overcoming stere-
otypes was very important. However, 
between two thirds and three quarters 
of companies thought that all remain-
ing methods of diversity management 
were of some importance, especially 
communication between diverse 
team members and the suppressing 
of differences to fit into corporate 
culture. On the other hand, the issue 
of enculturation was also considered 
to be of little importance by 21 % of 
companies.

3.5.	 Managing diversity 
to achieve innovation and 
productivity

The literature review and the results 
of the EBTP and diversity and innova-
tion surveys indicate a general accept-
ance and understanding that diversity 
can generate innovation in the form 
of new products, processes and sys-
tems. Some 56 % of companies with 
some form of equality and diversity 
policy and practices suggested that 
diversity has a positive impact upon 

their business, and 63 % identified a 
link between diversity and innova-
tion. Yet only one third of companies 
that recognised the link also tried to 
record its results. As one respondent 
said, ‘we try to measure and monitor, 
but it’s hard to isolate the effects deriv-
ing from the diversity of staff ’.

This challenge shows through in the 
difficulty of empirically assessing the 
creativity and innovation that comes 
through the diversity factor in team 
membership. Examples of this are 
less readily available as few organisa-
tions will systematically monitor it. 
On the other hand, what are easier to 
assess are the focused business inter-
ventions to leverage the diversity of 
the workforce or the customer base 
into increased creativity and inno-
vation. Examples for these are more 
prevalent.

These latter examples highlight the 
ways by which companies can ac-
tively seek to harness the innovation 
potential of their employees. In many 
instances, policies of equality and 

diversity are not the leading princi-
ple of these initiatives, but are given 
equal attention alongside policies de-
signed to manage the creativity and 
innovation of employees. However, 
this is precisely the means by which 
the mainstreaming of equality and di-
versity management can and should 
be achieved: by releasing it from the 
HR departments where it was first 
recognised and developing diversity 
strategies within other departments. 
In so doing, the challenges of negative 
stereotyping, poor communication 
and poor integration can be overcome 
through the development of specific 
organisational processes aimed at pro-
viding a space for all employees, with-
in which their ideas can be shared.

Enculturation — defined as the sup-
pression of diversity in order to create 
a homogenous company culture — 
specifically has no place there. Indeed, 
at BASF innovation initiatives actively 
sought to increase a heterogeneous 
company culture through encourag-
ing their employees to risk thinking 
differently and speaking out.

3. Joining the Dots between Diversity, Innovation and Productivity
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

The BASF Group has a ‘Recogni-
tion and innovation policy: sugges-
tions for improvement’ programme. 
It elevates the status of all employees 
(including students and third-party 
employees) to that of ‘collaborators’ 
and gives them the chance to be 
recognised and rewarded with cash 
prizes and points for outstanding 
ideas and contributions to innova-
tion. For example, in BASF Group 
Spain some 800 suggestions have 
been implemented over the past four 
years and EUR 200 000 awarded to 
employees. Because of these sugges-
tions, BASF Spain has made average 
savings of more than EUR 1.5 mil-
lion per year.

For many companies, diversity-led in-
novation is a reality. It is recognised as 
a driver for innovation across the range 
of business activities. Most of the com-
panies contacted in the innovation and 
diversity survey suggested that new 
products, services or processes had 
been developed because of applying a 
diversity perspective to innovation.

Yet some barriers remain that do in-
hibit the relationship between diver-
sity and innovation by making it more 
risky. Innovation means taking risks. 
While some new and creative ideas 
succeed, many fail. Individuals who 
communicate their ideas and compa-
nies that listen to such ideas therefore 
risk a negative outcome. This is espe-
cially true when ideas come from di-
verse individuals who might already 
feel on the ‘outside’ of mainstream 
company culture and processes and 

whose ideas might seem too far out-
side mainstream company thinking. 
But, as Scott Norum, a project leader 
at Hewlett-Packard argues, diversity-
led innovation ‘means taking risk — 
the risk of making mistakes and the 
risk of trying out ideas that might 
initially sound off-track — but this is 
how breakthrough innovation occurs’.

Given this, companies that wish to 
benefit from the innovation potential 
of diverse workforces must first create 
the conditions that encourage risk-
taking. This they can do by fostering 
a culture of inclusion within the busi-
ness. This is ultimately a management 
challenge. The benefits of successfully 
addressing this challenge are seen in 
fully unlocking the innovative poten-
tial of a diverse workforce, increased 
productivity and improved business 
and economic performance.               

Summary

•	 Some 56 % of EBTP companies with an equality and diversity (E & D) agenda suggested that it has a positive impact 
upon their business.

•	 Some 63 % of EBTP companies with an E & D agenda identified a link between diversity and innovation.

•	 Only one third of companies that recognised a link between diversity and innovation also tried to record its results.

•	 Half of the companies suggested innovation was among the top three drivers for having a policy and practice  
of diversity and inclusion.

•	 Product and operational innovation were seen to benefit most from diversity; within this, diversity was seen to lead 
to new products for new customers and adapted products for existing customers.

•	 The most prevalent area for diversity to lead to innovation is in HR management and recruitment, with the innova-
tions seen to be of general application and not simply linked to a particular demographic group.

•	 Many areas of company operations and processes were seen to benefit from diversity-led innovation, particularly bet-
ter understanding of customers and provision of multiple perspectives.

•	 Issues of negative stereotyping, poor communication and poor team integration were most seen to inhibit  
diversity-led innovation.



     
Tools for a successful 

diversity journey4
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

Companies that respond to new chal-
lenges and opportunities created by 
diversity in the society through im-
plementing a diversity agenda benefit 
from access to more talent, increased 
competitiveness and improved condi-
tions for innovation. However, when 
managed poorly diversity can repre-
sent a risk that is just as damaging as 
well-managed diversity can be ben-
eficial. As such, no company can af-
ford not to take diversity seriously — 
whether it is in relation to the diversity 
within the company or the diversity 
that exists in the contexts in which 
the company operates. But companies 
are not alone when they embark upon 
their diversity journey. Numerous or-
ganisations and initiatives exist that 
can offer companies support and ad-
vice along the way (51).

4.1.	 The role of intermedi-
ary organisations

The role of intermediary organisations 
for SMEs was investigated alongside 
the SME business case for diversity. 
Sixty-four SME intermediaries from 
across Europe were interviewed and 
their views on the SME business case 
for diversity assessed. Further infor-
mation can be found in the separate 
report Diversity for talent and competi-
tiveness — The SME business case for 
diversity.

The SME survey suggested that the 
majority of SMEs do not seek informa-
tion on diversity at all. Those that do 
usually refer to the five intermediary 
organisations:
(i)	 professional associations/net-

works;
(ii)	 central government sources;
(iii)	 government-sponsored business 

support agencies;

(iv)	 training centres/recruitment 
agencies;

(v)	 informal networks/clients.

SMEs use these organisations and con-
tacts to obtain support when finding 
out about or developing equal oppor-
tunities and diversity policies.

Most of the 64 SME intermediaries in-
terviewed had placed diversity on their 
agenda. However, it should be kept in 
mind that the sample of organisations 
is not representative. Of organisations 
that do not have diversity on their 
agenda, some suggested that this was 
because they feel diversity is not a con-
crete work field or explicit issue. It is 
nevertheless incorporated within sub-
projects including those relating to hu-
man resources management (HRM). 
Others suggested that diversity is not 
an issue or a problem in their country 
or region, and so see no need to add it 
to the agenda.

Intermediaries’ assessment  
of diversity benefits

Intermediary organisations were op-
timistic about the benefits of diversity 
for SMEs and their abilities to stimu-
late SMEs to develop policies. As one 
interviewee put it, ‘once SMEs are 
aware of diversity and the benefits it 
might create, they like to know more 
about it’. Intermediaries recognised a 
range of business benefits for SMEs, 
ranging from those relating to im-
proved HRM process and employee 
loyalty and efficiency through encour-
aging the conditions for creativity and 
innovation to creating an improved 
company reputation.

For example, one intermediary sug-
gested that SMEs were able to fill  
vacancies faster and with staff that 
are more suitable when they adopted  

recruitment procedures that facili-
tated the recruitment of staff with di-
verse profiles. Another suggested that 
diversity among employees can imply 
a diversity of knowledge and ways of 
thinking that can create innovative so-
lutions, products and markets.

Recognising the costly consequences 
of discrimination, one intermedi-
ary pointed out that it was good for 
SMEs to be informed of the legisla-
tion around discrimination. Finally, 
other intermediaries recognised that 
a diverse workforce could make SMEs 
more attractive to clients. Some organ-
isations recognised that the diversity 
of their own staff could help to attract 
SMEs from across various different so-
cial groups.

Intermediaries’ assessment of how 
some SMEs struggle with diversity

Intermediaries were asked to suggest 
how and why some SMEs might strug-
gle with the concept of diversity or 
developing or implementing diversity 
policies. As had been predicted at the 
outset of the research, some organisa-
tions suggested that not all SMEs un-
derstand the term ‘diversity’ or how it 
relates to their business practices (this 
is especially the case when diversity is 
simply associated with the management 
of already diverse or large workforces).

Intermediaries suggested that to be 
successful diversity has to be linked 
specifically to SME business opera-
tions and contexts. Even when SMEs 
do come to understand the benefits of 
diversity, support organisations sug-
gested SMEs might face problems im-
plementing policies due to lack of time 
and resources.

A particular problem identified by 
intermediaries related to how SMEs 

(51)	 In addition to The business case for diversity — Good practices in the workplace, please see for example: Ueapme compendium of good  
practices of diversity and non-discrimination in European crafts, small and medium-sized enterprises and their organisations (European Asso-
ciation of Craft, Small and Medium Sized Enterprises, 2007); available online (http://www.ueapme.com/docs/compendium/compendium_print.
pdf); Talent not tokenism — The business benefits of workforce diversity (Equality & Human Rights Commission, Trade Union Congress, 
Confederation of British Industry, 2008). Available online (http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/forbusinessesandorganisation/Documents/ 
Talent_not_Tokenism.pdf).
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can practically implement diversity  
policies. They pointed out that little 
exists by way of support for SMEs 
when preparing individuals from 
some ‘disadvantaged groups’ for 
employment. While many SMEs are 
happy to do all they can to train indi-
viduals, some outside help is often re-
quired. Related to this, intermediar-
ies suggested that some SMEs would 
require their existing staff members 
to undergo additional training in 
order to accommodate and respond 
to the needs of colleagues with di-
verse backgrounds. This again is only 
something that external organisa-
tions can offer, and at a cost in money 
and time.

Other intermediaries suggested that 
SMEs were unprepared to risk prob-
lems and conflicts in the workplace 
that could be created by a diversity of 
staff. Reflecting earlier findings, inter-
mediaries suggested that some SMEs 
would not be happy recruiting women 
for traditionally ‘male’ jobs, or because 
women ask for time off for maternity 
or childcare responsibilities. Echoing 
popular assumptions, intermediar-
ies suggested that people with diverse 
ethnic or religious backgrounds (for 
example Muslims) could clash with 
women or homosexuals. For these rea-
sons, some SMEs might fear that other 
employees would object to a diversity 
policy and, furthermore, that diversity 
could deter clients and customers.

How intermediaries support SMEs

During interview, intermediaries were 
asked to describe how they support 
SMEs with their HRM needs in gen-
eral. According to them, the most of-
ten requested form of support by SMEs 
is information on how to recruit the 
right person for the job. In response, 
intermediaries provide a range of so-
lutions. Some offer SMEs guidebooks, 
readers, brochures and other informa-
tion materials. Many of these can be 
downloaded from the intermediary’s 
website. In some cases, the website also 
hosts a service desk to which SMEs can 
send their specific questions.

Other intermediaries do not provide 
support on HRM issues or offer only 
limited support. Instead, however, 
intermediaries sometimes provide a 
platform for SMEs to exchange ques-
tions and answers that could encom-
pass HRM issues. By providing peer 
exchange, they hope that individual 
solutions can be shared.

Finally, some intermediaries that did 
not provide support on HRM issues 
might provide support on diversity 
specifically. For example, a trade un-
ion in the Netherlands does not pro-
vide support on HRM but does offer 
support on diversity through the ini-
tiation of employee conversations on 
ethnic minorities on the shop floor.

The majority of intermediaries that 
provided support on HRM also pro-
vided support on diversity issues. In-
termediaries were asked to describe 
the diversity strands covered and the 
type of support offered. Most of those 
interviewed suggested that they fo-
cused on only one or a few diversity 
aspects. The selection of target groups 
depended upon the social, economic 
and demographic characteristics of 
the country and region in which or-
ganisations are based. The most of-
ten targeted groups included ethnic 
minorities, women, people 
with disabili-

ties, and the elderly. A few intermedi-
aries also mentioned groups not often 
considered in diversity policies: for 
example, in Poland an intermediary 
provides support in relation to farmers 
and artisans. Others focus on particu-
lar issues — for example, the arrival of 
immigrant workers into a national or 
regional economy and its impact upon 
the labour prospects of all citizens.

The most common types of support 
provided by intermediaries include 
information and advice, networking 
opportunities, financial support for 
implementing diversity strategies, 
and diversity awards. Most interme-
diaries offer a website where infor-
mation about diversity is presented 
and where experts can be contacted 
for further information. When sup-
porting the development and imple-
mentation of a diversity plan some 
provide SMEs with a guidebook or 
other support materials such as bro-
chures. Others also suggested they try 
to contact SMEs directly through site 
visits or consultancy activities. Other 
forms of support include training 
sessions, meetings, conferences and 
seminars.

4. Tools for a successful diversity journey
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Networking opportunities provided 
by intermediaries exist at internation-
al, national and local levels. Through 
these, SMEs can exchange informa-
tion, knowledge and experiences re-
lating to diversity. Some intermedi-
aries also provide financial support 
for companies when their diversity 
action relates to a specific or locally 
disadvantaged group. Finally, several 
intermediaries have established ‘best 
practice’ awards. These awards can 
help to promote the relevance and im-
portance of diversity for SMEs.

Best practice for SME 
intermediaries

During interview, intermediaries were 
asked to suggest how they can best help 
SMEs embark and continue on the 
diversity journey. One intermediary 
summed up the general feeling by stat-
ing, ‘The term “diversity”’ does not say 
much to SMEs. One must explain what 
is meant by “diversity” and show there 
is an economic advantage. One must 
make it practical. If it remains general, 
SMEs are not likely to take it up.’

Some of the specific and practical sug-
gestions that emerged from the inter-
views included those listed below.

•	 Create awareness amongst SMEs on 
the relevance and value of diversity.

Focus on the specific needs of SMEs 
including branch and regional issues.

•	 Communicate the message in a 
positive and inspiring way — focus 
on the economic advantage.

•	 Collect and disseminate ‘best prac-
tice’ examples — ‘best practice’ 
awards can be a great help.

•	 Demonstrate how SMEs have over-
come barriers to create a function-
ing and beneficial diversity policy 
and diverse workforce.

•	 Create support tools that are per-
sonal and direct — include train-
ing, coaching and discussion.

•	 Make sure to include middle man-
agement — they are even more im-
portant than employees to target.

•	 Provide general information about 
diversity on a website.

•	 Offer practical advice and examples 
— this can save SMEs a lot of time.

Summary

•	 Organisations interviewed rec-
ognised the role that diversity 
can play in attracting talent and 
creating competitive advantage 
for SMEs.

•	 Most organisations that provide 
human resources management 
support also provide diversity 
support — this takes the form 
of information and training 
through published and down-
loadable materials, on-site or 
away-day training sessions or 
meetings, or the championing of 
best practice through awards.

•	 The most important advice in-
termediary organisations can 
give to those seeking to promote 
the business case for diversity to 
SMEs is to keep it relevant, keep 
it simple, keep it local!

4.2.	 The role of diversity 
charters

Although positive developments re-
garding non-discrimination and diver-
sity in the workplace can be seen across 
Europe, far more still needs to be done. 
Of the companies that participated in 
the 2008 EBTP survey, 56 % said they 
had some kind of equality and diversity 
(E & D) policies and practices in their 
enterprise. Of these, many would pre-
fer to have simplified access to further 
sources of information and support, 
especially when starting out on their 
diversity journey.

Attempts to interest companies in 
adopting and developing diversity 
policies take several forms. While le-
gally the consequences of instigating 
or permitting discrimination in the 
workplace provide a ‘push’ factor for 
companies to adopt diversity policies, 
it needs to be emphasised that many 
also respond favourably to ‘pull’ fac-
tors such as the ethical and moral 
arguments and the obvious, often 
HRM, business benefits associated 
with diversity. Many companies are 
also making strong links between E & 
D policies on the one hand, and cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR) on 
the other.

Responding to both the ‘push’ and 
‘pull’ factors, a range of voluntary ini-
tiatives exists to encourage companies 
to adopt or further develop their exist-
ing diversity policies. These initiatives 
include competitions for ‘best practice’ 
awards issued by external bodies (52), 
systems of ranking and benchmark-
ing that measure success in develop-
ing and implementing diversity poli-
cies (53), and collaborations between 
private companies and public-sector 
contractors that encourage business 

(52)	 ‘Best practice’ awards exist in the majority of European countries. They tend to be issued by a range of governmental and non-governmental 
bodies operating at national, regional and local levels. While some bodies give awards for action around a specific diversity ground (for example 
gender or race and ethnicity), others recognise activities in relation to diversity more generally. Furthermore, some awards are size and sector 
specific, while others consider SMEs alongside larger companies and those operating in any field of business. Companies are typically consid-
ered by self-nomination and awards issued on a yearly basis.

(53)	 Various forms of ranking and benchmarking exist, and they often go by different names. However, the overall principle is that companies self-
assess and/or are subject to external assessment of their diversity policies and awarded a grade. Assessment typically takes place on a yearly basis 
and special awards are given to the best/most improved companies.
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between organisations with a proven 
diversity record (54). They also include 
the idea of ‘labels’; in France, for in-
stance, there is now a diversity label in 
addition to the equality label.

Many existing voluntary initiatives fo-
cus on companies with already estab-
lished policies and practices. In Ger-
many, France and the Brussels Capital 
Region (BCR), ‘diversity charters’ seek 
to provide starting points for com-
panies setting out on their diversity 
journeys as well as a framework for 
developing existing policies. It should 
be noted that there is currently posi-
tive development in setting up diver-
sity charters in other countries such as 
Spain and Switzerland.

Operating at national and regional 
levels and financially sponsored by a 
range of governmental and private or 
public organisations, diversity charters 
also provide a recognised public ‘trade-
mark’ that symbolises commitment to 
diversity issues. Furthermore, diversity 
charters are open to any public or pri-
vate company, and signing up to a char-
ter requires no formal inspection or 
assessment, making this a completely 
voluntary initiative. As such, diversity 

charters are widely seen to be suitable 
for companies with little or no prior ex-
perience of implementing diversity and 
as useful ways of encouraging further 
action to be taken.

Similarities and differences be-
tween the German, French and 

Brussels Capital Region charters

•	 The French and Brussels charters 
grew out of political process and 
company activity; the German 
charter is more the result of just 
company activity. 

•	 There is a single charter for pri-
vate, public and charity sector 
organisations in Germany and 
France; a separate charter exists 
for each sector in Brussels.

•	 The Brussels charter provides sig-
natories with financial assistance 
to develop a diversity agenda.

•	 The German and French charters 
focus on all non-discrimination 
grounds, although there is a focus 
on ‘ethnic origin’ in the French 
charter, in particular regarding 
recruitment; the Brussels charter 
focuses on just gender, age, ethnic 
and racial origin, and disability.

Company reactions to diversity 
charters

To understand company reactions to 
diversity charters, research was con-
ducted with the EBTP (55) and through 
a separate survey (56) with 62 signato-
ries in Germany, France and Brussels. 
In addition, 20 interviews were con-
ducted with signatories and non-sig-
natories to elicit further information. 
Finally, a workshop was held for sig-
natories and non-signatories in Brus-
sels on 26 June 2008 (57). For further in-
formation regarding the methodology 
employed and the full results, please 
see the report Voluntary diversity ini-
tiatives in and for Europe — The role 
of diversity charters.

EBTP reactions to diversity charters

In the EBTP survey, companies were 
provided with a short description of 
diversity charters and based on this 
and/or their prior knowledge asked 
to assess their relevance. EBTP com-
panies were largely undecided on the 
value of diversity charters for their 
company. Of all 335 companies, 27 % 
suggested that the signing of a diversi-
ty charter was/could be beneficial for 
their company, while 29 % disagreed 
and 44 % had no opinion.

Views were also divided among com-
panies that had already heard about 
charters. More companies that had 
heard about charters before the sur-
vey suggested they were not relevant 
as opposed to companies with no 
prior knowledge (40 % to 27 %) ( 58). 
Companies with no prior knowledge 
were, understandably, more likely to 
have no opinion either way (48 % to 
23 % (59). Of all companies, SMEs and 
companies with between 250 and 499 
employees were less likely than very 
large companies to think that the sign-
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Figure 10: How diversity charters can benefit E & D policies within companies

(54)	 For example, Diversity Works for London (http://www.diversityworksforlondon.com/).
(55)	 See the report The state of diversity management in 2008 for further information.
(56)	 The survey was designed by Focus Consultancy and was available in German, English and French. It was distributed by CSR Europe and 

through direct contact with signatory companies by Focus Consultancy. The sample of signatories and non-signatories was not balanced and 
neither were representative. For further details, please see the report Voluntary diversity initiatives in and for Europe.

(57)	 The workshop was organised by Focus Consultancy, EIMD and CSR Europe.
(58)	 Chi  = 0.002; Phi  = 0.193.
(59)	 Chi  = 0.002; Phi  = 0.193.
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ing of a diversity charter is/could be 
beneficial to their company (60). Fur-
thermore, companies in the EU-15 
were more likely than companies in 
the NMS12 to think that signing a di-
versity charter would not be beneficial 
(35 % to 16 %), while companies in 
the NMS12 were more likely to have 
no opinion (36 % to 62 %).

Attitudes were equally split when 
companies were asked whether they 
thought a diversity charter was/would 
be a good idea in their country. Of all 
companies, just over one third thought 
that a diversity charter would be a 
good idea in their country. However, 
23 % disagreed and 40 % again had no 
opinion. No difference was found be-
tween the responses of SMEs and larg-
er companies. However, companies in 
the NMS12 were more likely to favour 
diversity charters than companies in 
the EU-15 (51 % to 35 %).

Benefits of diversity charters

Among companies participating in the 
EBTP survey, the most popular rea-
son given for the benefits of diversity 
charters was that they helped/could 
help raise internal awareness around 
diversity issues. However, this issue 
only received a small majority of sup-
port while others received the support 
of around one third of companies. Re-
sponses to this question were affected 
by the size of companies responding. 
Larger companies were more likely 
than SMEs to think diversity char-
ters could help to achieve progress in 
diversity management (61), improve 
company reputation (62), strengthen 
company commitment to diversity 

and non-discrimination (63), and/or 
raise internal awareness of diversity 
and non-discrimination issues (64).

Extensions of diversity charters 
across Europe

Finally, 30 % of EBTP companies said 
that they would see the benefit of sign-
ing up to a European-wide initiative, 
24 % to a national initiative and 14 % 
to a regional/local initiative. The larg-
est group of respondents — one third 
— did not know. The size of compa-
nies was associated with how compa-
nies responded to this question. SMEs 
were more likely to favour a regional-
level initiative, companies with 250 to 
499 employees a national-level initia-
tive, and companies with over 500 staff 
members an EU-level initiative (65). Not 
totally unexpected, this perhaps re-
flects the geographical level at which 
SMEs and larger companies respec-
tively work: SMEs are more concerned 
with local and regional level issues 
while larger companies are more con-
cerned with national, international 
and global issues

Why some EBTP companies weren’t 
interested in diversity charters

When interviewed later, non-signa-
tories taking part in the EBTP survey 
were asked why they had not signed or 
were not interested in diversity char-
ters. Several companies saw no added 
value in signing a charter, either be-
cause they were too small for a diver-
sity policy, or because their country re-
gion or business sector was not diverse 
(or from their point of view had no 
problem with discrimination issues). 

Additionally, some thought that com-
mitment to non-discrimination and 
diversity should be obvious without 
recourse to a charter. Other compa-
nies suggested that they were already 
involved enough with diversity and 
thus did not need to sign a charter.

Signatory reactions to diversity 
charters

Sixty-two signatory companies re-
turned the diversity charter question-
naire. These companies suggested 
they had first heard about the charter 
through direct diversity charter pro-
motional and awareness-raising lit-
erature, entrepreneurial and business 
networks, and national or regional 
government bodies — the recognised 
routes along which many companies 
tend to receive information about 
diversity (66). In the majority of cases  
(73 %), actions leading to the signing 
of the diversity charter — as well as 
the signing itself — were led by the top 
executive levels of management.

When interviewed, signatory compa-
nies suggested that as well as being a 
requisite of company policy for top-
level management to agree to such 
activities, the involvement of senior 
figures helped consolidate the impor-
tance of signing the charter for all em-
ployees. Typically, the signing was ac-
companied by a degree of internal and 
external publicity and all staff mem-
bers were made aware of what was 
taking place. According to some inter-
viewees, this created a useful sense of 
momentum around the development 
of diversity policies and practices.

(58)	 Chi  = 0.002; Phi  = 0.193.
(59)	 Chi  = 0.002; Phi  = 0.193.
(60)	 SMEs 21 %; 250–499 staff 26 %; 500+ staff 42 %; Chi  = 0.001; Phi  = 0.234.
(61)	 500+ staff 44 %; 250–499 staff 31 %; SMEs 27 %; Chi  = 0.016; Phi  = 0.157.
(62)	 500+ staff 59 %; 250–499 staff 36 %; SMEs 31 %; Chi  = 0.000; Phi  = 0.240.
(63)	 500+ staff 54 %; 250–499 staff 28 %; SMEs 35 %; Chi  = 0.005; Phi  = 0.179.
(64)	 500+ staff 60 %; 250–499 staff 49 %; SMEs 45 %; Chi  = 0.084; Phi  = 0.121.
(65)	 Chi  = 0.001; Phi  = 0.261.
(66)	 See The state of diversity management  in 2008.
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Expected and perceived benefits that 
followed from signing the diversity 
charter

When companies that took part in the 
research signed the diversity charter, 
they expected several benefits to fol-
low. The majority (82 %) assumed that 
it would lead to increased internal 
awareness about diversity issues. A 
further 58 % thought that the signing 
of the charter would lead to increased 
networking opportunities, 57 % con-
sidered it would lead to increased 
management commitment to diver-
sity, and the same percentage again to 
good public relations and improved 
company reputation. More than half 

of those that took part in the research 
suggested that the action had instigat-
ed the development of existing poli-
cies or implementation of some new 
ones.

Quite interestingly, one quarter of sig-
natories that took part in the research 
suggested that the signing of the 
charter had led to the development 
of a completely new agenda. Albeit 
not conclusively, this last finding sug-
gests that although diversity charters 
are seen as starting points for many 
companies, the majority of those that 
took part in the research had in fact 
some kind of diversity policy already 
in place.

This fact was also echoed in many 
of the signatory interviews. Several 
companies stressed that the signing 
of the diversity charter was just one 
aspect of a wider diversity plan, or 
that they had already implemented 
a comprehensive set of policies. For 
companies just setting out on the di-
versity journey, signing the charter 
was one activity that helped to create 
momentum within the company for 
further action.

According to companies that took 
part in the research, several areas of 
diversity and business activity ben-
efited from signing the diversity char-
ter. In relation to diversity activity, the 
majority (73 %) identified increased 
levels of internal awareness. A further 
50 % identified an improved reputa-
tion of the company’s commitment to 
diversity, and 47 % witnessed an in-
creased commitment of management 
to diversity issues.

In relation to business activity in gen-
eral, the majority (71 %) identified 
areas relating to staff recruitment, re-
tention and management, while large 
minorities identified staff training and 
development (47 %) and work–life 
programmes (36 %).

Signatories’ assessment of possible 
extensions and improvements

Signatory companies taking part in 
the research were asked to consider 
the value of ‘extensions’ to the diver-
sity charters. Several companies se-
lected more than one possible kind 
of extension, with some selecting all 
of them. Overall, however, 30 % of 
companies suggested they would like 
to see an EU-wide initiative. This ap-
proach may have arisen from the fact 
that the majority of companies that 
had completed the questionnaire were 
large and operated at European and 
global levels. Indeed, this issue was 
echoed by some companies, during 
interviews, who explained that rather 
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Figure 11: Expected benefits deriving from signing the diversity charter 
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than signing up to charters in each 
country where they had an operation 
it would be more relevant to sign up 
to a single, European-wide charter — 
one that would be recognised across 
all national borders and hence within 
each country.

When probed, however, companies 
that favoured a national-level charter 
(either individually or in conjunction 
with an EU-level charter) suggested 
that this was because each country 
needed something that reflected the 
particular economic and social con-
text of that country. For example, 
some French companies pointed out 
that the charter in their own coun-

try was built upon the principles of 
the French Republic as codified in 
the constitution, or was suited to the 
particular needs of ethnic minority 
groups across France. Taking the issue 
further, other companies suggested 
that a regional or local level initiative 
would be even more suitable. Some 
companies in Germany suggested that 
the very different economic and social 
histories of eastern and western Ger-
many, for instance, necessitated quite 
different approaches. Finally, a com-
pany in Belgium was keen to point out 
how relevant it was for a single charter 
for the Brussels Capital Region (BCR), 
as it responded to the needs of the re-
gion and its specific situation.

Interestingly, around one third of 
companies also suggested that sepa-
rate initiatives for companies of dif-
ferent sizes or operating in different 
fields could be useful. Representing a 
very large company, one interviewee 
suggested that the needs and business 
contexts of large and small companies 
were too different to accommodate a 
single perspective on diversity. An-
other suggested that diversity issues 
were greater in some business sectors 
than in others.

Signatory companies were also asked 
how diversity charters might be im-
proved upon. Although more than 
half of those taking part in the re-
search suggested they expected net-
working opportunities with compa-
nies, less than one third wanted to see 
more opportunities for networking. 
One interviewee in France suggested 
that because company details were al-
ready available on the website, there 
was no need for further information. 
Another company in Germany sug-
gested that they were unlikely to do 
business with companies just because 
they were a signatory to the diversity 
charter although they did recognise 
the value of greater opportunities for 
sharing information on diversity.

Just less than half of all the companies 
taking part in the research suggested 
that a system of measuring, rank-
ing and recognising commitments 
through some kind of ‘best practice’ 
award or similar form of recogni-
tion would be useful. It should be 
noted that during the diversity charter 
workshop and during many of the in-
terviews this issue was seen as being 
quite controversial. For example, dur-
ing interviews, some companies al-
ready heavily involved with diversity 
issues suggested they would like to see 
this kind of development because they 
already compete for awards elsewhere 
and hence it would make sense for the 
diversity charter also to award one. 
On the other hand, companies that 
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had just set out on their diversity jour-
ney were not inclined to be measured 
and ranked. Quite insightfully, they 
pointed out that this could in fact de-
ter some companies from signing the 
charter in the first place.

A large majority of the companies that 
took part in the research suggested, 
however, that they could benefit from 
more reviews of how the principles to 
which they were committed were being 
put into practice. They also intimated 
that they needed more information on 
just how to do this, because especially 
those already heavily involved in diver-
sity felt that the signing of the charter 
was ‘too easy’. They went on to suggest 
that because of the non-compulsory na-
ture of the charter process, the danger 
existed that the value of the diversity 
charter as a symbol of respect for diver-
sity would be reduced, because compa-
nies do not have to follow through and 
act on their commitments. Some feared 
that the charter could, quite simply, be-
come a cynical public relations device 
or mere rhetoric. Several companies 
that had not signed a diversity char-
ter suggested that this was already the 
case, and that is why they had refrained 
from becoming signatories.

A significant number of signatories 
suggested that more practical reviews 
and guidelines would help them and 
others to implement the charter ‘best 
practices’ correctly, as well as providing 
further motivation and momentum for 
further work in the area. These com-
panies also tended to suggest that after 
signing the charter they required not 
only more general help and advice but 
also more specific assistance on how to 
measure and monitor progress.

(67)	 See Diversity for talent and competitiveness.

Summary

•	 Diversity charters are among the latest in a list of voluntary diversity initia-
tives aimed at encouraging companies to take diversity seriously, and de-
velop and implement diversity policies.

•	 Unlike many kinds of initiatives, however, diversity charters stand as both 
valuable starting points for companies wishing to embark upon the diver-
sity journey while also providing a framework for companies to develop 
existing policies.

•	 Because of their ‘dual role,’ little consensus exists between charter signa-
tories over the degree to which commitments should be monitored and 
rewarded. While companies that actively seek diversity accolades recognise 
the benefit of having one awarded by the charter, companies that are new to 
diversity do not. It seems that a careful line must be drawn between creat-
ing a diversity charter that is open to all companies and ensuring that real 
actions on diversity do stem from it.

•	 Although opinions are strongly divided over the value of an EU-level ini-
tiative — with a large number of companies simply unsure about where 
they stand — it would seem that preference rests with extending charters 
at national level (and within countries perhaps even to regional level). The 
vast majority of companies and SMEs operate at regional and even just 
local level. Diversity initiatives are thus most valuable when they speak to 
issues and concerns relevant to those levels (67).

•	 At the EU level, there exists a need: (a) to promote actively the exchange of 
experience between charter organisations; (b) to promote the setting-up of 
charters in other countries; and (c) to consider the establishing of an awards 
scheme and/or a Europe-wide ‘labels’ initiative based, perhaps, upon the 
French model. There could also be some merit for companies operating 
EU-wide in considering creating an EU-level charter    
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

Managers and business leaders have 
to respond to the diversity challenges 
and opportunities with innovation 
and dynamism. In this context, busi-
ness schools have a growing and vi-
tal role in training business leaders 
for the future, as well as providing 
career-long and organisational forms 
of support (68). In addition to diversity 
management training, issues raised 
during this report have identified a 
particular need for more company 
target-setting and measuring to take 
place if successful diversity journeys 
are to be planned and embarked upon. 
To facilitate this, greater dialogue be-
tween business schools and companies 
needs to take place during which each 
communicates what is required, with a 
view to putting research and teaching 
firmly into practice (69).

As part of this study, two surveys — 
one with business school deans and 
the other with faculty (70) members 
— aimed at understanding the ‘state-
of-the-art’ in diversity management 
teaching and research across Europe 
and beyond. The feasibility of a net-
work of business schools and com-
panies was also investigated. In total, 
responses to the deans survey were 
received from 254 academic institu-
tions, 137 of which were based in 
Europe. A further 119 institutions re-
turned the faculty survey, and 88 of 
these were based in Europe. Follow-
ing this, 32 institutions were selected 
for qualitative research into their cur-
rent teaching and research activities; 
which resulted in the collection of 20 
‘good practice’ case studies. Finally, 

15 follow-up interviews were con-
ducted with academic scholars across 
Europe.

The natural follow-on from the re-
search and data analysis was to launch 
the key findings and insights in a rel-
evant public forum. To that end, on 23 
June 2008, a ‘Symposium on diversity 
management education and curricu-
lum development’ was held in Ma-
drid, Spain (71). Organised by EABIS in 
partnership with Focus Consultancy, 
EFMD and EIMD, the symposium was 
hosted by the ESADE Business School. 
The event brought together over 80 
participants from 13 nations, repre-
senting a wide range of roles and sec-
tors including research faculty, senior 
managers from multinational corpo-
rations and SMEs, NGOs and public 
authorities.

The full methodology of the results 
and outcomes of the research are pre-
sented in the report Diversity manage-
ment and business schools — Current 
practice and future partnerships.

5.1.	 Diversity at the 
strategic level

Diversity management as a strategic 
initiative

Business schools and universities are 
not atomised entities operating out-
side the societal context. On the con-
trary, they can be expected to reflect 
the community of which they are part. 

However, in recent years business 
schools (especially) and universities 
have been criticised for not follow-
ing societal trends and meeting ex-
pectations. Some argue that business 
schools do not educate students to be-
come ethical and responsible leaders, 
whereas others claim that they have 
‘lost their way’, failing to live up to 
their original mission (72).

The data obtained from the survey show 
clearly that today’s deans acknowledge 
the importance of diversity manage-
ment issues and its relevance to the (so-
cietal) performance of the school. Over 
65 % of European deans (73) believe that 
their institution has a particular stra-
tegic or high-level focus on diversity, 
whereas only 15 % think that it does 
not. A further 20 % of respondents re-
port that diversity management activi-
ties are being developed or planned in 
their institution.

The result is particularly interesting 
in the context of research activities. 
The data suggest that deans do not 
consider diversity management to be 
high on the research agenda of their 
institutions, with only 45 % of deans 
responding that diversity management 
was currently a major area of research 
for their schools. This finding seems 
to support the conclusion of Richard 
et al. (2008) (74) that more research on 
this subject is needed to nurture the 
consolidation of the discipline within 
academic curricula, and to address the 
priority knowledge and learning agen-
da for business on diversity-related 
themes.

(68)	 G. Lenssen and P. Lacy (2007), ‘Learning to lead’, Ethical Corporation (Business Education Special Report) in association with the European Academy 
of Business in Society.

(69)	 A small minority of EBTP companies suggested that they used business schools as sources of support and information when implementing diversity 
policies. However, the same small number used organisations such as chambers of commerce — the problem may not lie with the distance between 
academia and ‘real world’ practice but with levels of awareness and dialogue between stakeholders.

(70)	 The term ‘faculty’ refers to the academic staff of a business school or university. In this report we refer mostly to academic staff with diversity  
expertise.

(71)	 Further information on the symposium and research presented is available online (http://www.eabis.org/education/business-case-for-diversity.html).
(72)	 W. Bennis and J. O’Toole (2005), ‘How business schools lost their way’, Harvard Business Review, 83, 5: 96–104.
(73)	 The percentage refers to deans having answered positively to one or more of the areas highlighted as part of Figure 15.
(74)	 S. A. Richard, G. Dawson, K. Wheatley and C. S. White (2008), ‘The perceived diversity on organizational performance,’ Employee Relations,  

30, 1: 20–33.
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Key barriers and drivers: factors 
influencing diversity management 
performance

It would appear that the future devel-
opment of diversity management as 
an academic field is strongly linked to 
business school leaders committing 
to support it as a strategic priority. In 
general, the greatest barriers to this 
seem to be lack of funding and man-
agement tools/systems. The greatest 
drivers are management commitment 
and student and faculty interest. Re-
sults also indicate that deans regard 
pressure from a number of institu-

tional stakeholders (students, faculty 
and business) as a significant catalyst 
for more activity around diversity 
management issues.

The deans’ perceptions of barriers and 
drivers for diversity management vary 
to some extent by region. For instance, 
respondents in north European coun-
tries seem to be more likely to consid-
er legislation as a driver for diversity 
management. Those from east Euro-
pean countries are more likely to con-
sider access to funding as a key obsta-
cle to further promotion of diversity 
management.

These barriers and drivers certainly 
influence decanal views of the future 
development of the field. In fact, the 
large majority believe that there will 
be more institutional emphasis on 
diversity management in the next 
two to three years across research, 
employees, teaching and student af-
fairs (ranging from 58.2 % to 74.2 % 
respectively). Only a very small mi-
nority thought that diversity man-
agement would lose momentum in 
that same period (between 3.3 % and 
8.2 %). Again, perspectives on the fu-
ture of diversity management differ 
within Europe. Deans in eastern Eu-
rope seem confident that there will be 
more focus on diversity management 
in teaching whereas their colleagues 
in southern Europe are of the opinion 
that growing emphasis on diversity is-
sues will in particular be apparent  in 
student affairs. 

How business schools and universi-
ties can find their way to diversity

Realising that diversity management 
is a long-term challenge for key stake-
holders and their own institutions, 
business schools and universities are 
clearly expressing commitment to in-
clude it in teaching, research, student 
affairs and employment practices. Not 
doing so might in fact create a nota-
ble risk in terms of talent recruitment 
and retention in a highly competitive 
marketplace. More broadly, failure to 
do so poses a longer-term risk regard-
ing the business capability to manage 
diversity and to create institutional, 
economic and societal value from it.

The current levels of strategic com-
mitment are encouraging and a vital 
first step, but clearly the journey is far 
from completion. Well-intentioned 
policies, strategies and mission state-
ments are not enough to guarantee the 
integration of diversity management 
in everyday teaching, research and 
employment practices. To develop di-
versity management as a core domain 
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of activity in management education, 
committed teachers and researchers 
will for example require enhanced 
tools and resources to design specific 
teaching contents and generate new 
knowledge. It will also be important 
to recruit, train and support faculty 
staff, which should result in both a 
diverse representation of persons and 
thoughts and, ultimately, the fostering 
of innovation and change.

There will also need to be a concerted 
effort on the part of the deans to pro-
mote interconnectivity and dialogue 
with other scholars and disciplines 
within their schools and universities. 
Finally, schools must encourage new 
and better partnerships and dialogues 
with other critical stakeholders, espe-
cially business itself.  Only through 
a more integrated exploration of the 
systemic impact of diversity manage-
ment on companies and organisa-
tions will we define, understand and 
respond to an optimal agenda for 
progress. The next section intends to 
investigate and explore these issues in 
greater depth.

5.2. 	 Diversity at the 
faculty level

Although important, it is not enough 
that deans formulate the overall vision 
and set the strategic directions for di-
versity issues in universities and busi-
ness schools. Faculty members are 
largely responsible for bringing these 
visions and strategies to life, either 
through research, teaching or student 
engagement. Therefore, understand-
ing diversity management in business 
schools also requires an understand-
ing of how faculty members perceive 

the subject and integrate it in their 
day-to-day activities. With this pur-
pose, a second survey looked for ‘an 
insider’s perspective’ on four thematic 
areas: (i) curriculum and teaching, (ii) 
research, (iii) diversity in institutional 
management students and staff (75), and 
(iv) institutional collaboration (net-
working) (76).

Diversity management — curricu-
lum and teaching in Europe

The research suggested that three 
quarters of European faculty re-
spondents state that diversity man-
agement already features in their 
institution’s academic teaching 
programme (77). Another 15 % in-
dicated that such a step is being 
planned or developed in the future. 
Approximately half of the respond-
ents suggested that their institution 
has offered teaching on diversity is-
sues for more than four years. This 
finding was replicated during inter-
views. Some interviewees believed 
that diversity management teaching 

is still in its infancy whereas others 
argued that their institutions have 
dealt with these issues for decades. 
An analysis of regional responses 
also suggests that institutions in 
northern and western Europe are 
more likely to have introduced di-
versity management.

In response to the survey, faculty 
members have expressed different 
business-relevant learning objec-
tives for addressing diversity man-
agement in curriculum and teach-
ing, with the main objective stated 
as awareness-raising and helping 
students understand the business 
case for diversity.

This suggests that many business 
school and university programmes 
are at an early stage in their cur-
ricular development. As such, they 
have not yet begun to include sys-
temically more focused manage-
ment tools and practices into their 
classrooms. Clearly, there is plenty 
of scope for faculty to develop these 
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(75)	 Survey findings on students and staff are not included as part of this report. Full details on these can be found in the separate report Diversity 
management and business schools.

(76)	 See Section 5.3.
(77)	 Whilst the data of the deans survey is representative (response rate of 25.4 %), the faculty survey should be seen rather as a showcase of current 

‘good practice’ and emerging innovation as most likely much of the faculty data has been provided by leading institutions already engaged or 
engaging in diversity management activities.

Continuing the Diversity Journey
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current initiatives into a strategic 
approach to diversity management 
across different business disci-
plines.

Similar to the deans survey, the fac-
ulty data suggest cultural and gen-
der issues dominate the curriculum, 
whereas issues in relation to religion, 
sexual orientation and disability are 
less emphasised. The interviews 
shed further light on this subject. 
For instance, the interviewees gener-
ally believe that, for example, gender 
issues have been a topic for years. 
However, changes in the environ-
ment (e.g. due to globalisation and 
immigration) have made it increas-
ingly relevant to broaden the scope 
of diversity teaching and research. 
Therefore, the interviews indicate 
that we are seeing the contours of a 
thematic shift in diversity education 
and research; from a narrow one-
dimensional focus to a broader and 
more multi-faceted perspective.

Some regional differences were found 
regarding the diversity issues cov-
ered in the curriculum. Institutions 
in western Europe seem to emphasise 
issues in relation to cultural back-
ground/nationality, whereas their col-
leagues in northern Europe are more 
likely to integrate the gender aspect of 
diversity management in curriculum 
and teaching.

Overall, it is important to note, how-
ever, that only one third of institutions, 

according to the faculty members, 
have procedures for evaluating wheth-
er learning objectives have achieved 
their anticipated effects. Therefore, 
it is difficult to assess if the diversity 
management curriculum and teach-
ing are having their desired impacts.

The organisation of the diver-
sity management curriculum and 
teaching

Faculty respondents reported that 
diversity management teaching ini-
tiatives come predominantly from 
organisational behaviour or inter-
national human resource manage-
ment departments (or close equiva-
lents thereof). Others mentioned 

frequently were corporate social 
responsibility and business ethics. 
Even though there are substantial 
differences between these institu-
tions, what seems to be clear is that 
more technical disciplines like ac-
counting, finance, marketing, and 
strategy are not yet seen as natural 
domains within which to integrate 
diversity management content and 
programmes. This result contrasts 
with the views of some of the in-
terviewees, who think of diversity 
management as a cross-sectional 
topic that should be integrated in 
mainstream courses on manage-
ment, strategy and marketing, fol-
lowing to some extent the ESSEC 
Business School model.
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

ESSEC Business School — Chair 
of Diversity and Performance

Inaugurated in September 2007, the 
Chair of Diversity and Performance 
brings together complementary do-
mains (diversity management, in-
tercultural management and mar-
keting). The chair comprises:

•	 a teaching function, recruiting 
between 15 to 20 MBA students 
each year to work on diversity-
related topics in order to prepare 
the managers of tomorrow for 
the complexity of the situations 
they will have to deal with;

•	 a research function, working on 
issues of diversity in HR, the dis-
course of diversity, branding is-
sues, etc.; and

•	 a promotional function, promot-
ing diversity issues in colloqui-
ums. 

ESSEC works in close collaboration 
with its founding partners, L’Oréal, 
Air France and Deloitte, in the 
Chair to set research priorities, defi-
nitions and perceptions of diversity, 
and identify practical projects in 
which to engage students following 
diversity management courses.

The research also indicates that in 
terms of teaching, diversity manage-
ment is typically part of a core or an 
elective course (see Table 2). Only 
rarely is it a major area of specialisa-
tion. Moreover, diversity manage-
ment seems to be taught with greater 
frequency at the undergraduate level 
compared to Masters or MBA pro-
grammes. What is not clear from the 
survey responses, however, is whether 
the elective courses themselves are 
linked directly to what students cover 
in their core curriculum. 

Diversity management is taught 
mainly through lectures and case 

studies. Only rarely are alternative 
methods and tools (simulations, field 
trips, media, etc.) used in diversity 
management training. Interestingly, 
the traditional teaching methods are 
criticised by some of the interview-
ees who consider them as too static. 
Instead, more experimental learning 
methods (gaming, simulations, vir-
tual interaction, etc.) are considered 
as key in teaching diversity. As one 
of the interviewees argues, people 
need to experience diversity in or-
der to understand and manage it. 
Exchange of knowledge regarding 
dynamic teaching methods can be 
one of the issues covered by a busi-
ness–academic network on diversity 
management. 

Drivers and barriers for diversity 
management: teaching and curricu-
lum change

According to the faculty survey data, 
the three key factors influencing cur-
riculum change are (i) faculty interest, 
(ii) increasing research activity; and 
(iii) student demand. External issues 
involving governmental bodies (edu-
cation polices, government incentives 
and regulation) are seen as compara-
tively less important. Collaboration 
with other business schools and uni-
versities is not yet seen as a strategic 
benefit or incentive for more activity 
on diversity management in the cur-
riculum and teaching. One possible 
explanation for this final point is that 
the relevant community of scholars 
has not yet reached critical mass in 
terms of numbers and geographic 
proximity to forge stronger partner-
ships and institutional links.

Interestingly, the interviewed faculty 
members do not necessarily share 
the view of the survey respondents 
when it comes to the drivers and 
barriers for diversity management. 
The interviewees seem more likely 
to emphasise changes in the external 
environment as a driver, e.g. the con-

sequences of globalisation and new 
regulation. With regard to the latter, 
the interviewees refer to changes in 
labour laws as a factor that has stimu-
lated an interest in diversity. Moreo-
ver, the interviewed faculty members 
are also less inclined to consider stu-
dent demand as a driver of diversity 
management teaching. On the con-
trary, students, firms and other stake-
holders do not yet seem to demand 
more diversity management courses. 
In the view of some of the interview-
ees, the limited demand slows down 
the pace of advancing and expanding 
diversity management.

However, both the survey respond-
ents and the interviewed faculty 
members consider research as a driv-
er for the introduction of diversity 
management into the curriculum. 
One of the interviewees notes that 
teaching on diversity management 
is simply an opportunity for capital-
ising on previous research. Scholars 
directly involved in this field seem 
to be aware of the need to develop 
theories that are more specific and 
management tools that align with 
corporate practice and managerial 
training demands. But problems are 
identified with regard to resources. In 
fact, faculty members generally per-
ceive funding as the biggest obstacle 
to teaching advances. Moreover, just 
as faculty interest can be a key driv-
er, a lack of faculty interest is also 
viewed as a serious impediment for 
the promotion of diversity manage-
ment content.

Overall, European faculty members 
perceive more drivers than barriers 
in diversity management. This posi-
tive view is also reflected in their ex-
pectations about the future. None 
of the respondents believe that a 
decrease in diversity management 
teaching will be witnessed in the next 
two to three years, and the majority 
is of the opinion that activities will be 
expanded.
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Diversity management and future 
research agendas

Faculty members highlight re-
search as one of the key drivers for 
the future development of diversity 
management mainstreaming. Once 
again, roughly three quarters of the 
faculty respondents claimed their 
institutions are conducting research 
on the theme. This is especially the 
case in northern Europe where 88.6 
% of respondents indicate research 
activities on diversity management.

By extension, 37 % of faculty re-
spondents cited a research chair, 
centre or group dedicated to diversi-
ty management in their institutions. 
If we compare this finding with the 
results from the deans survey, there 
seems to be a potential gap between 
the high-level strategic focus on di-
versity management at the institu-
tional level and the actual allocation 
of resources dedicated to diversity 
management research. Moreover, 
when specific centres on diversity 
management exist, they are rela-

tively small. Centres with just one 
to five academic staff members were 
the most frequent.

Another relevant indicator of the 
importance of diversity in research 
initiatives is its inclusion in PhD 
programmes. In the survey respons-
es, 35.3 % indicate that their institu-
tion addresses diversity management 
through its doctoral programmes 
— but mostly by having specific ses-
sions on these issues. Only two re-
spondents reported that the institu-
tion had a specific PhD programme 
dedicated to diversity management 
issues. These doctoral initiatives are 
particularly relevant for the future of 
the field, as they are the basis for the 
development of a trained and com-
mitted research staff.

Lastly, when looking at the dimen-
sions covered by diversity manage-
ment research, the results from 
the survey indicate that (i) gender 
equality, (ii) equal opportunities, 
and (ii) cross-cultural management 
dominate the field.

5.3.	 Feasibility of a 
network of business schools 
and companies

The faculty survey demonstrated a sig-
nificant consensus (78.7 %) among aca-
demic experts that they would consider 
an active contribution to a European or 
global network of companies and busi-
ness schools on the theme of diversity 
management. This sentiment was fur-
ther expressed by business schools and 
companies at the June symposium. 
Through post-survey interviews, the 
research team invited some leading aca-
demics to elaborate further.

‘There has to be an exchange of ideas, 
knowledge and experience which today 
is in the corporate world. There has to 
be more links with other research cen-
tres and with business. There is still a 
huge gap to manage in all diversity-
related subjects.’

‘Learning from each other and exchang-
ing ideas is important. [The] objective 
would be to combine academia and the 
business sphere … [to] generate good re-
search questions. Business can raise their 
dilemmas and suggest business-focused 
questions. This is what makes research 
relevant to business.’

The result of this wide-ranging research 
and consultation with business schools 
and companies makes it clear that a 
well-structured collaboration on di-
versity management is perceived to be 
of potential value. Corporate manag-
ers acknowledge that business schools 
have considerable experience in direct 
relationships with firms large and small 
(arguably more so than universities). 
Their researchers often fill external ad-
visory or consulting roles on strategy- 
or systems-based management change 
projects. This level of access and insight 
enhances the prospect of a genuinely 
business-relevant collaboration in vari-

5. Business schools and company networks: educating and training business leaders for tomorrow
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ous dimensions.

Leading European business schools 
have a depth of insight and breadth 
of knowledge across business disci-
plines to channel into a high-level, 
multi-stakeholder dialogue on a diver-
sity management agenda. They are not 
limited to informing the debate on ‘big 
business’ however. Institutions are re-
nowned for their intensive research on 
SMEs, both as part of corporate sup-
ply chains and as stand-alone entre-
preneurial activities. Therefore, a fu-
ture network might realistically focus 
more on multinational corporations, 
or could include the smaller firms 
connected to their supply chain. The 
key, as always, would be to convince 
researchers to adopt a genuinely inter-
disciplinary approach that crosses the 
boundaries of their own field of exper-
tise.  Core arguments in favour of col-
laboration include those listed below.

• The strategic management of diver-
sity issues in the workplace cannot be 
separated from the broader challeng-
es of evolving HRM frameworks and 
developing the human capital of the 
firm. Companies are facing growing 
threats in terms of talent retention, 
staff turnover and impact on per-
formance. Developing a sustainable 
workforce environment has therefore 
become a top priority for companies 
and stakeholders of all sizes.

• Future dialogue and research must 
avoid taking an overly narrow view 
of individual diversity issues. Rath-
er, they should examine the impact 
of diversity within the context of 
corporate strategy and systems 
management.

• As key suppliers of management 
training (theoretical and practical) 
with close relationships to business 
(local and international), business 
schools are vital actors for raising 
awareness among current and fu-
ture managers on the strategic rel-

evance of workforce diversity.

• A future role for academia should be 
to develop new theoretical insights 
and tools better aligned with real-
world corporate HR and training 
experiences. Emphasis must be 
placed on format, so that material 
can be easily integrated into cor-
porate training and education pro-
grammes.

• Companies would benefit from 
academic insights on new learn-
ing styles such as a shift from 
classroom approaches to coach-
ing and mentoring and online 
instruction.

• Academic research can play an im-
portant role in helping companies 
better understand how to address 
core diversity challenges across 
localised legal systems within the 
wider context of international or 
global frameworks, strategies and 
systems.

• Academic research might focus on 
helping business to understand 
the emotional cost of managing 
diversity in the workplace, which 
until now has been seen as a sen-
sitive and little-understood top-
ic. Such work could ultimately 
enhance workplace policies, cul-
tural integration, employee per-
formance systems and manage-
rial frameworks, among others.

• There are significant barriers be-
tween business and academia in 
terminology and knowledge trans-
fer, and a disconnection in terms of 
expectation on both sides. The type 
of business–academic partnership 
network being discussed could be 
a strategically important platform 
to address this.

• 	 The academic world is based on 
ideas, and the time seems right for 
a deeper connection with business 

to consolidate vision and theory 
with the pragmatic approach of 
companies to the diversity man-
agement agenda.

Finally, the survey respondents cited 
research and teaching as the two pri-
ority activities to be undertaken. In 
this respect, the following kinds of ac-
tivities and outputs could be consid-
ered in the short- to medium-term as 
part of a business–academic diversity 
initiative:

• 	 a public access database integrating 
a wide range of existing corporate 
solutions with a comprehensive 
listing of academic and stakeholder 
research on diversity management;

• an online directory of individual 
academic researchers, teaching 
activities and thematic research in-
terests; 

•	 a dynamic, virtual network of cor-
porate managers tasked with de-
signing and/or delivering diversity 
management training and other 
initiatives;

•	 multi-stakeholder workshops to 
discuss emerging needs on skills 
and competences, learning innova-
tions, new case studies as teaching 
materials, etc.;

• executive briefings targeted for sen-
ior executives and deans of engaged 
companies and business schools;

•	 exchange of knowledge regarding 
dynamic teaching methods;

•	 an explorative study on European 
curriculum guidelines on diversity 
management skills and competences;

•	 exchange of knowledge regarding 
dynamic teaching methods and 
learning styles including the devel-
opment of innovative pedagogies.



  

Summary

•	 Both deans and faculty members acknowledge the importance of diversity management. The majority of deans be-
lieve that their institution has a strategic or high level focus on diversity and they expect growing institutional em-
phasis on the topic in the next two to three years.

•	 Overall, the research findings indicate encouraging levels of diversity management interest and activities but also 
highlight the need for further improving the integration of the topic in teaching, research and employment practices 
within European business schools.

•	 There is still a long way to go before diversity management moves from the margins to the mainstream of teaching 
and research.

•	 Diversity management courses are primarily found within the departments of organisational behaviour or HRM and 
taught mostly as a section of a course or as an elective class. This contrasts with the view of diversity management as a 
cross-sectional topic that should permeate all departments and be integrated in mainstream courses on, for example, 
management, strategy and marketing.

•	 Lack of funding and limited institutional focus on research constitute barriers for the future mainstreaming of the 
diversity management at business schools and universities.

•	 There is a strong interest in establishing a business–academic network on diversity management. Almost four out of 
five respondents participating in the faculty survey expressed an active interest in such a framework. The findings 
were further confirmed during the symposium, where a large majority of companies and schools indicated the poten-
tial value of such a network to share knowledge, ideas, experiences and ‘good practices’ on diversity management.

•	 Various existing network organisations seem well positioned and structured to play a central coordination role bring-
ing business and academia together, alternative models for partnership and mutual learning between business and 
academia or other agents such as corporate universities or the Center for Creative Leadership.
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Continuing the Diversity Journey

The research and consultation pre-
sented in this report suggest that an 
increasing number of small and large 
companies are recognising the busi-
ness importance — even impera-
tiveness — of diversity and diversity 
management, and thus are embarking 
upon a journey to create and manage 
a more diverse workforce and to do 
business in a way that recognises di-
versity as a business opportunity in 
its own right. While the core drivers 
for doing this — the search for tal-
ent, competitiveness, innovation and 
market expansions — are the same re-
gardless of the size of companies, the 
means by which diversity and inclu-
sion can be realised can be very dif-
ferent. Within SMEs particularly, the 
argument for incorporating diversity 
approaches in the way they conduct 
their business must be based on their 
concerns — reduced customer spend-
ing, increased market competition, 
recruitment issues — and must show 
that those concerns can in part be an-
swered through adopting a diversity 
agenda.

A company that sets out on the jour-
ney to diversity is not likely to succeed 
if it goes it alone. Increasingly, inter-
mediary organisations and voluntary 
diversity initiatives provide companies 
with a starting point and well planned 
route. The challenge lies in tailoring 
these and new forms of support to 
the immediate needs and concerns of 
individual companies. As such, and 
through the organisations that already 
exist at EU, national, and local levels, 
flexible and relevant tools for a suc-
cessful diversity journey should be 
further disseminated.

At the same time, greater efforts must 
be made when trying to reach those 
companies that have not already rec-
ognised the importance of diversity 
for their business. Diversity charters 
seem to be filling at least one role in 
relation to this, namely, acting as ‘bea-
cons’ in the economy and attracting 

and highlighting the way forward for 
companies interested in diversity. Real 
change must also take place within 
the academic contexts and university 
curricula that produce the managers 
of and for tomorrow. While diversity 
management exists within business 
schools as a subject of teaching and 
research, it has barely been main-
streamed.

Many European businesses — large 
and small — and other European 
stakeholders are beginning to see the 
need for diversity and effective diver-
sity management as outlined in the 
European Commission’s previous re-
port (The business case for diversity 
— Good practices in the workplace, 
2005) and embark upon a journey 
which presents both challenges and 
opportunities. So whilst the benefits 
of diversity are visible, and in fact con-
stitute many of the opportunities, the 
practices of diversity, however, present 
some major challenges for not only 
businesses but also intermediary or-
ganisations, business schools and, in-
deed, government-sponsored support 
agencies.

A number of specific conclusions and 
ways forward can be teased out from 
the research and consultations pre-
sented in this report which in turn can 
be summarised under the main chap-
ter headings employed in this report.

Diversity for talent and competitive-
ness: the SME business case for di-
versity

•	 While the SME business case for di-
versity should concentrate on spe-
cific business problems and needs, 
including the search for talent and 
competitiveness, companies agree 
that a focus on inclusion and diver-
sity could, firstly, help with the re-
cruitment and retention of talented 
employees and, secondly, foster the 
conditions that could create prod-
uct and market innovation.

•	 Those SMEs who formalise their hu-
man resource management strategy 
and provide for employee diversity 
training will be better able not only 
to get the best from employees but 
also to improve their market posi-
tion and competitive advantage.

•	 There is a considerable need for fur-
ther forms of advice and guidance 
in order for SMEs to succeed in 
their search for talent and competi-
tiveness.

•	 The main barriers faced by SMEs 
when employing staff with diverse 
profiles need to be addressed and 
overcome in ways which do not 
undermine or devalue the ethnic, 
faith and cultural backgrounds of 
employees.

•	 In addition to the researching, col-
lating and dissemination of knowl-
edge, a way forward to overcoming 
barriers would be to promote an 
interactive training programme be-
tween SMEs and by SME interme-
diary support organisations.

Diversity, innovation and 
productivity

•	 Innovation and productivity are still 
seen among the top three drivers 
for the developing of policies and 
practices of diversity and inclusion.

•	 Human resource management, re-
cruitment and retention are areas 
where diversity directly leads to in-
novation, although product and op-
erational innovation are also areas 
which benefit greatly from diversity.

•	 While negative stereotyping, poor 
communication and poor team in-
tegration are seen to inhibit diver-
sity-led innovation, many areas of 
company operations and processes 
— e.g. the better understanding of 
customers — benefit from diversi-
ty-led innovation.



•	 Given that a company’s diversity 
profile and objectives with regard to 
innovation and productivity can be 
compromised by suppliers who do 
not have a diversity agenda, some 
particular attention should be giv-
en to what has become known as 
‘supplier diversity’.

•	 The need to continue to make the 
case and measure the impact of 
the relationship between diversity, 
innovation and productivity will 
remain for some time to come, for 
many companies still need to cre-
ate the conditions that encourage 
the kind of risk-taking necessary 
for the linkages to be made.

Tools for a successful diversity 
journey

•	 Although the most common types 
of support provided by intermedi-
aries include information and ad-
vice, networking opportunities and 
finance, there is still a need to be 
even more proactive — e.g. raising 
awareness amongst SMEs, collect-
ing and disseminating examples of 
best practice and communicating 
all messages in a positive and in-
spiring way.

•	 Further, it is important to create 
support tools that are personal and 

direct, including training, coach-
ing and informed discussion with, 
in particular, middle management, 
who are in charge of operational, 
employment and production proc-
esses and initiatives.

•	 There is clear a movement towards 
more national diversity charters. The 
European level could provide added 
value by actively promoting the ex-
change of experience and dialogue 
between charter organisations, pro-
moting the setting-up of charters in 
other countries, and considering the 
establishment of either an awards 
scheme and/or a Europe-wide ‘la-
bels’ initiative. There could also be 
some merit for companies operat-
ing EU-wide to consider creating an 
EU-level charter.

Business schools and company 
networks

•	 Deans and faculty members ac-
knowledge the importance of di-
versity in general and diversity 
management in particular.

•	 Nevertheless, there is a need to 
move the teaching and research-
ing of diversity from the margins 
and locate it more centrally in the 
research and teaching activities of 
business schools in Europe.

•	 Companies that have strong re-
lationships with business schools 
(and those who do not) should 
help these schools to explore how 
funds and other resources can be 
mobilised to underpin diversity 
management research and teach-
ing as a mainstream activity.

•	 Whether or not diversity manage-
ment will be seen as a cross-sec-
tional topic that should permeate 
all departments, courses and de-
grees will depend largely upon each 
business school’s perspective. A 
first step forward, however, should 
perhaps be an EU-wide discussion 
on the explicit bottom and top line 
advantages of the subject in a glo-
bal economy.

•	 A further way forward, as there 
is a strong interest in establishing 
a business–academic network on 
diversity management, is to give 
some consideration to involving 
relevant stakeholders (EU bodies, 
trade and professional associa-
tions, large and small companies, 
etc.) other than the business and 
academic communities in such an 
initiative so that it is not seen as the 
sole preserve of one or two interest 
groups.
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