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Abstract 

In this article we discuss how the fields of diversity in organizations and cross-cultural 

work psychology can benefit from greater attention to and integration with each other as well as 

more clarity regarding the distinctions between them. We first present—each in our own voice 

and from our individual perspective—past and current issues in the two respective areas. We 

then jointly identify and discuss key areas of commonality and difference between diversity and 

cross-cultural work psychology in theory, research, and practice. Subsequently, we point to ways 

the two fields might learn and benefit from each other’s approaches and perspectives. We 

consider issues such as the interplay between culture and diversity, the dual impact of individuals 

on groups and vice versa, and the role of identity as an organizing principle in group diversity. 

Overall, the paper provides illustrative examples of the benefits of more exchange and dialogue 

between the fields. 
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This paper was inspired by a panel discussion at the recent SIOP 2011 conference 

(Salazar et al., 2011) that focused on cross-cultural and diversity research. The panelists—

including the two of us—discussed aspects of diversity and cross-cultural research and training. 

Building on that session, in this article we address commonalities and differences in theory, 

research, and practice on diversity in organizations on the one hand, and cross-cultural work 

psychology on the other. We further discuss some of the ways in which the two fields can benefit 

from greater attention to and integration with each other as well as more clarity regarding the 

distinctions between them. 

Diversity in organizations and cross-cultural work psychology have much in common 

and are in many ways interconnected. Yet, these two fields of theory, research, and practice are 

distinguished by different frames, approaches, goals, and challenges. Both relate to and address 

important variations in and contextual influences on psychological constructs and processes but 

do so in varying ways and with distinct emphases. In this article, we raise focal questions and 

present a dialogue and collaboration of two scholars: one (Ferdman) primarily focused on 

diversity in organizations—an area in which he also practices—and one (Sagiv) primarily 

focused on cross-cultural psychology. Our aim is to discuss the differences and connections 

between the two fields, the benefits and challenges in integrating them, and the implications of 

these connections and possible integrations for both research and practice. 

In doing this, we are rooted in our particular experiences and subjective perspectives, and 

so we make no claim to represent each field in its entirety. Rather, we seek to make a case for 

greater clarity regarding the distinctions between the two fields on the one hand, and greater 

interaction and communication between them on the other hand. Although the two fields address 

related issues and topics, they have developed and in many ways operate separately from each 



CONNECTING DIVERSITY AND CROSS-CULTURAL WORK PSYCHOLOGY                 4 
 

other. We see great value in a more fluid exchange and dialogue and in more explicit 

connections between them, especially as work on diversity becomes more globalized, and cross-

cultural work psychology moves beyond comparing nations. In preparing this article, we have 

each learned about our own perspective at the same time that we have expanded our individual 

horizons. Our reviews of past research as well as our interactions and dialogues have themselves 

in some ways illustrated both the differences and interconnections of the two fields, as well as 

the benefits of using our respective frames of reference, constructs, and perspectives to make 

better sense of social phenomena and to contribute to more effective practice. 

Providing a thorough review of past research in each field is beyond the scope of what we 

set out to do, and has been done elsewhere (e.g., Ashkanasy, Wilderom, & Peterson, 2010; Erez, 

2011; Gelfand, Erez, & Aycan, 2007; Zhou & Shi, 2011, for cross-cultural work psychology; and 

Jackson & Joshi, 2011; van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007; Konrad, Prasad, & Pringle; 2006; 

Roberson, forthcoming, for diversity in organizations). Instead, in the first two sections that 

follow, each of us—in our own voice—describes our view of important issues in our respective 

areas. We then jointly identify and discuss key areas of commonality and difference between the 

fields, and point to ways we might learn and benefit from each other’s approaches and 

perspectives. 

Diversity in Organizations: Past and Current Issues (Ferdman) 

In 1992, in the second volume of SIOP’s Professional Practice Series, Jackson and 

Associates highlighted the implications of the growing diversity of the U.S. workforce for 

organizations and discussed diversity management, strategic change related to diversity, race 

relations initiatives, and human resource approaches to diversity. Jackson et al.’s book reflected a 

relatively new and growing area of interest and focus for I-O psychology and related fields (see 
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e.g., Cox, 1993; Ferdman, 1992, 1994; Morrison, 1992; Thomas, 1990; Thompson & DiTomaso, 

1998; Triandis, Kurowski, & Gelfand, 1994), an area that developed in the aftermath of civil 

rights movements and legislation and employment laws addressing equity and access for 

multiple groups. In the years since, diversity in organizations has greatly expanded as an area of 

both research and practice. 

The Diverse Field of Diversity in Organizations 

The field of diversity in organizations is quite broad and incorporates multiple strands, 

perspectives, and approaches. Overall, it emphasizes understanding and intervening in 

heterogeneous groups and workplaces to reduce or eliminate invidious bias and discrimination 

and to benefit from differences, so as to maximize the inclusion and contributions of individuals, 

increase social justice and equity, and provide for greater organizational success. In I-O 

psychology, work on diversity incorporates attention to ethnicity, race, gender, sexual 

orientation, age, religion, social class, (dis)ability, nationality, and other dimensions of 

difference, as these affect group and organizational dynamics (e.g., Jackson & Joshi, 2011; van 

Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007) and the experiences of individuals who vary along one or more 

of these dimensions. This approach builds on and goes beyond work on prejudice and 

discrimination and involves addressing the management of diversity so as to realize its potential 

benefits to organizations and their members. 

More recently, the field has developed to include attention to inclusion (Holvino, 

Ferdman, & Merrill-Sands, 2004; Mor Barak, 2011; Roberson, 2006; Shore et al., 2011; 

Wasserman, Gallegos, & Ferdman, 2008), which involves enabling individuals to be and 

experience themselves as complete and fully themselves—with their differences—as they engage 

in joint efforts, tasks, or endeavors (Ferdman, 2010), and in that way eliciting their full 
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contributions to the group or organization. When people experience inclusion they can be 

completely part of the whole and also maintain their authenticity and uniqueness (Ferdman, 

2010). Inclusion, then, goes well beyond understanding and benefiting from diversity and 

incorporates attention to experiences of feeling engaged, involved, safe, valued, and authentic, at 

both at the individual and the group levels (Ferdman, Avigdor, Braun, Konkin, & Kuzmycz, 

2010; Ferdman, Barrera, Allen, & Vuong, 2009), as well as to organizational and leadership 

antecedents, correlates, and consequences of these experiences. 

 In this context, diversity work also includes defining and building competencies for 

members of organizations, and particularly their leaders, to foster effective collaboration across 

differences so as to create and sustain inclusion. These competencies incorporate but go beyond 

intercultural skills, and are typically addressed in the context of diversity training, which has also 

been the focus of extensive research and some theory on the part of I-O psychologists (for recent 

reviews, see King, Gulick, & Avery, 2011; Kulik & Roberson, 2008). Diversity work 

encompasses the process of developing organizations to effectively incorporate and take 

advantage of differences, including implications for organizational processes and systems such 

as selection and recruitment, promotion, employee and leadership development and training, and 

talent management more generally. Attention to diversity climate is also part of this approach, 

with associated research areas addressing relational demography, stereotyping and 

discrimination, and assessment.
1
 Additional strands of work (e.g., Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2008) 

examine the outcomes of alternative diversity interventions. 

                                                           
1 In the practice arena, focal areas include supplier diversity; employee resource groups; 

organizational systems designed to attract, develop, and retain diverse employees; and leadership 

strategies and practices to foster inclusion. It is important to note that diversity in organizations 

extends well beyond I-O psychology and incorporates a range of disciplinary perspectives and 
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From the beginning, the field of diversity, while considering demographic differences, 

has explicitly addressed cultural variation as a key focus (e.g., Cox, 1993; Ely & Thomas, 2001; 

Ferdman, 1992). This is because often the diversity that is most relevant is substantive: It has to 

do with differences—rooted in social identities—in how people think about and approach work 

and situations (Ferdman, 1992; Thomas & Ely, 1996). At the same time—as documented by 

extensive work on social identity and other social categorization processes—categories, labels, 

and identities also matter, in and of themselves. A growing focus in diversity has been to 

consider the role of multiple and complex identities (e.g., Bodenhausen, 2010; Chao & Moon, 

2005; Ferdman, 1995, 2003). Because people have multiple sources of cultural influence, 

understanding only some of them, particularly in isolation, does not suitably or fully address the 

dynamics of diversity (Chao & Moon, 2005; Ferdman, 1995, 1999). Moreover, a diversity 

perspective involves acknowledging, attending to, and addressing within-group as well as 

between-group differences (Ferdman, 1995; Gallegos & Ferdman, 2007). 

Diversity can result in its own cultural patterns and formations, such that multicultural 

organizations—in contrast to more homogenous organizations—have particular and discernible 

values, ways of being, and preferred styles, having to do with acceptance and valuing of 

differences and working effectively with these differences (see, e.g., Holvino et al., 2004). Thus, 

work on diversity attends to alternative conceptual or ideological frames and their implications 

for incorporating diversity into groups and organizations, as well as how these frames are 

communicated (for example by leaders) or how they are integrated into organizational strategy 

(e.g., Thomas, 2004). This stream of theory and research (e.g., Avery, 2011; Ely & Thomas, 

2001; van Knippenberg, Haslam, & Platow, 2007; Plaut, Garnett, Buffardi, & Sanchez-Burks, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

contributions. In this sense then, I-O psychology contributes only one strand of theory and 

research comprising the field of diversity in organizations as a whole. 
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2011) focuses on these perspectives (which van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007, refer to as 

―diversity mind-sets‖ and Ferdman & Brody, 1995, describe as alternative visions of the ―ideal‖ 

organization), and their implications for variables such as group cohesion and identification, as 

well as support for and engagement with diversity efforts. This line of work incorporates 

deliberation about the proper and fair role and management of cultural and other differences; 

how such differences should be incorporated in relationships, groups, and organizations; and 

whether it is positive and desirable for individuals and groups to maintain their group-based 

cultural distinctiveness in the context of a larger social system. 

Finally, the field of diversity in organizations can be construed broadly to encompass 

attention to basic processes as these are influenced by specific or multiple dimensions of 

diversity. In that context one can ask whether leadership models, motivation theories, and other 

I-O psychology constructs and processes can be conceptualized, apply, and function similarly in 

diverse contexts as they do in more homogeneous situations. Chin (2010), for example, decries 

the North American and masculinist bias of many leadership approaches and theories and points 

out that diversity requires shifting both the definitions and the expression of leadership. 

Wasserman et al. (2008) argue that a key role of leaders in diverse organizations and groups 

involves building inclusion, thus requiring new leadership competencies and practices, and 

Nishii and Mayer’s (2009) research documents the important role of inclusive leadership in 

reducing the relationship of demographic diversity and turnover. 

What Do We Mean By “Diversity?” Diversity-General vs. Specific Approaches 

A key issue for the field of diversity has to do with defining the construct: Should it be 

conceptualized relatively broadly or narrowly? To what extent does it make sense—theoretically, 

empirically, or practically—to generalize about diversity without reference to the specific 
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attributes or dimensions involved in a particular situation? Mor Barak (2011) distinguishes 

between three types of definitions: (1) ―narrow category-based,‖ focusing on group-based 

dimensions typically related to discrimination (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, disability, age); (2) 

―broad category-based,‖ focusing on many kinds of differences or grouping such differences into 

larger categories (e.g., visible/invisible, deep/surface); and (3) ―definitions based on a conceptual 

rule,‖ providing abstract conceptualizations, not necessarily grounded in specific categories. 

Harrison and Klein (2007) discuss diversity in terms of within-unit differences on a specific 

attribute, and distinguish between three types of diversity: variety, separation, and disparity. 

These approaches lead to different assumptions and questions; depending on what we 

mean by ―diversity,‖ we may be looking at different phenomena. Yet it is common to make 

propositions about diversity, as Page (2007) and Davidson (2011) seek to do, without necessarily 

distinguishing among different types of dimensions or attributes. Indeed, much of the literature 

on diversity seeks to make such broad generalizations, rather than focusing on one dimension at 

a time, even when the assumptions underlying this approach may not be validated. This is also a 

challenge for the practice arena, in which organizations seek approaches regarding diversity 

management that can apply to multiple types of diversity
2
, and is further complicated by 

globalization, which adds the complexity that diversity can involve different conceptualizations 

and manifestations across societies and locations. 

Some theorists and researchers take a similar approach but distinguish between types of 

attributes, such as ―visible‖ and ―invisible‖ or ―surface‖ and ―deep.‖ Other researchers address 

specific dimensions of diversity, such as gender, ethnicity, or race; as Shore et al. (2009) point 

out, research on the implications and dynamics of these dimensions has often developed 

                                                           
2
 Related concepts that can be considered from a diversity-general or diversity-specific 

perspective include acculturation, intergroup relations, and bias or stereotyping. 
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separately. This can make it more difficult to readily determine, for example, whether gender 

diversity operates in ways that are similar or different to racial, age, or other types of diversity. 

Yet, because dynamics are unlikely always to be the same across types of diversity, the 

assumption that diversity as a general concept functions similarly across dimensions can and 

should be tested. Kochan et al. (2003), for example, reporting on research exploring diversity and 

performance at four large businesses, point out that the effects of racial and gender diversity on 

performance varied within and across studies, tended not to be direct, and often interacted with 

HR practices, organizational culture, and business strategies. 

Beyond diversity-specific phenomena, there are likely also dynamics that apply across 

multiple dimensions or with regard to multiple dimensions in combination. Discovering this is 

more likely when diversity is considered broadly, permitting investigation of phenomena such as 

faultlines (Lau & Murnighan, 1998), the degree to which multiple dimensions of difference are 

aligned within a group or organization. Yet even within this type of approach, research suggests 

that diversity does not function equally across attributes. In a meta-analysis of results from 39 

studies, Thatcher and Patel (2011) found that faultlines tended to be stronger when they were 

based on gender and race, rather than functional or educational background, age, or tenure. 

A key aspect—and complexity—of diversity is that it can be both a characteristic of 

organizational systems, and also represent the intersection and overlapping of multiple systems 

of other types. For example, if our goal is to understand the dynamics of a work unit that is 

diverse in terms of its members’ ages, genders, ethnicities, and races, we would need to consider 

not only how the work unit fits into a larger organizational system, but also how the work unit 

members, as they come together and interact, also represent the meeting of multiple other social 

systems of which they are part. Isolating diversity from other organizational features and 
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dynamics, especially in the practice context, can lead to problematic and even ineffectual 

interventions and approaches. For example, diversity training is likely to be relatively 

unsuccessful (and to have vague objectives) if it does not consider the participants and their 

identities, their workplace requirements, and the organization’s strategic needs. 

Cross-Cultural Work Psychology: Past and Current Issues (Sagiv) 

In a seminal chapter in the Annual Review of Psychology, Bond and Smith (1996) discussed 

the challenge of ―universalizing‖ psychology research. They described the Western dominance in 

social and organizational psychology research and reviewed the emerging body of work that took 

a cross-cultural perspective to studying individuals and organizations. About a decade later, in a 

follow-up chapter, Gelfand et al. (2007) concluded that we are ―entering a new era when culture 

research is beginning to be embraced in OB‖ (p. 482). Indeed, with increasing globalization and 

multiculturalism in the workplace, researchers and practitioners have become more and more 

interested in understanding the role of culture in work psychology (Erez, 2011). 

There are numerous definitions of culture (see reviews in Boyacigiller, Kleinberg, Phillips, & 

Sackmann, 2004; Cohen, 2009; Gelfand et al., 2007; Triandis, 1994; for a review of earlier 

definitions see Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Despite this large variety, there are some 

commonalities across most definitions. Culture is typically viewed as multi-faceted (consisting 

of values, norms, practices, and more) and meta-situational. It represents the way the physical 

and social environment is captured, understood, and shared by members of the group. Through 

socialization processes cultures affect the ways their members think and act (e.g., Hofstede, 

2001; Schwartz, 2009; Triandis, 1994, 2001). Cross-cultural research focuses on two main 

issues: studying universals and differences in psychological constructs and organizational 

behavior, and identifying cultural dimensions that predict or moderate organizational processes. 
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Cross-Cultural Research: Universals and Differences 

The last two decades have brought up diverse and varied research on the role of culture in 

forming and affecting organizational constructs and processes. Some studies focus on identifying 

universals, aiming to provide evidence for construct validity across cultures. Thus, for example, 

Oreg and his colleagues (2008) showed that the dispositional resistance to change scale exhibited 

construct equivalence (of both structure and item loading) across 17 nations from 4 continents. 

Moreover, they showed that resistance to change had the same relationships with personal values 

across cultures: It correlated positively with conservation values and negatively with openness 

values in all 17 nations. Finding that the meaning of a psychological construct (here, resistance 

to change) is equivalent across cultures validates the universality of its meaning and thus allows 

for comparing the extent of that construct among individuals from different cultures. 

Other studies, in contrast, focus on identifying cross-cultural differences in organizational 

constructs or process, and in their antecedents or consequences. Thus, for example, Riordan and 

Vandenberg (1994) hypothesized and found that a measure of organizational commitment, which 

focuses on the relationships between the employee and the organization, was equivalent in 

meaning in samples of Americans and Koreans. In contrast, measures of self-esteem at work and 

of satisfaction with supervisors—both of which focus on the individuals and are therefore less 

likely to make sense to Koreans—differed in their meaning across the two cultures. Showing the 

cultural boundaries of a psychological construct (such as self-esteem) points to cross-cultural 

comparisons that are meaningless, because one might compare ―apples to oranges.‖ But beyond 

the methodological contribution, such information deepens our understanding of the construct. 

For example, it highlights the individualistic focus on the construct of self-esteem. 
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Research that investigates the extent to which psychological constructs share the same 

meaning across cultures is usually construct-driven. Future research could aim to integrate the 

accumulating sets of evidence and draw some organizing principles for universality versus 

particularity of psychological constructs. Understanding why the meaning of resistance to change 

is universal whereas the meaning of self esteem is culturally bounded, for example, will upgrade 

our understanding of cross-cultural differences in work psychology and will be valuable for 

cross-cultural training of expatriates and global managers. 

Introducing Culture to Organizational Research: A Venue to New Understanding 

Showing that a psychological work construct is not universal—but rather varies in meaning, 

importance, or frequency across cultures—not only increases knowledge about that construct, 

but may also modify the understanding of that construct and derive researchers to find more 

comprehensive explanations. Consider the example of attribution. For many years, researchers 

studied attribution bias in Western contexts. The findings were extremely consistent, showing 

that when explaining behavior of others, individuals over-estimate dispositional explanations and 

under-estimate situational factors. The findings were so compelling that the bias was termed the 

―fundamental attribution error‖ (Jones & Harris, 1967). The explanations provided for this bias 

essentially focused on universal cognitive processes, such as the observer’s tendency to focus on 

the actor (and therefore attribute her action to dispositional factors; Jones & Nisbett, 1971). 

When attribution was studied among East Asians, however, findings showed that they do not 

over-estimate dispositional explanations (e.g., Miller, 1984). These findings not only indicated 

boundary conditions of the attribution error; they also derived a new set of explanations to the 

phenomena, suggesting that individualistic cultures—which focus on the individual and expect 

people to act on their personal attributes—encourage dispositional attributions. In contrast, 



CONNECTING DIVERSITY AND CROSS-CULTURAL WORK PSYCHOLOGY                 

14 
 

contextual, collectivistic cultures—which focus on the collectivity and expect people to act upon 

norms and expectations—encourage situational attributions that focus on the social context.  

Research on cross-cultural work psychology provides similar insights. A notable example is 

the research on negotiation. Studying the role of cultural values in negotiation, research provides 

evidence for cross-cultural differences in negotiation tactics, as well as in the perception of the 

negotiation situation (see reviews in Gelfand et al., 2007; Sagiv, Schwartz, & Arieli, 2011). For 

example, Brett and her colleagues show differences in negotiation strategies of individuals from 

low- versus high-context cultures. Negotiators from low-context cultures gather information in a 

direct manner (e.g., stating and receiving information about interests and objectives). In contrast, 

negotiators from high-context cultures gather information indirectly, by making offers earlier in 

the negotiation, and relying on counter offers to learn about interests and goals of the opponent. 

Moreover, negotiators created more value (i.e., performed better) when they relied on culturally-

congruent strategies (Adair & Brett, 2005; Adair, Okumura, & Brett, 2001). These studies have 

concrete implications for practitioners engaging in negotiation. But for researchers they do more 

than provide information about negotiation: They challenge and foster our understanding of the 

meaning of the negotiation processes, showing that individuals from various cultures differ not 

only in their behavior, but also in the mere experience that is negotiating with others. 

Thus, investigating the role of culture is crucial for research on any work psychology 

construct and process: Whether the findings point to universals or whether they show differences 

across cultures in meaning or in frequency, the cultural perspective contributes to a broader and 

more comprehensive understanding of the studied phenomena. Introducing the cultural context 

may help deepen our understanding of the personal experience of I-O issues such as career 

choice, identification and commitment to work teams and organization, or organizational 
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citizenship behavior. It may also shed light on organization-level processes, such as selection, 

training and socialization, leadership, and performance evaluation. Some of these have already 

been studied taking a cross-cultural perspective; others still represent a Western dominance, and 

therefore pose a challenge to research of cross-cultural work psychology. 

From Comparing Cultures to Cultural Dimensions As Underlying Mechanisms 

With the growing research of cross-cultural work psychology, it may be surprising that many 

studies still focus on comparing a psychological construct across a small number of cultures. 

Comparing few countries is problematic because any two countries differ in many respects (e.g., 

size, affluence, legal systems, educational systems, media, etc.). It is therefore virtually 

impossible to attribute a difference in means found between the two to cultural differences. 

Moreover, cultures that differ on one cultural aspect or dimension (e.g., individualism versus 

collectivism) often differ in other cultural dimensions (e.g., power distance or hierarchy) as well. 

This challenge could be partly overcome by studying a large number of societies and 

investigating the impact of cultural dimensions. Several large-scale projects proposed cultural 

dimensions of values that allow for comparison across cultures. The most known is Hofstede’s 

seminal model (1980, 2001; see a review in Taras, Kirkman, & Steel, 2010). Other researchers 

have proposed cultural dimensions that affect organizational processes and behavior, among 

them the GLOBE project (House, Javidan, & Dorfman, 2001; reviewed in Kwantes & Dickson, 

2011), Schwartz’s theory of cultural values (1999; reviewed in Sagiv & Schwartz, 2007; Sagiv, 

Schwartz, & Arieli, 2011), and Smith, Dugan, and Trompenaars (1996). 

These theories of cultural dimensions of values allow cross-cultural work psychology to 

move from comparing few cultures to studying a large set of cultures. Investigating the 

correlations of cultural dimensions with various organizational constructs or processes allows 
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researchers to reject at least some of the alternative explanations and fine-tune our understanding 

of the impact of culture—or specific aspects of the culture—on work and organizations.  

Moreover, theories of cultural dimensions allow researchers to look not only for main effects of 

culture, but also to study culture as a moderator of observed relationships. 

Studying how managers handle everyday work events, Smith, Peterson, and their colleagues 

asked middle managers from 56 countries how much they rely on various sources of guidance.  

The findings revealed that the cultural values emphasized in their society predicted the extent to 

which managers relied on specific sources for guidance. Thus, for example, a cultural emphasis 

on collectivism, power-distance, embeddedness, and hierarchy predicted greater reliance on 

formal rules and superiors and less reliance on own experience and subordinates (Smith, 

Peterson, & Schwartz, 2002). A recent study stemming from this project showed that in addition 

to their main effects on the use of guidance sources, cultural values moderate the relationships 

between managers’ use of guidance sources and their success in handling work events. For 

example, the effectiveness of relying on one’s own experience was stronger the more 

individualistic the culture (Smith, Peterson, & Thomason, 2011). Studying cultural dimensions 

as moderators in the impact of psychological constructs on cognition and action of organizational 

members is one of the main challenges in cross-cultural work psychology. 

Diversity in Organizations and Cross-Cultural Work Psychology: Identifying 

Commonalities and Differences as a Means to Better Understand Each Field 

As two fields within I-O psychology that recognize and investigate human variance and its 

implications, diversity and cross-cultural work psychology share many commonalities. At the 

same time, the two fields differ substantially. We believe that recognizing some of these 

commonalities and differences can sharpen and deepen our understanding of key issues within 
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each area, as well as strengthen both and increase their applied utility and reach. In this section, 

we discuss principal areas of similarity and difference (see Table 1 for a summary). 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Nature of Phenomena 

The two fields differ in the nature of the phenomena they address. Research on cross-cultural 

work psychology strives to make generalizations and find their boundary conditions. It aims to 

learn how cultures are similar and different in the psychological processes that they foster and 

promote in organizations. In contrast, work on diversity in organizations focuses on individual 

and group experiences and perspectives and intergroup relations in the context of the workplace. 

It addresses their organizational implications and manifestations together with the dynamics of 

heterogeneous groups and organizations. 

The two fields are similar in that both concepts—diversity and culture—exist at a collective 

level (e.g., a team or group, an organization, a society) and at a certain degree of abstraction, and 

both have psychological implications and manifestations. The two fields also differ: Diversity 

work in I-O psychology typically reflects differences in individual attributes and identities, 

particularly those that are group-based, such as gender, ethnicity, or religion. In contrast, culture 

does not necessarily exist within the person; it is the social context in which people live and act. 

Culture provides individuals with a frame that guides their cognition and behavior and helps the 

process of sense-making. Cross-cultural work psychology considers social contexts and their 

implications for psychological, social, and organizational processes that affect individuals, groups, 

and organizations. Culture is a primary basis for diversity, but does not by itself constitute 
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diversity; in this sense, although cross-cultural work psychology theory and research can provide 

an important understanding of one of the key building blocks of diversity in organizations, they 

are not sufficient to address the full range of the dynamics and implications of diversity. 

 Goals and Focus 

Both fields recognize that individuals differ in numerous important ways, that many of these 

differences originate in the social groups to which individuals belong, and that these differences 

affect interpersonal interactions in the workplace, as well as personal, group, and organizational 

performance. Within these general frameworks, however, the two fields differ in goals and focus. 

Diversity looks at what happens when people import their cultural influences into a new context, 

such as a work group or organization. Cross-cultural work psychology seeks to identify patterns 

that exist at a collective level and then influence individual behavior. Diversity research and 

training highlight many sources of diversity, often simultaneously. In contrast, cross-cultural 

psychology may acknowledge that there are many such sources of difference, but in practice, 

most research focuses on nation-level cultural differences (a notable exception is research on bi-

cultural individuals, e.g., Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005, Benet-Martinez, Lee, & Leu, 2006; 

Berry, 1997; Tadmor, Tetlock, & Peng, 2009).  

Both fields are concerned with the multi-level nature of the phenomena studied, although in 

different ways. Cross-cultural research investigates how culture affects individuals, teams, and 

organizations, and how these are nested within a domestic, international, or global context (Erez, 

2011). Researchers in this field often advocate, however, a conceptual distinction among the 

individual, organization, and nation levels of analyses. For example, Hofstede (1980, 2001) 

stresses that his proposed cultural dimensions characterize cultures and not individuals, and 

Schwartz (2011; see also Sagiv et al., 2011) developed different theories of values at the 
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individual and societal levels. In contrast, work on diversity integrates multiple levels of 

analysis, frequently simultaneously, and can thus address issues such as diversity management 

strategies, group dynamics, and intergroup relations. An integration of the two fields is suggested 

in the notion of ―cultural mosaic‖ (Chao & Moon, 2005), which aims to understand individual 

experience by taking into account the combination of multiple cultural identities (see also 

Ferdman, 1995, 2003), as manifested in specific social and organizational contexts. 

 Another important difference has to do with the relative attention given to content versus 

process. Traditionally, much of the work in cross-cultural work psychology tends to focus on 

content, in the sense that it describes patterns of cultural variation and the nature of cultural 

difference, more than the dynamics of intercultural interaction. Less attention has been devoted 

to what Gelfand et al. (2007) termed the ―cross-cultural interface‖—the dynamics of culture in 

cross-cultural contexts. In contrast, work on diversity tends to focus on the processes involved 

when people from different identity groups or with different attributes work together in one team 

or organization. Such interactions are not simply interpersonal, but reflect intergroup processes 

as well (Alderfer, 1986; Ferdman, 1992). Thus, for many diversity specialists, particularly in 

applied settings, the dynamics of group-based power and privilege—including systems of 

domination and subordination—and of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism) are quite 

focal. 

Both fields, perhaps to varying degrees, are concerned with the implications of cultural 

differences when they are represented among people working together in one context, and with 

the concept of multiculturalism, which has to do with describing the attitudes, values, behaviors 

and organizational processes and systems best suited to effective integration of cultural 

differences in a group, organization, or society. In this sense, both fields—to some degree—



CONNECTING DIVERSITY AND CROSS-CULTURAL WORK PSYCHOLOGY                 

20 
 

consider views and attitudes about difference in the intergroup context. Diversity work looks at 

mindsets and ideologies for diversity (e.g., views about multiculturalism), while cross-cultural 

work psychology considers acculturation attitudes and other views about how best to address 

cultural differences, especially in situations where they come into contact. 

Underlying Values 

Another important way in which diversity and cross-cultural work psychology are similar 

and different is in the values underlying each field. Both fields strive to overcome the Western 

dominance of research on work psychology. Both are committed to giving voice to multiple 

values and ways of thinking. The two fields also differ, however, in some of their underlying 

values. The field of diversity does not simply study the realities of diversity in the workplace; 

diversity work is typically not neutral, and usually sees diversity positively or as a desired goal. 

Research in this field aims to identify the ways in which diversity can benefit individuals, work 

groups, and organizations, and to more effectively implement what is known about eliminating 

or reducing discrimination and bias. Diversity research also attends to the difficulties and 

challenges of diversity in the workplace, in order to overcome them—not only as a means to 

improve organizational success, but also because personal, social, and cultural diversity is 

viewed as a positive phenomenon, one that, given the right conditions, can contribute to any 

organization or social collective. Most researchers and practitioners who focus on diversity are 

unlikely to have the goal of eliminating diversity or proving that, in principle, it is problematic. 

Cross-cultural researchers investigate both universals and differences across cultures, with no 

systematic preference for either. Ample research strives to identify dimensions that distinguish 

among cultures. These cultural dimensions contrast societies with opposing preferences, views, 

and structures. For example, societies that view the individual as an independent, bounded entity 
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versus those that view the individual as an integral part of the collectivity (Schwartz, 1999); 

societies that accept the unequal distribution of power as legitimate or not (Hofstede, 1980; 

2001) and societies with loose versus tight social constraints (Gelfand et al., 2011). Research on 

cross-cultural psychology—in the work context and in other contexts—aims to investigate and 

understand the full spectrum of values, norms, and thought systems. Thus, cross-cultural research 

seeks to give voice to cultures that endorse different, even opposing values and ideologies, 

including, for example, those that may object to gender-, ethnic-, or cultural diversity in the 

workplace or resist organizational change. 

Explicitly recognizing and articulating the values underlying their own field could help 

diversity and cross-cultural researchers and practitioners to better comprehend implicit 

assumptions and potential limitations. Recognizing how the two fields differ in their values may 

deepen researchers’ understanding of the other field, as well as enrich their own perspective. 

Connecting Research and Practice 

While both fields have a strong research focus and an interest in describing and 

understanding basic processes, they are also both concerned with and contribute to practice, in 

similar and different ways. A challenge for both involves the ―translation‖ of research findings 

into organizational applications. In the applied context, variables cannot usually be isolated or 

controlled in the same way as in the laboratory. Moreover, whereas what is important in the 

practice and training arena is the holistic experience of individuals and groups, researchers seek 

to isolate and identify the effects of particular variables, often one at a time. 

As a field, diversity in organizations has a strong grounding in practice. Thus, diversity 

researchers often seek to connect their findings to the needs of practitioners and to conduct 

research to specifically assess whether, how, and why some of the diversity-related practices 
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adopted in organizations (e.g., diversity training) have the effects that are claimed for them. 

Diversity researchers take this approach when they seek to investigate the effects of diversity on 

performance or to assess the effects of different types of diversity training. Paradoxically, in spite 

of its applied goals, such research may sometimes seem distant from the needs and concerns of 

practitioners because it is usually limited to investigating only particular aspects of diversity, 

which may or may not be generalizable to the realities of particular organizations. 

Cross-cultural work psychology tends to be more theoretical and grounded in research, 

compared to diversity in organizations. The practical applications of studying cultural patterns or 

dimensions—for example in intercultural interactions—are not always readily apparent, without 

additional attention to the dynamics of the interactions themselves. Ultimately, both fields face 

the challenge of making sure that research and theory take into account the realities of practice 

(Ferdman, 2011), while avoiding the trap of designing studies so focused on specific applications 

that they do not contribute to advancing a broader understanding of the respective fields. 

Summary 

The differences and similarities reviewed above can have important implications. For 

example, the two fields can be confounded, and people working on cultural differences may 

believe that they are addressing diversity in a relatively complete and sophisticated way, while 

those working on diversity may believe they have incorporated sufficient attention to cultural 

variations, when in fact there is more depth and knowledge in these other areas than what they 

have incorporated. By recognizing the strengths and particular expertise of the other field, and 

applying its perspective in the context of one’s own field, it may be possible to better achieve 

one’s own goals. For example, Fowler (2006) points to the differences in goals between 

intercultural and diversity training, and shows how intercultural trainers add—relative to 
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diversity trainers—greater emphasis on and understanding of ―culture, behavior, perception, and 

communication‖ (p. 401). In a similar manner, cross-cultural training may draw on diversity 

research to go beyond differences in national culture and consider how those are affected by and 

interact with other sources of individual and group differences. 

Cross-Cultural Work Psychology and Diversity in Organizations: What Can We Learn 

from Each Other? 

After discussing each field, as well as the commonalities and differences between the 

two, in this section, we combine our voices to discuss various ways in which the two fields—and 

I-O psychology more generally—can benefit from more fluid and frequent connections between 

diversity in organizations and cross-cultural work psychology (see Table 2 for a summary.) 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

When Diversity Is Cultural Diversity–And When It Is Not 

One key way in which diversity and cross-cultural work psychology can benefit from a 

firmer integration is in the conceptualization of culture, diversity, and cultural diversity. Below 

we discuss this issue, considering both perspectives and aiming to integrate the two. We argue 

that by more clearly distinguishing cultural from other types of diversity both fields would be 

better able to contribute to each other, as well as to apply insights gleaned from the other field. 

Diversity in organizations. What is not always clear or precise in diversity work is the 

particular nature of the variation addressed by the concept, especially from a psychological 

perspective. As a feature of a social collective, diversity can be about the various social identities 

represented in the group, about the relative standing of these identities in the larger society, about 
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the cultural features or dimensions associated with those identities, or about the ways those 

cultural features may or may not be manifested among the group’s members. Theoretical 

statements about diversity are often relatively imprecise in terms of the particular processes 

involved. A challenge for the field is maintaining a sense of integration across multiple 

definitions and perspectives on what diversity is and how it matters for people and organizations, 

while at the same time being clearer about the range of processes and dynamics involved. 

A cross-cultural perspective can help address this issue, at least in terms of the cultural 

aspects of diversity.
3
 A core component of diversity has to do with the cultural aspects of 

heterogeneity. Attending to the cultural facets of diversity has been a core component of the field 

since its origins, and so the field would be enhanced by more precise attention to the range of 

culturally-based values, attitudes, beliefs, and perspectives represented in diverse groups. In this 

sense, a cross-cultural perspective can be useful to diversity research and practice by providing a 

particular way to describe, assess, and intervene with regard to differences. 

Pedersen’s (2000; Connerley & Pedersen, 2005) concept of the Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal Cultural Grid, for example, encourages managing conflict through an analysis of 

the behaviors, expectations, and values that are related to the various identity groups 

characterizing participants in a situation. Through this type of analysis, one can develop a better 

understanding of the cultural aspects contributing to the dynamics of the situation and to the 

experiences and perspectives of its participants. Moreover, acknowledging the multicultural 

nature of diverse groups has potential implications for diversity research. Typically, diversity 

work has taken a rather simplistic approach to cultural dimensions, and could benefit from 

                                                           
3
 Other important aspects of diversity that are not cultural (but which may involve cultural 

differences in how they are seen or treated) include status differences, differences in identities, 

and divergent group experiences or histories. 
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considering the theories cross-cultural work psychology provides for learning about and 

addressing cultural diversity in more complex ways. Specifically, diversity research could 

benefit from distinguishing the multiple ways in which cultures vary, including the values that 

they endorse, the thought systems that they foster, and the social constraints that they impose. 

Additionally, when people live in a diverse heterogeneous context or society and are in 

ongoing cross-cultural contact, they are likely to be regularly developing or even changing their 

cultural perspectives; such developmental and dynamic processes also need to be addressed in 

the context of work on diversity. Finally, cultural diversity involves attitudes about difference 

and the integration of multiple cultures. In the cross-cultural field, work on acculturation 

attitudes (e.g., Berry, 1997) is related to this. In work on diversity, this concept is less focused, 

and indeed practitioners often borrow from related work on intercultural relations; an example of 

this is the use of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett, 1993) and its 

associated measure, the Intercultural Development Inventory, both of which focus not so much 

on specific cultural dimensions or differences, but rather on the perspective adopted by 

individuals with regard to the appropriateness, normality, and acceptance of cultural differences. 

Cross-cultural work psychology. Despite the numerous definitions of culture, researchers 

agree that culture exists at multiple levels (e.g., Gelfand et al., 2007). Reviewing the studies 

published in the last decade reveals, however, that most studies on cross-cultural work 

psychology focus on studying culture at the nation level. Understanding when constructs or 

processes are similar or different cross-nationally is important from the theoretical as well as 

practical point of view. However, the near equation of culture with nation not only creates a gap 

between theory and operationalization of the culture construct but also risks limiting our 
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understanding of culture’s role in and at work. Drawing on diversity research may provide 

insights to this challenge of going beyond national culture. 

Research on diversity considers almost any source of individual differences rooted in 

social identities as a source of diversity. Diversity researchers study differences in gender, age, 

profession, ethnic group, social class, religion, cultural background, and more (see reviews in 

van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007; Kwantes, Bergeron, & Kaushal, 2005). Heterogeneity on 

any, some, or all of these attributes creates diverse groups. Past studies provide evidence for 

commonalities across the different sources of diversity, as well as the uniqueness of particular 

sources of diversity. For example, in a study of perceived diversity trainer effectiveness, 

Liberman, Block, & Koch (2011) found that race of the trainer affected how he or she was rated 

(prior to training) but gender did not. Kochan et al. (2003) showed differences in the effects of 

racial versus gender diversity on organizational-level performance. Similarly, studies of the 

relationship of firm performance with representation of women in the workforce (Frink et al., 

2003) and representation of ethnic minorities on the top leadership team (Roberson & Park, 

2007) found an inverted U-shaped relationships for the former and an opposite U-shaped 

relationship for the latter. 

National culture has been studied as one notable source of diversity. When people from 

different countries work together as part of a team or an organizational unit, they usually 

constitute a culturally diverse group. National culture is not the only source of cultural diversity, 

however. Thus, a group whose members vary in ethnicity or religion, for example, could be 

viewed as a culturally diverse group as well, because those dimensions are associated with 

collective differences in values, norms, and preferred behavior, which may be manifested within 

the group. But does any source of difference constitute a cultural difference? Probably not. 
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What, then, creates cultural diversity? In other words, what makes a group into a cultural 

group? Members of cultural groups share values, norms, and thought systems. We reason that 

any group of individuals who share such elements could be regarded as a cultural group.  

Consider the example of professions. Trice and Beyer (1993), in their work on organizational 

culture, describe occupational groups as forming cultures (or subcultures). Indeed, research 

shows that professions differ in the values that their members share (e.g., Knafo & Sagiv, 2004). 

Thus, a multi-professional team, consisting of managers, engineers, and psychologists, could be 

considered as culturally diverse, in the sense that members of each of the three professions share 

values, goals, and thought processes that distinguish them from members of the other two 

professions. When grouped together, they have to find ways to manage their different 

preferences and actions, which reflect differences in what is important (i.e., values) and in how 

things are being done (i.e., thought systems). In this sense, a multi-professional team can be 

viewed as a multi-cultural team, even if all its members reside in the same country and share the 

same ethnicity. Relatedly, Cox and Beale (1997) cite evidence for looking at work specialization 

and professional identities as identities that can be differentiated using cultural lens. 

Thus, cross-cultural work psychology can draw on diversity research to consider other 

sources of diversity that represent cultural differences. Teams, departments, and organizations 

can be studied as cultural groups that share values, norms, rituals and practices. Moreover, 

individuals within those units may share and vary in other culture-like attributes, such as 

professions, ethnic groups, religions, and even gender or age. To the extent that its members 

share values, norms, or thought systems, any of these dimensions of diversity may reflect a 

cultural difference, and could encourage research on the implications of the multicultural nature 

of such diverse groups. In contrast, when people differ in ways that are not translated to or do not 
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stem from shared attributes and processes, these differences may create diversity, but they do not 

reflect a cultural difference. 

Building Effectiveness and Skill for Working across Differences 

The two areas have much to learn from and contribute to each other with regard to 

developing individual and collective skills for working across differences. At the level of 

individuals and small groups, diversity training provides one approach and intercultural training 

another. Even though the two often borrow from each other, they tend to have different 

components and emphases. 

Cross-cultural training. In general, intercultural training focuses on preparing individuals 

to work more effectively in new cultural contexts or with co-workers from other cultures. For 

example, business executives transferred to other countries, students going abroad, diplomats, 

and others needing to work or study in a new cultural context can benefit from intercultural 

training, as would a manager who has to supervise people from cultures different than his or her 

own. Cross-cultural training provides trainees with information about differences across cultures.  

It also often aims to foster a general sensitivity to such differences (e.g., Brislin, 1981). 

Diversity training. Organizations that are diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, or 

profession often provide their members,—or their management—with diversity training. This 

training typically addresses issues of identity, power and privilege, stereotyping, leadership, 

conflict management, and inclusive behavior. Importantly, diversity work in organizations is not 

solely about interaction among individuals or groups. It also addresses models and values 

regarding difference (e.g., alternative visions for the future), strategies for change, inclusion and 

performance, and notions of heterogeneity. Although diversity training may incorporate 
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intercultural training (Anand & Winters, 2008), in practice—especially in domestic contexts—it 

is often done in ways that gloss over cultural aspects or oversimplify them. 

Integration. Both fields provide perspectives on effective processes for learning and 

interaction, for dealing with conflict, for embracing difference and collaboration, and for 

incorporating and addressing difference in groups and organizations. This latter issue is a place 

where the two fields often meet, as shown, for example, in Maznevski and DiStefano’s (2000) 

work on cultural mapping and bridging or work on cultural intelligence (e.g., Thomas et al., 

2008; Van Dyne, Ang, & Koh, 2009). These approaches provide frames and tools grounded in 

concepts of culture and cultural dimensions that can be useful in supporting diverse groups with 

the knowledge, skills, and processes needed to work together and create inclusion. 

These approaches are not often sufficiently integrated into diversity training. Diversity 

training could benefit from a clearer integration of intercultural perspectives and approaches, 

together with a more articulated cultural perspective, in terms of learning about and addressing 

the content of the differences that exist in groups. Once cultural differences are addressed, the 

perspective can then be generalized, as in culture-general approaches such as those used by 

Gardenswartz and Rowe (2010; Gardenswartz, Rowe, Digh, & Bennett, 2003) and others (e.g., 

Lloyd & Härtel, 2009). Whereas providing organizational members with a specific list of cultural 

rules or dos and don’ts is probably not particularly helpful in terms of creating diversity 

competencies, it could be useful to develop cultural competency in a broader sense—sensitivity 

to the nuances and dynamics of intercultural communication and interaction that avoids overly 

simplistic or overgeneralized applications of broad cultural dimensions. 

At the same time, intercultural training can benefit from incorporating attention to other 

factors in interactions beyond cultural dimensions. For example, Bennett and Bennett (2004) 
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integrate global and domestic perspectives on diversity and argue for the need to develop what 

they call an ―intercultural mindset and skillset,‖ which is in part done by moving from 

ethnocentric to more ethnorelative perspectives, in the process of developing intercultural 

sensitivity. The Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity that they describe takes an 

intercultural perspective that is applicable to multiple types of dimensions of diversity. 

Additionally, cross-cultural work psychology can benefit from considering the implications of 

aspects of diversity that may not be cultural but that nonetheless may play a role in intercultural 

interactions and intercultural adaptation, such as patterns of group-based power and privilege. 

Finally, such integration can allow clearer applications of globalization in domestic contexts, 

because globalization processes are not restricted to migrants or global companies; they also 

have important implications even among people who themselves are not moving. 

Individuals Make Groups; Groups Make Individuals: The Role of Social Identity in 

Prioritizing Sources of Diversity 

There are numerous sources for diversity in organizations. Almost any work group is 

diverse in some respects (e.g., gender, age, profession, role) and many groups—especially work 

groups in multinational organizations—are diverse in many respects simultaneously. These 

sources of diversity are sometimes aligned, creating clear faultlines. In other cases, sources of 

diversity intermix, creating complex environments in which an ingroup member in one respect 

(e.g., religion) is an outgroup member in another respect (e.g., profession). Researchers and 

practitioners are aware of these multiple sources of diversity. However, it is often difficult and 

perhaps even impossible to consider all of them simultaneously. Moreover, in the context of 

globalization, the salience or the importance of dimensions may vary. We reason that the 

importance of the group to social identity is an organizing principle for selecting the most 
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important sources of diversity to address. In this sense, social identity provides a key point of 

integration for the two fields. 

Both diversity and cross-cultural work psychology research investigate individuals and the 

groups in which they are nested. Researchers often assume that individuals precede groups: that 

a number of individuals come together to create a group–be it a project team or an organizational 

department—and that consequently, the group reflects an aggregation of the personal attributes 

of its members—including their knowledge, skills, beliefs, goals, and ways of thinking, as well 

as their background attributes—including their ethnic, social, or national backgrounds. 

At the same time, however, researchers acknowledge that groups sometimes precede, and 

in a sense ―create,‖ individuals. Both fields, albeit in different ways, highlight the idea that to 

fully understand individuals and groups one has to consider the ways in which individuals are 

shaped by the groups they are born into, grow into, or join. Thus, for example, research on social 

identity focused on the minimal group paradigm has shown how a mere recognition that one 

belongs to a group, even a group based on random assignment and lacking any meaning (e.g., 

―blues‖ versus ―greens‖) is sufficient to produce identification with the group and preference for 

one’s own group over the other group (see a review in Hogg & Abrams, 2003). 

Drawing on research on social identity can help researchers in both fields develop refined 

understandings of the complex dynamics through which individuals make groups and groups 

make individuals. Thus, Huo, Smith, Tyler, & Lind (1996) found that attitudes towards 

management (e.g., decision acceptance, procedural justice) depended on the dynamics of the 

multiple identifications in the organization. Identification with sub-groups correlated with 

evaluating the management instrumentally, for example—but only when it was not accompanied 

by strong superordinate identification. Another example is provided by the concept of the 
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―cultural mosaic‖ (Chao & Moon, 2005), which advocates integration of one’s multiple cultural 

identities to fully grasp the experience of diversity in the workplace. A current related theme in 

work on inclusion is the notion of supporting individuals to integrate their multiple identities and 

create organizational climates that allow and even encourage them to bring and express more of 

those identities at work. A cross-cultural lens can provide a way to articulate and investigate the 

nature of some of the differences represented by these identities, as well as help distinguish those 

elements, such as group pride and social identity, that are separate from cultural features (see 

Ferdman, 1992; 1995), while diversity (across and within people) provides insight into the 

management and blending of differences. Does one dominate? Is there a blended approach? Is 

there switching? How are differences combined? 

Identification with a group refers to the relationships between individuals and the groups 

they belong to. Research on identification with organizations usually focuses on the cognitive 

perception of the organization as part of one’s social identity and on the affective attachment one 

feels towards the organization (see reviews in Riketta, 2005; Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, Halevy, & 

Eidelson, 2008). But people do not identify with all their groups to the same extent: Some groups 

are perceived as central to one’s social identity. The person believes that this group defines who 

she is, and that she would be a different person were she not part of it. People are emotionally 

attached to the groups they identify with—they wish to contribute and help their group (Roccas 

et al., 2008). The more important a group is as part of one’s identity, the more likely it is to drive 

perceptions, decisions, and action. Groups that are important to individual’s identities, then, are 

more likely to be influential as sources of diversity in work teams or organizational units. 

Consider the case of John, an I-O psychologist in a business school. To the extent that 

being a psychologist is an important part of John’s identity, it is likely to affect him in his 
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interactions with the majority of non-psychologists in the business school. He is likely to be 

constantly aware of this source of difference between himself and his fellow faculty. In addition, 

he may differ in the values he endorses (e.g., the importance of nurturing students or the value of 

team cooperation versus competition); in his interpretation of the social environments (e.g., 

students’ goals or behavior; the relationships between the business school and the university) and 

in his actions (e.g., the emphases in teaching). Thus, the more important John’s identity as a 

psychologist, the more important is professional background as a source of diversity in the 

business school he is part of. In contrast, to the extent that being a psychologist is not an 

important part of John’s identity (because being a researcher, an African-American, or a man is 

more important to him), then it is less likely to affect him in his interpersonal interactions with 

his fellow faculty. In this case, professional background will be a less important source of 

diversity to be handled. Many factors affect the extent of identification with a group, both 

personal and contextual. Recognizing the groups that are most important to individuals’ 

identities as well as how individuals combine multiple identities to create a coherent and 

integrated whole is an important key to managing diversity in a group. 

At the same time, however, research on diversity highlights that the phenomenon of 

diversity is affected not only by one’s own self- and identity construal, but also by the ways 

others in the environment (e.g., the workplace) construe group-based identities. Beyond how we 

see ourselves, the way we are perceived by others also plays an important role in intergroup 

relations. Diversity research draws on the vast literature on prejudice, stereotyping, and 

discrimination to study these aspects of interpersonal and intergroup relations. 

A cross-cultural perspective also permits studying and noting how cultural patterns 

characterize individual and group behavior even in ways that may not be apparent to or 
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conscious on the part of the individuals involved. Someone who is the child of immigrant 

parents, for example, without necessarily identifying with or even giving much importance to 

those particular ethnic roots, may display patterns of values and behavior that can nonetheless be 

connected culturally to those roots. Indeed, intercultural and diversity training often focus on 

helping people to ―see‖ cultural influences, in themselves as well as in others. Moreover, a cross-

cultural psychology perspective allows us to raise the possibility that the ways and the degree to 

which social identity matters can themselves be culturally grounded. Identification with groups 

and social categories is typically more important in collectivistic than in individualistic cultures 

whereas the opposite pattern is likely for person-based identities (Triandis & Gelfand, 1998).  

In addition to the extent of their identification with groups, individuals also differ in the 

way they manage and represent the multiple groups that constitute their social identity. People 

range from employing simple solutions that focus on a single dominant or intersected identity to 

developing complex solutions that recognize the multifaceted nature of relationships and the 

partial overlaps among their various identities (Roccas & Brewer, 2002). The importance of 

social identities and their management has been long acknowledged in cross-cultural psychology 

(Berry, 1997). Research on bi-cultural individuals shows, for example, that the integration 

acculturation strategy is related to cognitive complexity (Tadmor et al., 2009). Bi-cultural 

identity integration (BII, Benet-Martínez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002) was found to relate to an 

inclusive and intensive social network (Mok, Morris, Benet-Martínez, & Karakitapoğlu-Aygün, 

2007) and to exhibiting creativity in problem solving (Cheng, Sanchez-Burks, & Lee, 2008; Mok 

& Morris, 2010). Thus, whereas all people belong to multiple groups and have multiple social 

identities, the way they organize, manage, and integrate these identities substantially affects their 

performance and interactions with others. Drawing on cross-cultural research on identification 
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with organizations in particular, and with groups in general, may contribute to fine-tuning the 

focus of diversity research and training and to providing evidence-based frameworks that provide 

individuals with choices regarding the management of their multiple identities. 

Conclusion 

In this article, we have juxtaposed the fields of diversity in organizations and cross-cultural 

work psychology with the goal of contributing to improving both by exploring their differences 

and similarities and the possibilities presented by closer connections between them. We have not 

addressed all possible integrations or points of connection. Rather, we have provided illustrative 

and we hope inspiring examples of the benefits of more exchange and dialogue between the 

fields. Our hope is to stimulate dialogue and responses. In the spirit of diversity, we look forward 

to the commentaries and to extensions of as well as challenges to our thinking. 
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Table 1 

Diversity in Organizations and Cross-Cultural Work Psychology: Commonalities and 

Differences 

Topic Commonalities Differences 

  Diversity Research CCWP Research 

 

Nature of 

phenomena 

 

Constructs exist at a 

collective level 

 

 

Have psychological 

implications and 

manifestations 

 

Looks at individual 

attributes and identities 

(especially group-based) 

 

Individual and group 

experiences of 

heterogeneity; intergroup 

relations; organizational 

manifestations 

 

Culture creates a social 

context for individuals; 

fosters sense-making  

 

Similarities and 

differences across cultures  

 

Goals/focus 

 

Individual 

differences matter; 

social groups matter 

 

Multi-level research 

 

Focus on 

multiculturalism and 

views/attitudes 

about difference 

 

Study process of bringing 

(multiple) cultural 

influences into new contexts 

 

Integration of multiple 

levels/types of diversity 

(including attention to 

intergroup power dynamics) 

 

Focus on process 

 

Identify patterns at the 

collective level and study 

their effects on individuals 

 

Emphasis on correctly 

distinguishing levels of 

analysis 

 

 

Focus on content 

 

Underlying 

values 

 

Strive to overcome 

Western dominance 

of research 

 

Committed to giving 

voice to multiple 

values and ways of 

thinking 

 

Diversity viewed as 

desirable 

 

 

Motivation to identify and 

reap the benefits of diversity 

 

 

No preference for a 

specific value system 

 

 

Important to understand 

and give voice to full 

spectrum of values, 

norms, and thought 

systems 

 

Research 

vs. practice 

 

Concerned with 

connecting research 

and practice 

 

Stronger practice 

grounding/emphasis 

 

Stronger theoretical 

grounding/emphasis 
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Table 2 

Cross-Cultural Work Psychology and Diversity in Organizations: What Can We Learn from 

Each Other? 

Topic Diversity Research CCWP Research 

 

Identifying when 

diversity is cultural 

diversity 

 

Can draw on CCWP to gain a 

deeper and better 

understanding of culture and 

cultural dimensions  

 

Can draw on diversity to go 

beyond national culture and 

study additional types of 

culture (e.g., ethnic, 

professional, organizational)  

 

Developing skills for 

working across 

differences 

 

Can draw on cross-cultural 

training to develop general 

competencies of cultural 

sensitivity  

 

Can draw on diversity training 

to go beyond cultural 

dimensions to prepare 

organizational members to 

work in multicultural 

environments 

 

Using social identity 

concepts to prioritize 

sources of diversity 

 

Drawing on research on social identity to integrate the fields: 

to identify the types of group-

related diversity that are 

especially important for 

research and training 

 

to better understand the ways  

individuals manage multiple 

social identities and their 

implications 

 

 

 

to help individuals combine 

and integrate their various 

social identities and aim for 

inclusiveness 

 


