
Integrating Gender into a Broader Diversity Lens 
in Organizational Diagnosis and Intervention 

Organizations the world over are fac­
ing an unprecedented challenge to de­
velop and manage increasingly diverse 
workforces. Many have begun their ef­
forts by focusing on gender) often be­
cause women - typically white, West­
ern women - have been first among the 
many traditionally under-represented 
groups to enter these organizations' 
managerial and professional ranks. This 
increase in women's presence has raised 
management's awareness of and con­
cern over inequities between men and 
women employees. Although many 
have tried to make their workplaces 
fairer and more hospitable to women, 
few have had a sufficiently comprehen­
sive understanding of the complex role 
gender plays in organizational life to 
effect real change. In addition, raising 
gender issues in the workplace often 
surfaces other kinds of inter-group ten­
sions and equity concerns, such as those 
stemming from differences in race, 
ethnicity, nationality, social class, sexual 
identity, and religion. Managers have 
had little guidance on how to approach 
these multiple concerns in a way that is 
integrated, yet attentive to the unique 
concerns of each. 

Over the past ten years, we have worked 
with numerous organizations as they 
have struggled to address these issues -
organizations that have approached this 
work with a focus primarily on gender, 
and those that have defined their con­
cerns about equity in broader diversity 
terms. These two foci have led us into 
two different, but mutually informative, 
streams of research and consultation. In 

each, a primary goal has been to help 
organizations change in ways that ad­
vance equity among employees and at 
the same time increase their effective­
ness. We call this the "dual agenda" for 
change. 1 In this briefing note, we bring 
these two streams of organizational re­
search and consultation together to ex­
plore why and how organizations that 
have already undertaken gender initia­
tives - or are contemplating doing so -
might consider expanding them to in­
clude other aspects of identity group 
relations. With this more inclusive ap­
proach to the dual agenda, we are sug­
gesting that managers attend to multiple 
aspects of identity - race, ethnicity, 
class, and nationality, for example, as 
well as gender - as the bases for orga­
nizational diagnosis, experimentation, 
and learning. 

Diversity in Organizations: A Con­
ceptual Framework. In the course of 
our work, we have witnessed a variety 
of diversity initiatives that managers 
have undertaken in the hopes of increas­
ing organizational effectiveness. Unfor­
tunately, these initiatives, though often 
successfully increasing gender, racial, 
ethnic, or national representation in the 
workforce, have failed to deliver fully 
the anticipated benefits. Indeed, in­
creased diversity sometimes heightens 
tensions among employees, actually 
hindering the organization's perfor­
mance. In those few organizations that 
have achieved increased effectiveness 
through diversity initiatives, however, 
we have found leaders who understand 
that to reap the benefits of diversity they 
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must create work environments that en­
able and encourage all of their employ­
ees to contribute their fullest potential. 
This means having leaders who are will­
ing to listen, reflect upon and challenge 
their own hidden assumptions and work 
practices, experiment with new ones, 
and change. 

The logic that underlies this approach 
to diversity parallels what we have 
called a "Frame 4" approach to gender 
equity.2 In this approach, we start from 
the premise that organizations are inher­
ently gendered. 3 Having been created 
largely by and for men, dominant as­
sumptions, work practices, norms, and 
patterns of work tend to reflect mascu­
line experience, masculine values and 
masculine life situations. As a result, 
much of what we have come to regard 
as normal and commonplace at work 
tends to affect women and men differ­
ently. Our approach to gender takes this 
idea as its starting point and identifies 
ways in which seemingly neutral work 
practices, work patterns, and assump­
tions inadvertently, but systematically, 
disadvantage women and prevent both 
men and women from bringing their 
whole "selves" to work. 

For example, in one organization with 
which we have worked, career devel­
opment practices systematically and 
cumulatively affect women and men 
differently. Senior managers take seri­
ously their responsibility for grooming 
employees for leadership positions and 
deliberately give career development 
opportunities to both men and women 
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they have identified as potential lead­
ers. At the same time, those selected 
face strong norms to "never say no" to 
these opportunities. Although ostensi­
bly gender neutral, these practices and 
norms have not resulted in the same out­
comes for men and women. Given 
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Organizations 
a,:.e not simply 
gendered; they\ 
are afso raced 
and classed. 

gender stereotypes in 
our society, women 
tend to receive devel­
opmental assign­
ments that are more 
people-oriented, 
whereas those men 
receive are more stra­
tegic and operational. 

While both types of assignments are im­
portant, women's are less visible and 
valued and are therefore less likely to 
position them for leadership roles. In 
this way, the seemingly neutral practice 
of providing developmental opportuni­
ties for potential leaders, together with 
the norm of "never saying no," ulti­
mately disadvantage women. 

Our analyses of the mechanisms that 
produce gender inequities also show, 
however, that gender does not necessar­
ily operate in uniform ways across all 
organization members. The above ex­
ample is drawn primarily from the ex­
periences of white women and men. To 
assume otherwise fails to consider fully 
how gender operates in this organiza­
tion. "Women" and "men" are not 
monolithic categories: The nature of 
privilege and disadvantage that men and 
women experience are structured in 
large measure by other aspects of their 
identity, such as race, ethnicity, nation­
ality, sexual identity, and class back­
ground. As the above example suggests, 
women can be systematically disadvan­
taged through the differential allocation 
and accounting of work. They tend to 
do a disproportionate share of 
behind-the-scenes work that is often 
discounted or made invisible.4 The na­
ture and amount of invisible work, how­
ever, may be different and differentially 
costly for white women and women of 
color. Women of color often spend 
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enormous amounts of time perfecting 
their work in order to defend against 
being labeled "not truly qualified." This 
is a time-consuming and particularly 
stressful form of work that is rarely seen. 
It is distinct from - and is done in addi­
tion to - the invisible relational forms 
of work that white women often per­
form. 

Broadening the focus of analyses of 
gender to include these other aspects of 
identity recognizes that organizations 
are not simply gendered; they are, for 
example, raced and classed as well. 
They are typically created by and for a 
relatively homogeneous group of people 
- not for all men, but for particular kinds 
of men: straight, middle and 
upper-middle class men, who tend to be 
white and from the industrialized coun­
tries of the world. As a result, accepted 
ways of doing work - framing tasks, 
communicating ideas, building teams, 
reaching goals, and leading - tend to re­
flect and support an even nanower set 
of experiences and life situations than a 
gender analysis alone would suggest. 
This keeps marginal many groups who 
are outside the "mainstream" - women, 
people of color, people from 
non-industrialized countries, poor and 
working-class people. In both subtle 
and not-so-subtle ways, the organization 
systematically ignores, dismisses, or 
otherwise devalues the knowledge and 
perspectives that all of these groups 
bring about how to do work - knowl­
edge and perspectives that are often im­
portant and competitively relevant, but 
that may deviate from the accepted 
"wisdom" that has traditionally pre­
vailed. These are the forces that create 
what are essentially "monocultural" or­
ganizations - despite multicultural 
workforces. 5 And this is why most or­
ganizations fail to reap the benefits of 
their diversity. 

What those in more truly multicultural 
organizations have understood is that the 
organizational benefits of diversity -
whether the result of differences in gen­
der, race, ethnicity, class, nationality, or 
some other aspect of people's identity 
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- are inherent in the varied perspectives 
and approaches to work that members 
of different identity groups bring by vir­
tue of their different life experiences. 6 

That is, members of traditionally 
marginalized groups are in a unique 
position to help their organizations grow 
and improve by challenging basic as­
sumptions about the organization's strat­
egies, practices, and procedures. In do­
ing so, these people are able to bring 
more parts of themselves to the work­
place and identify more fully with the 
work they do. The result is a more eq­
uitable distribution of power and oppor­
tunity across members of different iden­
tity groups and a more effective organi­
zation overall. 

Advantages of Moving from Gender 
to Diversity. When moving to a broader 
diversity lens, gender becomes one lens 
among many through which to view the 
organization critically. This move to 
multiple lenses creates important oppor­
tunities for learning, especially for or­
ganizations in which multiple aspects 
of identity are salient, as when status 
differentials in the workforce fall along 
racial, ethnic, or national lines. It has 
been our experience that when we fo­
cus our diagnosis exclusively on gen­
der in these organizations, we inevita­
bly make visible those policies, prac­
tices, and values that have systemati­
cally created inequities between other 
identity groups as well. Ignoring these 
not only limits the value of the diagno­
sis; it can actually undermine the gen­
der initiative as well. We therefore see 
several advantages to explicitly address­
ing these additional identity concerns. 

First, attending to the ways in which 
the organization has systematically de­
valued people from different racial, eth­
nic, or national groups provides a more 
comprehensive understanding of the dy­
namics of power in the organization and, 
thus, increases the possibilities for or­
ganizational learning, change, and re­
newal. With this broader focus, the or­
ganizational diagnosis can identify the 
dominant work practices and assump­
tions that sustain not only male privi-
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lege but white, Western, heterosexual 
privilege as well. For example, in one 
international organization, we discov­
ered that implicit assumptions about 
what conveys competence 
Western-style machismo, athletic abil­
ity, and an aggressive, outspoken man­
ner - virtually ensured that those who 
would rise to the top of the organiza­
tion would fit the image of the stereo­
typical white, heterosexual male be­
tween the ages of 30 and 50. Not sur­
prisingly, this organization was wasting 
a good deal of talent - talent that was 
packaged in the bodies and behaviors 
of those who did not fit this image. 

Second, this approach can deepen the 
gender analysis. It can reveal ~ow as­
pects of identity, such as race and 
ethnicity, shape some women's experi­
ences in the organization differently 
from others. For example, a project that 
initially focuses on the segregation of 
jobs and opportunities by gender may 
immediately uncover a further pattern 
of segregation based on race or 
ethnicity. In one such organization in 
the United States, we observed that al­
though women of all ethnicities had dif­
ficulty moving ahead, the patterns of de­
railment were different for white women 
and women of color. In particular, ste­
reotypes about white women - that they 
are organized, efficient, and productive 
- kept them in front-office, nine-to-five, 
staff jobs. In contrast, stereotypes about 
women of color - that they are less pro­
ductive but more willing to work non­
traditional hours - kept them in equally 
low-level staff jobs, but doing the kinds 
of behind-the-scenes, around-the-clock 
work that the organization ostensibly 
required to keep it running smoothly. 
Needless to say, these two forms of 
"ghettoization" had different impacts on 
the two groups of women. Although 
both groups were essentially sealed in 
dead-end jobs, these placements created 
more child care problems for women of 
color than for white women, whose 
nine-to-five jobs made it easier for them 
to rely on traditional child care arrange­
ments. Women of color were absent 

from work more often than their white 
counterparts because of the difficulties 
they had finding reliable, affordable 
child care during their work hours, 
which further reinforced the perception 
of them as less efficient and less pro­
ductive. 

Third, by attending to multiple aspects 
• of identity, this approach facilitates a 

more inclusive change process. More 
narrowly defined gender initiatives can 
incite resistance from marginalized men 
- for example, men of color - who fear 
that these initiatives will make invisible 
their own particular identity-related con­
cerns. Similarly, we have found that a 
singular focus on gender often places 
pressure on women who embody mul­
tiple, marginalized group identities, 
such as women of color, to make an 
impossible choice: either they ally with 
other women and support the gender 
efforts or they ally with marginalized 
men and resist. Either way, they risk 
alienation from one group or the other. 
These women often fail to reap the ben­
efits of their organization's gender ini­
tiatives, or worse, feel pushed further 
to the peripheries of the organization. 
We have found that using multiple iden­
tity lenses can obviate these problems 
and lead to changes in work practices 
that more effectively engage and em­
power all members of the workforce. 

Finally, working in one domain of iden­
tity can inform and spark insights for 
work in other domains. We have learned 
that our work in organizations takes dif­
ferent forms, has different emphases, 
and involves different conversations de­
pending on which aspect of identity is 
focal. This is due in large part to the 
historical and social differences that 
characterize different kinds of 
inter-group relations. For example, in 
many cultures, relations between men 
and women are historically rooted in the 
home and family, and, as a consequence, 
social interactions are relatively varied 
and frequent. By contrast, in many cul­
tures, relations between blacks and 
whites are historically rooted in slavery 
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or colonialism, and social interactions 
are relatively limited. As a result, people 
have developed different ways of under­
standing and speaking about different 
groups. This shapes what we know -
or think we know - about ourselves and 
each other. And this, in tum, sets the 
parameters for how we talk about our 
experiences in organizations and the 
extent to which we can imagine alter­
natives. By examining organizations 
through multiple lenses we can broaden 
these parameters, deepen our inquiry, 
and enhance our learning. 

For example, although many of the pro­
cesses that reproduce gender inequities 
in organizations remain stubbornly 
opaque, men and women find it rela­
tively easy to define masculinity and 
femininity and describe how their or­
ganization differentially values the at­
tributes associated with each. By con­
trast, discussions of race tend to be more 
difficult. In particular, white people 
struggle to describe the experience of 
whiteness, even in stereotypical terms, 
since they take their whiteness for 
granted. Unlike other racial groups, 
they have not learned to think of their 
racial identity as a distinct cultural or 
social experience. Nevertheless, we 
know from our work on gender that the 
tendency to see dominant groups' val­
ues, experiences, and life situations as 
"normal" can preclude the possibility of 
challenging and changing these. This 
perpetuates inequities and inhibits or­
ganizational learning. This suggests 
that, although it may be difficult, it is 
important to focus on the experience of 
racial or ethnic group privilege if the or­
ganization is to gain insights into the 
subtle elements of dominance that keep 
inequities along multiple dimensions of 
diversity in place.7 

How to Move from Gender to a 
Broader Diversity Lens. How can one 
advance equity in a way that also ad­
vances learning and attends to the ex­
periences of all members? One way to 
approach this work, regardless of the 
lens with which one begins, is to look 
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at the specific ways in which an 
organization's dominant assumptions, 
work practices, and work patterns lead 
to ways of working that privilege mem­
bers of a dominant group while systemi­
cally disadvantaging others. In most tra­
ditional organizations, this critique 
would surface how generally accepted 
and unquestioned ways of working -
ways that appear to be neutral in their 
impact on employees - may be easier 
for some groups to adopt than others, 
whether these favored groups be whites, 
men, heterosexuals, Westerners, those 
from the middle and upper-classes, or 
some combination of these. Moreover, 
it may surface alternative ways of work­
ing that are more effective, even for 
those favored groups. 

To engage in this kind of work, an or­
ganization must make a commitment 
and be open to learning from relevant 
identity based differences. Members 
must view challenges to conventional 
wisdom as an opportunity, a starting 
point for identifying potentially more 
effective alternatives. For example, 
many organizations' first line of re­
sponse to glass ceiling problems is to 
train women to function more effec­
tively within their traditionally mascu­
line cultures. It is often women of color 
who resist this approach most vocifer­
ously, because they tend to be less "wed­
ded" to that culture. 8 This resistance 
may call attention to the limitations of 
training as a strategy for developing and 
advancing women generally - not just 
women of color. In this way, the expe­
riences and insights of women of color 
can benefit the whole organization. This 
process of learning from difference in­
volves the active engagement of all par­
ties in critical reflection on their own 
assumptions and practices, with the ex-

plicit intent of developing alternative 
ways of working and thinking about 
work that are both more equitable and 
more effective. 

Conclusion. Whether addressing gen­
der or broader diversity concerns, our 
experience suggests that there are at 
least four preconditions for ensuring that 
such initiatives fulfill their very rich 
promise.9 First, it is essential that the 
organization's leaders recognize the dif­
ferent perspectives and approaches to 
work that a diverse workforce embod­
ies and understand that these present 
both learning opportunities and chal­
lenges for the organization. Second, the 
organization's culture must encourage 
openness and support constructive de­
bate and conflict on work-related mat­
ters. These will inevitably arise in the 
course of these change efforts, but they 
are important opportunities for learning 
and change. Third, the organization's 
mission should be clear and widely un­
derstood among employees. This will 
center learning and change processes on 
the accomplishment of the 
organization's goals. And finally, the 
organizational culture must create an 
expectation of high standards of perfor­
mance from everyone. For staff diver­
sity to fully contribute to strengthening 
organizational performance, the organi­
zation must believe that all its members 
can and should contribute fully. 

Prepared by Robin J Ely, Associate 
Professor at the School of International 
and Public Affairs, Columbia Univer­
sity and Affiliated Faculty at the CGO, 
Simmons Graduate School of Manage­
ment; and Debra Meyerson, Professor 
of Management at the CGO and 1,isit­
ing Professor at the School of Industrial 
Engineering, Stanford University. 
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