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Abstract
This dissertation is a qualitative study of the field of corporative diversity
management, based on in-depth interviews with diversity managers and human resource
managers at 87 firms across the United States. My work considers both the formal
policies and practices that constitute the building blocks of an organization’s diversity
management strategy, but also the cognitive elements of the institution, or how diversity
management is defined, theorized and legitimated by actors within firms. Throughout the
dissertation I focus on acts of institutional maintenance, arguing that behind the seeming
stability of the institution of diversity management, diversity and HR professionals within
organizations are engaged in constant acts of institutional maintenance. These acts of
institutional maintenance have several consequences.

First, acts to strengthen and

maintain institutions can in fact lead to incremental, bottom-up institutional change,
blurring the theoretical distinction between acts of institutional creation and maintenance.
Second, acts of institutional maintenance can also lead to unintended consequences.
Thus not all acts of institutional maintenance succeed in strengthening the institution.
Finally, acts of institutional maintenance can buffer institutions from the tendency to be
ceremonially adopted but decoupled from daily organizational activity. My dissertation
also sheds light on the challenges of sustained organizational change, as I identify several
strategies used by relatively low-power diversity managers to successfully overcome
barriers to practice implementation.
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CHAPTER 1: INSTITUTIONAL MAINTENANCE AS
REINVENTION

In 1987 the Hudson Institute released their “Workforce 2000” report, which while later
critiqued for inaccurate projections of shifts in the US population, has been widely
credited with capturing the attention of organizations across the United States (Johnson
and Packer 1987). Rather than passively accept these changes in the composition of the
labor force, organizations began to act to “manage” diversity, reframing a potential
organizational problem into a possible competitive advantage. The concept of “diversity
management” first emerged in the human resource (HR) literature in the late 1980s and
quickly grew to overshadow discussions of race and gender in the workplace that instead
centered on affirmative action (Kelly and Dobbin 1998). Given extant literature on
management innovations, you might expect diversity management to follow one of two
outcomes: (1) the innovation is not institutionalized and instead is replaced by another
managerial fad or fashion (Abrahamson 1991; Strang and Soule 1998); or (2) the
innovation is institutionalized, leading to the practice gaining a taken-for-granted status,
complete with best practices or a common core implementation (Suchman 1995; Tolbert
and Zucker 1996). In this dissertation I use interviews with diversity managers and HR
managers across 87 organizations in the United States to demonstrate that while there is
widespread popular agreement about the value of diversity in driving business success,
often referred to as the “business case” for diversity, there remains great variation in how
organizations conceive of diversity management and how they implement the many
practices that fall under the umbrella of diversity management.
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At a food manufacturing facility outside of Atlanta, I interviewed Karey, a
middle-aged white women who was the HR manager of the plant. While corporate
headquarters had a diversity committee and part-time diversity manager, there was little
evidence of diversity management strategy at this particular location. Early in the
interview Karey explained that “diversity is kind of a sensitive topic” and she proceeded
to lean toward me and drop her voice whenever whispering the words “African
American,” “Hispanic,” and “Asian.” While the hourly workforce at the plant was
largely African American, clearly race remained an uncomfortable and likely infrequent
topic of discussion. Karey told me she thought diversity training was offered as part of
new hire orientation, but admitted she would have to review the training videos to be
sure. The general manager of the plant had recently asked Karey to "make this place a
more diverse workforce," and she was considering placing employment ads in a Spanishlanguage newspaper, but otherwise was unclear about how she might accomplish this
directive. While initially hesitant to be interviewed, Karey agreed to speak with me with
the hopes that my research could help her in “trying to find out how we can become more
diverse.”
While the previous case characterizes a number of firms in my sample, where
diversity is stated as a vague goal with little support or concrete practices, a larger
number of organizations have addressed diversity more directly and added a number of
programs and practices designed to meet their varying diversity goals. At a large
electronics manufacturing company near Boston, I interviewed Mike, a Diversity
Manager. This organization is largely dependent on government contracts, and as such
has a long history of affirmative action and diversity management efforts. However,
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Mike explained that affirmative action was not currently part of diversity management
efforts. In fact, Mike was in the midst of an effort to refocus the company’s diversity
strategy away from attention to race, gender, or other traditionally underrepresented
groups, and instead redefine diversity in very broad terms:
Our definition of diversity has more to do with the individual
human uniqueness that everybody brings to the job. And so,
we’re not just focusing on women or people of color…in fact,
there is probably greater diversity among generations—
generational differences—than you’ll find in gender and
ethnicity.
So we’re really more focused on maximizing
everybody’ capabilities to be successful and that’s everybody.
(PD 93)
Mike’s organization had a number of traditional diversity practices in place,
including diversity training and targeted recruiting. However, a large part of the diversity
efforts were directing at branding and the organization’s external diversity message,
rather than practices aimed at increasing the recruitment, retention, or promotion of
minority employees.
I also spoke with many diversity managers truly trying to address inequality, fully
aware of the complexity and challenges therein. Liz, the Director of Global Diversity for
a technology manufacturing firm near San Francisco, oversaw a diversity department
with 19 direct reports and programs including employee resource groups, women’s
leadership development programs, pipeline programs to increase the number of minority
STEM majors, and diversity goals linked to executive compensation. While Liz could be
characterized as extremely successful in her efforts to adopt and implement many
diversity “best practices,” she was also quick to point to the challenges inherent in her
role. Liz explained that antidiscrimination efforts in the 1960s and 1970s were in some
ways easier to implement than diversity management efforts today. In her view, the
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routines and behaviors leading to past inequality were “much more transparent, much
more deliberate.” Things like sexual harassment or racial discrimination were “things
you could readily see and begin to address.” Liz contrasted this period with her current
role, which seemed far more complex:
Well I mean at a very high level I think what we have to
remember is that corporations like [my firm] are trying to do
inside of our walls what society is still trying to do...Our
challenge really is dealing more in how a system of historic
practices in terms of where we recruit, and how we recruit, and
how we retain, how we develop, and the fact that people are more
likely to mentor people who are like them versus different than
them…All of those things play out in society and they play out in
the workforce. (PD 78)
Liz revisited a central theme throughout the interview, an idea that in her role she
was seeking to both increase the overall employee diversity at the organization, but also
to do more than “manage to the numbers.” She needed to set goals and accountability
structures to drive “genuine commitment” and “genuine change” in the organizational
culture, particularly around creating a fair, inclusive workplace that valued the
contributions of all employees.
The previous three cases illustrate the variation in how organizations currently
manage diversity, both in the meaning of “diversity” and “diversity management” within
the organization, as well as the kinds of goals and practices that are adopted as part of the
broader diversity management strategy. In this dissertation I seek to uncover patterns in
how diversity management is enacted within organizations. Rather than focus
exclusively on the formal practices that are implemented as part of diversity management
strategy, I broaden my analysis to also consider cognitive elements, or how diversity
management is defined, theorized, and legitimated by diversity and HR professionals
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across a wide range of organizations. Throughout the dissertation I am guided by two
broad research questions. First, how does the institution of diversity management vary
across organizations in the United States? Second, what explains these patterns of
variation?
Across the subsequent empirical chapters of the dissertation I explore how
organizations manage diversity, tracing how an emergent profession has laid claim to this
area, offering an account of how these professionals construct and reshape the field of
diversity management, and finally considering what these new practices and ideas mean
for efforts to remediate labor market inequality. I have the dual aim of using the case of
diversity management to inductively build theory about processes of institutionalization,
and in particular the role of professionals in this process, while also attending to the
implications of this professionalization project and how the strategies and actions of
diversity managers shape the practices and routines used to hire, promote, and retain
employees. What does diversity management teach us about the process of
institutionalization? More specifically, what does this case add to understandings of what
happens within organizations during the process of institutionalization, which has been
largely overlooked in favor of theories of field-level change (Suddaby et al. 2010). As I
highlight throughout the dissertation, diversity and human resource professionals shape
the very meaning of diversity and how organizations attend to this. Thus my findings
have implication for not only organizational scholars, but also those interested in broader
patterns of labor market inequality.
Twenty-five years after the emergence of diversity management as an
organizational activity, I find this innovation remains common across organizations in the

5

United States. That is, rather than being replaced with another management fad or
fashion, diversity managers and the practices they advocate remain a fixture in American
corporations. However, behind the veneer of a stable institution, I argue that diversity
professionals are engaged in constant institutional maintenance. My analysis of the
actions of diversity managers in seeking to maintain or even grow their role within
organizations, while also implementing new policies and practices, has several interesting
implications for organizational theory. While diversity managers report purposive
actions that I characterize as acts of institutional maintenance, I find these acts lead to a
range of outcomes. First, diversity management has undergone theorization (Strang and
Meyer 1993) and is viewed as legitimate by external audiences, but diversity managers
must actively work to create meaning within the context of their particular organization.
As a function of this process of internal theorization and legitimation, I find greater
variation in the implementation of diversity management than a traditional institutional
model would predict. Second, much like Merton (1936) might predict, individual actions
may have unintended consequences, in this case leading not to greater power and
resources on the part of the diversity manager, but rather less organizational attention to
diversity. Specifically, efforts to gain support for diversity management by moving
existing affirmative action departments outside the diversity management function have
the undesired effect of decreasing attention to diversity management within
organizations. Third, diversity managers harness a range of resources to overcome the
general tendency to decouple diversity management from everyday organizational
activities. Different constellations of resources and subsequent strategies by diversity
managers lead to variation in the implementation of diversity management. Even low-
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power actors with relatively constrained resources, however, are able to affect change
through a strategy I call “stealth coupling.”
Moving to broader theoretical implications, based on evidence from across the
three empirical chapters of my dissertation, I find accounts of strategic action by diversity
managers that while seeking to maintain an institution, in fact shift the meanings and
practices associated with that very institution. I argue that these acts of institutional
maintenance may also be characterized as acts of institutional creation, as these bottomup efforts may lead to broader shifts in the ideational and material elements that
constitute the institution. My findings suggest a blurring or mixing of acts of institutional
maintenance and institutional creation. What is driving this process? I argue that while
the theorization of diversity management as a valuable or necessary organizational
activity occurs exogenously to firms, this theorization is very broad and generalized.
Thus local actors must still work to legitimate the need for diversity management within
their organization while also theorizing the particular practices they seek to put in place.
As part of this process, diversity managers employ new ideas taken largely from the
diversity practitioner literature, but translate these to fit the local organizational context.
Taken as a whole, this work provides an account of bottom-up institutional change that is
largely missing from the extant literature.
Through in-depth interviews with diversity managers and HR managers at a range
of organizations across the United States, I am able to overcome several limitations of the
institutional literature. Large-scale surveys of organizational practices have provided
much needed analysis of overall patterns of practice adoption, but would likely miss
much of the variation in practice implementation that I capture in my data. For instance,
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while a survey might offer a count of diversity practices or even particular constellations
of practices, it would potentially miss a number of factors including: (1) variation in how
a single type of practice, such as diversity targeted mentoring, is implemented across
multiple organizations; (2) variation in the definition of diversity; and (3) variation in
how practices are theorized within organizations. A growing line of recent work, often
using the institutional work perspective, has employed case-based methods to uncover a
richer picture of how institutions are enacted within organizations. These studies have
aided in theoretical developments related to the microfoundations of institutions, adding
agency back into accounts of institutions (Scott 1995; Battilana 2006). This detailed,
case-based research elaborates on the particular context of practice adoption and
implementation, often uncovering new or innovative practices. Operating on a somewhat
meso-level between these two research veins, my data allows me to both capture much of
this firm-level detail while also remaining attentive to larger field and industry-level
patterns.
In the remainder of this chapter, I first introduce the theoretical framing used
throughout the dissertation, arguing for how my work builds on existing theoretical
accounts from neo-institutional theory, but in adopting an institutional work perspective
allows me to uncover variation in both the ideational and material elements of institutions
that might otherwise be overlooked in studies of diffusion. I next describe the research
project, including the data and methods employed throughout the dissertation. I then
provide an overview of the field of diversity management, tracing the origins of the
profession, describing the role of diversity manager within firms, and then offering an
account of current trends in the field. The aim here is to contextualize the day-to-day
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work of diversity managers in my sample within the broader profession, while also
pointing to an overall lack of legitimacy that would otherwise be expected of a fully
institutionalized practice. Finally, I end with a chapter outline where I provide an
overview of the main substantive and theoretical implications of each of the empirical
chapters as well as the broader findings of the dissertation.

PROFESSIONALS AND INSTITUTIONALIZATION
The importance of professionals as institutional agents has been a prominent feature of
neo-institutional theory (Scott 2008); my research advances our understandings of the
importance of professionals in processes of institutionalization by adopting the actorfocused perspective of institutional work. More specifically, I study how diversity
managers seek to professionalize and legitimate their efforts, in the context of a practice
that has diffused widely across large organizations in the United States. While diversity
management appears to be an institution1, it remains somewhat contested and has not
achieved the taken-for-granted, cognitive legitimacy that defines full institutionalization
(Suchman 1995). Nevertheless, diversity management has remained a common
organizational activity for 25 years, and research finds once organizations adopt diversity
management practices they are unlikely to discontinue them, suggesting the enduring
nature of an institutionalized practice (Kalev, Dobbin and Kelly 2006). In this
dissertation I do not seek to adjudicate the status of diversity management as semi-

1

I use Scott’s definition of an institution: “Institutions consist of cognitive, normative, and
regulative structures and activities that provide stability and meaning to social behavior. Institutions are
transported by various carriers—cultures, structures, and routines—and they operate are multiple levels of
jurisdiction” (1995: 33).
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institutionalized or a full institution. Rather, I argue the legitimation, theorization, and
strategic action that diversity managers undertake within their organization to support
both the entire enterprise of diversity management, as well as the particular practices
contained therein, are likely generalizable processes common across various types of
managerial innovations. Thus diversity management provides an ideal lens through which
to study processes of institutionalization.
I will not offer a full account of the initial rise and diffusion of diversity
management, as this process has been thoroughly investigated by a range of scholars
(Dobbin 2009; Edelman et al. 2001; Dobbin and Kelly 1998). Rather, I seek to
understand where diversity management currently stands across organizations in the
United States, using it as an empirical case to develop theory as to the role of staff
professionals in processes of institutionalization. I will now provide an overview of
current models of institutionalization, highlighting theorization, legitimacy, and
decoupling as key concepts that will benefit from further theoretical refinement. I then
move to a discussion of staff professionals, arguing for how this group of actors is key in
understanding processes of institutionalization. Given my focus on staff professionals
and processes of institutionalization, I then introduce the institutional work perspective.
Here I offer an account of my decision to orient the dissertation within this theoretical
framing, arguing for how a focus on actors and intentionality adds to our understandings
of institutions.
Processes of Institutionalization
While studies of organizational change have frequently produced models of
institutionalization, there remains a need for greater empirical attention. Institutional
theory would be enriched through further refining the theoretical account of: (1) how
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innovative practices move from pre-institutionalization to being fully institutionalized
(Tolbert and Zucker 1996); and (2) how processes thought to operate during these stages
of pre-institutionalization in fact remain important in maintaining institutions over time.
In particular, I point to the importance of theorization, legitimacy, and decoupling,
concepts which until now have largely been employed in explanations of how
innovations move from pre-instituionalization to full institutionalization. Using the
model of institutional change advanced by Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings (2002: 60),
I will now provide a brief overview of current understandings of how management
innovations moves from initial emergence to theorization, diffusion, and finally
institutionalization (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: The Stages of Institutional Change

Source: Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings (2002: 60)
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Before a local innovation can spread throughout a larger population of
organizations, it must be theorized (Strang and Meyer 1993). During theorization, there
must be a specification of the general organizational failing, or problem, as well as
justification for the particular solution offered by the innovation (Tolbert and Zucker
1996). As Tolbert and Zucker (1996) argue, practices that are theorized can more easily
spread across organizational populations outside of the field where they first originated.
Theorization is thought to be particularly important in explaining the initial spread
of an innovation. Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway (2006) explain that innovations must be
linked with existing cultural frameworks in order for them to be accepted locally. At the
local level where the innovation is initiated, actors may explicitly justify this link through
accounts of how the innovation addresses immediate organizational needs in a way that is
consistent with the already accepted cultural landscape. Later, as this new practice
spreads and become legitimate, less explicit justification in required for it to be adopted.
As a new practice spreads and the process of theorization continues and moves from
explicit to implicit accounts, we expect that practice variation will decline across the
population of organizations (Tolbert and Zucker 1996). Throughout this process,
legitimacy is thought to operate in tandem with theorization as an innovative practice
spreads to broader organizational populations.
Legitimacy can be defined as "a generalized perception or assumption that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions" (Suchman 1995: 574). Through the
initial theorization of a practice, the innovation is thought to gain moral and pragmatic
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legitimacy. When an innovation is situated or aligned within current normative
prescriptions, it gains moral legitimacy (Suchman 1995). When an innovation is said to
be functionally superior to previous practices or structures, it gains pragmatic legitimacy
(Suchman 1995). As the practice begins to spread more broadly, moving from the
theorization to diffusion stage, legitimacy remains important (Greenwood et al. 2002).
In the diffusion stage, the practice is further generalized and becomes common
within the organizational field. Here innovations are “objectified” and now gain general
acceptance of their pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman 1995). During this stage of diffusion
there is also mimicry, where firms adopt practices that other large, prominent firms adopt,
with the assumption that these practices are financially beneficial or functionally
superior. Thus mimicry is a type of pragmatic legitimacy that occurs during the diffusion
of an innovative practice (Mizruchi and Fein 1999). While the theorization and diffusion
stages of institutionalization map onto the initial spread of a practice, it is not until the
practice is so widely diffused that it gains cognitive legitimacy, and is thus seen as takenfor-granted, that full institutionalization occurs (Suchman 1995; Tolbert and Zucker
1996).
Following this model, an innovation is not institutionalized until it gains cognitive
legitimacy. This cognitive legitimacy serves to protect the practice against pressures for
deinstitutionalization (Tolbert and Zucker 1996). Tolbert and Zucker (1983) find that
once institutionalized, practices are adopted even without evidence of efficacy, as they
are taken as the accepted way of doing things and thus not evaluated critically. In the
words of Aldrich and Fiol, "the highest form of cognitive legitimation is achieved when a
new product, process, or service is taken for granted" (1994: 648). However, much of the
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existing literature relies on claims of institutionalization based on patterns of diffusion,
rather than directly measuring whether practices are indeed taken-for-granted by actors.
In pointing out this limitation of the extant literature, I argue for the importance of
empirical studies to further examine the ideas and actions of actors embedded in
organizations.
Another key theoretical concept in studies of institutionalization is the idea of
decoupling. Organizations are thought to frequently adopt institutionalized practices not
for technical gains, but to garner legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan 1977). These isomorphic
pressures lead organizations to potentially decouple the new practice from existing
organizational structures and activities, or ceremonially adopt the practice but not fully
implement it. While there is a growing literature on decoupling, most studies are at the
field- or organization-level. However, there is a need to consider the individual-level of
analysis, as managers and professionals shape organizational response to field-level
pressures (c.f. Elsbach 1994). By considering how field-level, firm-specific, and
individual characteristics shape decisions to decouple, we can better understand "how
organizations experience isomorphic pressures, interpret them, and learn to manage them
over time" (Heugens and Lander 2009: 76).
In addition to examining the role of professionals in decoupling, I seek to broaden
analysis of decoupling to capture a continuum of practice implementation, from purely
superficial and decoupled to robust and fully integrated. As Bromely, Hwang and Powell
(2012), and other have pointed out, Meyer and Rowan’s original concept of decoupling
was broader than how it has subsequently been operationalized. Meyer and Rowan use
elements of loose coupling to illustrate the decoupling process: “structural elements are
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only loosely linked to each other and to activities, rules are often violated, decisions are
often unimplemented, or if implemented have uncertain consequences, technologies are
of problematic efficiency, and evaluation and inspection systems are subverted or
rendered so vague as to provide little coordination” (1977: 343). Given the variation in
how diversity management is implemented across organizations, it provides an ideal case
through which to generate theory on decoupling. Thus in addition to analyzing variation
in the meanings and cognitive elements of the institution of diversity management, I also
seek to understand variation in the implementation, or the material practices that make up
an organization’s diversity management strategy. Given my interest in intra-firm
dynamics and individual actors in processes of institutionalization, I will next consider
staff professionals and what this particular group of actors can offer us with regard to
understanding processes of institutionalization.
Staff Professionals
The institutional approach to organizational theory has long advocated for the importance
of professionals, as these individuals hold the power necessary for social change
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Scott (2008) argues that professionals, more so than other
types of social actors, are involved in creating and maintaining institutions, as these
actors as the “definers, interpreters, and appliers of institutional elements” (p. 223).
There are many examples of professionals legitimizing and aiding in the diffusion of new
practices including diversity management (Dobbin 2009) health and safety (Daudigeos
2013) and environmentalism (Hoffman 1999).
The traditional sociological approach to the professions viewed professions as
serving the public interest, while business occupations served private interest. However,
there is growing acceptance of the idea that many occupations within organizations are
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professions. Brint (1994) lists a number of different business service professionals,
including in-house attorneys, financial analysts, management consultants, computer
scientists, advertising and PR specialists, and personnel or labor relations managers.
Overall, what links these various professions? They “monitor, protect, and improve
organizational performance” or “attend to public responsibilities (like independent audits,
SEC reports, tax payments and environmental protection assessments)” that the state
mandates of firms (Brint 1994: 47).
In this dissertation I point to the importance of staff professionals, or those who
are embedded in organizations, in processes of institutional creation and maintenance.
There has been recent growth in staff professionals as organizations are increasingly
incorporating previously independent professions into their ranks. Reed (1996) argues
that professionalization projects can now occur entirely within organizations, as
organizational (or staff) professionals increase in number. These staff professionals are
embedded within organizational hierarchies and their core role is to solve various
organizational problems. Staff professionals are particularly interesting given the dual
pressures they face to both advance professional concerns while also being attentive to
organizational concerns (Suddaby and Viale 2011).
Institutional Work
This idea of local actors aiding in processes of institutionalization fits well within the
framework of institutional work. Institutional work is “the purposive action of
individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions”
(Lawrence and Suddaby 2006: 215). This theoretical orientation is relatively emergent,
with much of the existing work seeking to extend and refine Lawrence and Suddaby’s
original classification (Maguire and Hardy 2009; Perkmann and Spicer 2008; Zilber
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2009). Within this growing literature, as is the case more generally across neoinstitutional studies, greater attention has been paid to cases of institutional creation than
institutional maintenance; this is perhaps due to methodological approaches, or the
dominant view of institutions as more-or-less stable and self-reproducing. Throughout
the dissertation I investigate acts of institutional maintenance, arguing that actions
intended to maintain institutions may in fact lead to new or revised institutions, thus
blurring the division between institutional creation and maintenance. However, before
advancing this claim I must first elaborate on the concept of institutional maintenance.
Institutional maintenance seeks to understand the “routines and rituals” used to
maintain institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006: 243). Institutional maintenance has
two main types of work: (1) maintaining rules through enabling, policing, and deterrence;
and (2) reproducing norms though valorizing/demonizing, mythologizing, and embedding
and routinizing (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). It has been suggested that institutional
maintenance will be more common during times of upheaval on contestation, but my
work suggests acts of institutional maintenance occur across the life of an institution,
pointing to professionals as important agents in this process.
A recent vein of research on institutional work looks at defense work. Maguire
and Hardy (2009) first coined the term “defense work” to explain the maintenance of
institutions against external disruptions. Lefsrud and Meyer (2012) build on this idea by
demonstrating defense work can occur not only in response to external threats but also
internally—via professions framing themselves as experts while also attacking other
competing groups as non-experts. Strategies of defense work include strategic framing of
contested issues, such as climate change, as well as efforts to legitimate professional
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identity as experts. I build on this idea of defense work, pointing not to external
disruptions or internal competitions for expert status, but instead to the threat of a
stigmatized institution (in this case affirmative action) that needs to be distanced from the
institution in question.
Finally, while I frame much of my empirical analysis around acts of institutional
maintenance on the part of diversity managers, I find evidence that intentional acts of
maintenance have the effect of gradually shifting the very institution they seek to
maintain. In particular, diversity managers seek to change the normative associations of
practices, through shifting the very definition of diversity. This suggests that the clear
theoretical distinction made between acts of institutional maintenance and institutional
creation may in fact be overstated. That is, through bottom-up, incremental shifts in both
cognitive and material elements of institutions, professionals engaged in what appears to
be institutional maintenance may in fact be revising and reshaping these institutions.
This new account of unintentional institutional change offers a fresh perspective on
institutional change. Current understandings of institutional change center on two main
perspectives: (1) exogenous shocks or shift in the environment that precipitate rapid
change (Clemens and Cook 1999); or (2) actors seeking to remedy internal contradictions
by creating new institutions (Friedland and Alford 1991; Seo and Creed 2002). In
offering a new account of gradual institutional change, my work has implications for our
understanding of the microfoundations of institutions, as well as the role of agency in
institutional change.
In conclusion, I have argued that current views of institutions offer compelling
accounts of institutional creation and stability, as well as accounts of
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deinstitutionalization or how existing institutions are challenged and replaced with new
institutions. However, these studies miss another promising area of focus, how what
appear to be stable institutions are in fact being maintained by the actions of
professionals. In the subsequent empirical chapters of the dissertation I will develop an
argument for how key concepts in institutional creation, namely theorization and
legitimation, also operate within organizations during processes of institutional
maintenance. Additionally, while the institutional work literature has made admirable
progress in advancing our understandings of institutional maintenance, throughout the
dissertation I offer a new perspective of how seeming acts of institutional maintenance
can actually lead to revised and reshaped institutions through a bottom-up process
enacted by staff professionals. The gradual, incremental institutional change I identify
throughout the dissertation offers a new perspective that may inform other studies of
institutions.
	
  
DATA AND METHODS
Data Collection
My data consists of in-depth interviews with diversity managers and human resource
managers at 87 firms across the US conducted from 2007 through 2011. These firms
were sampled based on their inclusion in a dataset of yearly EEO-1 reports, and as such
are private companies with 100 or more employees or 50 or more employees if federal
contractors (Robinson et al. 2005). In order to capture broad variation in both diversity
management strategy and implementation, the firms are a combination of single and
multi-establishment companies, and include both corporate headquarters and local/branch
establishments. The firms are located in four distinct labor markets: Atlanta, Boston,
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Chicago and San Francisco. In order to capture variation in industry, I sampled across
healthcare, electronics manufacturing, food manufacturing, business services, and
insurance firms. To be included in the study, firms had to have one or more of the
following diversity practices: affirmative action plans, diversity staff persons, and
diversity committees or taskforces2. About a third of the companies interviewed had one
or more full-time diversity staff members, a third had HR managers overseeing diversity
efforts on a part-time basis, and the final third had affirmative action plans or no
formalized diversity efforts (see Table 1.1). For each firm, I interviewed the diversity
manager, when applicable, an in the case of those without full-time diversity managers,
interviewed the HR manager charged with diversity initiatives, or the HR manager who
oversaw the affirmative action plan3. In a small number of cases, interviews included
both a diversity and HR manager, or several HR managers working part-time on diversity
related efforts. These interviews with multiple individuals were at the request of the
respondent (or perhaps organizational leadership), who felt the nature of the interview
questions necessitated multiple viewpoints. Interviews ranged from twenty-five minutes
to two hours, averaging about an hour, depending in large part on the range of diversity
initiatives present at a firm.

2

Three firms indicated they had diversity management or AA efforts during screening calls, but did not
identify these practices in the subsequent interview. This was due to staff/practices being discontinued
during an acquisition (n=2), or characterizing routine HR efforts as “diversity management” (n=1).
3

The interviews were conducted as part of a team of research assistants on Frank Dobbin's National
Science Foundation funded project, "Equal Opportunity Innovations at Work: Mechanisms for Reducing
Job Segregation" (SES-0620534).	
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Table 1.1: Respondents by Type of Organization and Function

Full-Time
Diversity Staff

HR Oversees
Diversity

Affirmative
Action Only

No Diversity
Management

Headquarters

28

7

14

2

Branch/Plant

0

13

7

1

Single Establishment

1

11

3

0

TOTAL

29

31

24

3

The main thrust of my interviews concerns the implementation of diversity
innovations related to three main diversity management strategies: (1) diversity staff (i.e.
full- or part-time diversity managers); (2) diversity committees or taskforces; and (3)
affirmative action plans. Diversity staff are defined as employees tasked with overseeing
their organization’s overall diversity management strategy, as well as the implementation
and evaluation of the many policies and programs adopted to meet diversity goals.
Throughout the dissertation I differentiate between full-time diversity staff, which I
characterize as “diversity managers” and part-time diversity roles, where an HR staff
member is tasked with diversity management responsibilities in addition to more general
HR functions, which I characterize as “HR managers.” This distinction is important, both
in assessing the general organizational climate and commitment to diversity, but also
because diversity management is in the midst of efforts to professionalize and
differentiate itself from HR. Thus individuals in the diversity manager role may have
different understandings of diversity management goals and professional norms than
colleagues in a more general HR role.
During the course of interviews, I asked about the presence of these three main
programs--diversity staff, diversity committees, and affirmative action plans--and then
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the various diversity practices or routines that were implemented under each. For
instance, a diversity committee might suggest recruitment programs at historically black
colleges or a mentoring program targeting women. For each of these initiatives, I asked
for an assessment of how well the program works, how success is measured, reactions
from managers and employees, current challenges, and future plans. In addition to the
programs and policies implemented specifically under the diversity manager or
committee, I asked about a range of other human resources and diversity related
initiatives. Additionally, I asked more general questions about the organizational climate
and commitment to diversity, both with regard to top leadership as well as average line
managers. Finally, while I began the interview with a brief series of questions about the
employment history of the respondent, both at their current organization and in previous
jobs, in several cases the diversity manager spent additional time speaking candidly about
their decision to move into a diversity management career. The interviews were semistructured, allowing for exploration of other topics as they arose, or at the end of the
interview when I asked if there were any other elements of diversity management we did
not cover.
While included as part of the interview protocol, in the majority of cases
respondents were unable to report the exact year of adoption for specific diversity
initiatives. However, respondents for the most part were able to provide a general sense
for whether a practice was recently adopted or longstanding. While this lack of concrete
adoption dates is less than ideal, as it makes quantitative modeling of practice efficacy
impractical, it also provides an important insight into diversity management. Given the
high turnover rates among diversity managers and other human resource professionals,
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the respondents I spoke with are not necessarily the one who originally devised and
implemented a particular diversity practice. High turnover leads to diversity managers
with professional experience across a wide variety of organizations, which may lead to
ideas being shared across not just firms but also industries.
Analytic Strategy
All interviews were transcribed and subsequently coded using the qualitative analysis
software Atlas.ti. I began with a strategy of open coding (Miles and Huberman 1994),
but moved to more finite code categories in subsequent read-throughs of the data. The
first round of coding highlighted the firm’s diversity programs and policies, as well as
formal diversity goals. The analytic strategy was inductive, allowing for multiple rounds
of iteration between the data and literature. While there was great variation in the types
of diversity goals and practices reported by my respondents, what quickly became clear
was the wider scope of efforts undertaken in their role. That is, diversity managers did
much more than devise formal goals and practices to meet said goals. Emergent from the
data were many other areas/topics in which diversity managers spent considerable time
and thought. Subsequent rounds of coding focused on how respondents defined diversity,
their understandings of the perceived purpose of diversity management, why the
organization valued diversity, and perceived support (or lack thereof) from others within
the organization. Another example of an unexpected avenue of analysis occurred in the
case of affirmative action. While initially only coding for the presence or absence of an
affirmative action plan, I noticed that diversity managers spent a great deal of time
differentiating between affirmative action and diversity management. This was puzzling,
so I began coding for discussions of the relationship between affirmative action efforts
and diversity management.
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In addition to the coding process in Atlas,ti, I created spreadsheets to examine
patterns across cases in a more systematic way. I also wrote up cases summaries to
describe each organization. These summaries provided a brief narrative of the history of
diversity management at the organization, as well as any notable events in the recent
organizational history (such as mergers, downsizing, financial pressures), the most
pressing challenges the diversity manager mentioned, and any notable questions or
puzzles about the case. Finally, as part of the coding process I wrote memos describing
emergent ideas or trends in the data.
It should be noted that the empirical chapters of the dissertation emerged through
an inductive process. That is, my original ideas about where I would find analytical
leverage did not always match the data, leaving me to iterate between the data and
literature across several rounds of writing. While I have chosen to present the empirical
chapters in a traditional format, with theory preceding analysis, this writing choice does
not accurately reflect the research process. In fact, one of the largest challenges of the
dissertation was finding patterns across extremely detailed data from respondents who at
times appeared to be making sense of their current role as we progressed through our
interview. This idea that respondents were still in the midst of sensemaking about the
very nature of diversity management and their role within the organization emerged
through a number of observations. First, there were frequent contradictions across a
single interview, such as early positive statements about the organizational climate for
diversity and later anecdotes seemingly disproving support for diversity. Second, I found
many instances where the “business case,” or market rationale for diversity was posited
as the only legitimate driving force for diversity efforts, but later statements pointed to
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larger concerns for a morale rationale (i.e. the “right” or “good” thing to do), or even
concerns about litigation and legal compliance with equal employment opportunity or
affirmative action prescriptions.
Methodological Limitations
In seeking to offer a kind of middle ground between field-level surveys of practices and
small-n case based studies of organizations, my research has several trade-offs that could
be viewed as methodological limitations. First, I am basing my analysis on the
perceptions of diversity and human resource managers. Thus when I code for level of
executive support for diversity practices, I am not measuring the actual level of support
but rather how the diversity manager assesses this. For some interview questions, like
how much attention the company pays to diversity, or if top management supports
diversity, the nearly universal answers were quite positive. In other words, according to
my respondents, companies all pay great attention to diversity and top managers are all
very supportive of diversity efforts. However, over the course of the interviews, as
respondents opened up about the challenges they faced on a day-to-day basis, I was often
able to gain a more nuanced understanding of areas like top management support.
Additionally, there was a great deal of hesitation on the part of many
organizations in participating in a study of diversity management. While the interview
protocol was carefully constructed to leave questions about discrimination litigation,
downsizing, and affirmative action compliance reviews until the end of the interview,
both gaining initial entry into organizations and also gaining the trust of respondents
required attention. This hesitancy on the part of organizations to participate in diversity
management research projects is not uncommon, even when the firms in question are
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well-known Fortune 500 organizations with a demonstrated interest in diversity
management practices (Kochan et al. 2003). However, given that organizations that were
actively managing diversity were more likely to participate in the research project, this
study likely overstates the average number of practices that organizations implement. Of
the 28 firms in my sample with full-time diversity managers at headquarters, 12 had
appeared one or more times on the annual Diversity, Inc. list of the Top 50 companies for
diversity in the United States. It is important to note that my sampling strategy was not
created to ensure generalizability across all organizations in the US. Rather, I have
industry and regional variation, as well as variation in whether the organization has fulltime, part-time, or no diversity staff. However, the sample skews towards large
organizations with relatively well-established diversity efforts.

THE FIELD OF DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
In this section, I provide an overview of the field of diversity management. I focus on
both the meanings and practices embedded in diversity management, as this field-level
history provides important context for how the diversity and human resource
professionals in my data seek to make sense of, adopt, and implement organizational
practices. This account of the field of diversity management will inform my later
analysis of how diversity managers translate ideas and practices within the context of
their firms. In providing this history of the emergence and development of diversity
management, I bring to the fore the current challenges diversity managers face, which
will prove important in my subsequent empirical chapters.
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My overview of the field of diversity management is divided into four parts.
First, I trace the history of diversity management, arguing for how political and social
pressures led to the creation of a new occupation within organizations. Second, I move to
describe the key foundational ideas that distinguish diversity management from previous
equal employment opportunity and affirmative action efforts, namely the business
rationale for diversity. Third, I describe the current role of diversity managers, while also
briefly addressing the other main actors in the field, diversity consultants, and finally
providing an overview of the formal practices implemented as part of diversity
management strategy. Fourth, I highlight contemporary trends in the field of diversity
management, including efforts to professionalize as well as current areas of contestation.
Unlike the remaining empirical chapters, here I primarily use a combination of
secondary sources including sociological and organizational theory, management and HR
practitioner literature, materials from diversity consultants, and media coverage to
provide an account of the field of diversity management. I also employ my interview
data in order to illustrate contemporary field-level trends as filtered through the lived
experiences of diversity managers.
The History of Diversity Management
While the idea of “managing diversity” did not emerge until the late 1980s, the origins of
efforts for equality in employment can be traced to the civil rights movement. For
government contractors, these efforts began in 1961 when President Kennedy signed
Executive Order 11246 which banned discrimination and required federal contractors to
take “affirmative action.” For a much broader set of organizations, Title VII of the Civil
Right Act of 1964 mandated equal treatment in employment. Efforts towards labor
market equality in the 1970s and early 1980s could be characterized as focused on
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affirmative action and equal opportunity. While personnel managers made some mention
of efficiency concerns when arguing for antidiscrimination efforts, these arguments did
not contain the business rhetoric common in contemporary discussions of employment
practices. A 1973 Harvard Business Review article on equal opportunity for women did
characterize hiring women as “smart business,” but in highlighting reasons for companies
to pay increasing attention to women listed “awareness of social trends,” “government
pressure,” “the women’s equal rights movement,” and “public image,” before finally
turning to “competition and challenge” for talented employees (Boyle 1973: 86-87).
Thus while talent management would later become an integral part of diversity
management, this was not of central importance in motivating equal employment efforts
in the 1970s. Rather, concerns seemed heavily centered around compliance with
antidiscrimination efforts and protection from potential lawsuits. Similarly, a 1980
Harvard Business Review special report about affirmative action enforcement, “Hire the
handicapped-compliance is good business,” contained a checklist to “ensure compliance”
with affirmative action, but made no mention of business concerns or efficiency beyond
avoiding litigation or compliance reviews (Pati and Adkins 1980).
The emergence of diversity management as an organizational imperative has been
linked to an influential report on trends in the US workforce, published by the Hudson
Institute, titled Workforce 2000 (Litvin 2000; Prasad and Mills 1997; Edelman, Fuller,
and Mara-Drita 2001; Kelly and Dobbin 1998). This report pointed to projected changes
in the demographics of the US workforce, arguing that organizations would need to adapt
by being better able to recruit, retain, and manage diverse workers (Johnston and Packer
1987). While scholars have largely discredited many of the claims of the Workforce 2000
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report, which grossly overstated changes in workforce demographics, the arguments put
forth in this report were reinforced by management scholars who subsequently crafted the
“business case” for diversity (Konrad 2003; Edelman, Fuller, and Mara-Drita 2001;
Friedman and DiTomaso 1996). This diversity rhetoric quickly gained traction in the
years following the publication of the Workforce 2000 report.
Another factor contributing to the emergence of the business rationale for
diversity has to do with affirmative action. Attitudes around affirmative action shifted
notably in the 1980s, as President Reagan publically voiced his opposition, and the new
rhetoric of diversity emerged in part as a response to these explicit attacks on affirmative
action (Berrey 2007). Operating in tandem to the political shift in attitudes toward
affirmative action and equal employment opportunity was a shift in personnel
management. Strategic Human Resource Management gained traction, which linked
human resource efforts to organizational strategy (Kaufman 2000). As Dobbin (2009) and
others argue, many of the equal opportunity practices of the time were simply recast as
diversity management practices: equal opportunity policy statements became diversity
mission statements; race relations workshops were now diversity training; equal
employment committees were now diversity committees; and surveys of employee
attitudes became culture audits. There were some shifts in these practices, however.
When diversity training replaced race relations workshops, the focus of training was
shifted away from legal issues towards broader notions of difference (Dobbin 2009;
Edelman, Fuller, Marie Drita 2001). While diversity management emerged largely out of
existing equal employment opportunity efforts, it quickly gained traction and grew to
encompass much more than these foundational practices (Berrey 2008).
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There was increased attention to diversity management in the 1990s as the idea
diffused rapidly across US corporations. In 1994, The Conference Board issued a report
on diversity training, motivating the research by explaining “the last few years have seen
a significant increase of corporate interest and activity in the area of work-force
diversity” (Wheeler 1994: 7). Surveying the HR management literature, Kelly and
Dobbin (1998) demonstrate how diversity management quickly grew in prominence to
overtake discussions of affirmative action (see Figure 1.2).
Figure 1.2: HR Literature on Affirmative Action and Diversity

Source: Kelly and Dobbin (1998)
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In a similar survey of the management literature, Edelman, Fuller and Mara-Drita
(2001) trace the shifting managerial rhetoric around the concept of diversity. While
attention to civil rights, equal employment opportunity, and affirmative action was
common in the 1970s and 1980s, diversity did not emerge until 1987, increased greatly
through 1993, and declined somewhat between 1993 and 1996.
What was driving the shift from a legal conception of diversity to a managerial
model? Management consultants were more likely than academics, editors, and other
writers to invoke this non-legal view of diversity, which was quickly adopted by
managers themselves (Edelman et al. 2001). This rhetoric uses a market logic or idea of
diversity profiting the organization to motivate the managerial view of diversity. Lynch
(1997) argues that as affirmative action was challenged in the 1980s, “savvy consultanttheoreticians fused multiculturalism with new demographic forecasts and threatened
‘glass ceiling’ regulations to reformulate a forward-looking policy rationale for the
1990s” (p. 33). As this new managerial conception of diversity gained legitimacy,
articles began to omit mention of civil rights rather than explicitly attack it (Edelman et
al. 2001). Thus diversity management can be seen as following the general model of a
new managerial rhetoric, or fashion, becoming popular as it replaces an existing model.
However, Edelman’s work only tracks the diversity model until 1996 (Edelman et al.
2001). While it suggests that these ideas were institutionalized, and thus received less
attention in the media as they became taken-for-granted, there has been little follow up to
test this proposition.

31

Foundational Ideas of Diversity Management
The now dominant “business case” for diversity can be viewed as an effort to recast the
purpose of diversity management within organizations, shifting the rationale from
compliance or normative reason for diversity to one that directly supports the bottom-line
of the business. Diversity consultants and diversity managers argue that this rationale
makes their role more central to the organization and is necessary to garner attention and
resources from top management. This business case rhetoric might be viewed as a
management fad or fashion, in that it quickly gained prominence. However, it has
remarkable resilience and has not been replaced by another rhetoric. For this reason,
Lych argues that while diversity management has not been fully institutionalized, it is
more than a fad, or “flavor-of-the-month” (1997: 33).4
Litvin (2000; 2006) traces the emergence of the business rationale for diversity,
arguing the business rationale was diffused by consultants such as R. Roosevelt Thomas,
Jr. (1990; 1991; 1992). Litvin (2006) cites a number of diversity management articles
from 1989 that explicitly highlight the difference between diversity, affirmative action,
and equal employment opportunity (e.g. Solomon 1989; Jones, Jerich & Copeland 1989).
In addition to shifting the discourse around diversity away from legalistic views, there
were efforts to shift diversity away from normative prescriptions. For instance the
Society for Human Resource Management’s “Workplace Diversity Toolkit” clearly
outlines why motivating diversity as the “right thing to do” is not the correct approach
(Litvin 2006). While this movement to create a new legitimating account for diversity
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This same terminology of “flavor of the month” came up in my interviews, as diversity managers
expressed concern that organizational members might view diversity as a passing fad.
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management required intensive discursive work, scholars have suggested the “business
case” is now taken-for-granted. That is, the business rationale is not questioned but
rather “common sense” (Litvin 2006).
Given the continued dominance of the business rationale for diversity, I will now
outline the particular elements of this legitimating account. Cox and Blake (1991) were
among the first academics to address this new approach to diversity. The “valuing
diversity” approach, as they called it, argues that managing diversity can lead to a
competitive advantage for organizations. According to Cox and Blake (1991), the
competitive advantage of managing diversity has six components: cost (with more
diverse employees, not integrating workers will be costly); resource acquisition (good
reputation helps recruiting); marketing (diverse employees help marketing efforts);
creativity (diverse perspectives lead to creativity); problem-solving (heterogeneity in
decision and problem solving groups leads to better decisions); and system flexibility
(system less determinant and standardized, more fluid and better able to react to
environmental changes). Thus the market logic for diversity encompasses multiple
claims about the ways in which diversity impacts firm performance.
Has the business rationale for diversity changed in the 15 years since Cox and
Blake (1991) explicated its various components? The short answer is no, although
diversity managers and human resource managers often highlight one or more elements
believed to be most salient to their organization. Over the course of my interviews, I
found the business performance rhetoric expressed in a variety of ways as respondents
attempted to translate general ideas about the benefits of diversity management into firmspecific narratives. After coding for all examples or elements of the business performance
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rationale, I identified four main variants: talent management, employee performance,
team performance, and pleasing the customer.
The first element of the business performance rationale is talent management.
This includes claims that firms need to hire the best talent, and to remain competitive will
have to identify diverse populations to meet these needs. Additionally, this includes a
focus on not just recruiting diverse talent, but also developing and promoting this talent.
While this element often co-occurs with the employee performance variant, talent
management is different in that the focus is on particularly skilled, talented workers
rather than the workforce as a whole. The second element of the business performance
rationale is employee performance. This focuses on creating a workplace where
employees are fully committed. The link between successful diversity management and
firm performance is through employee commitment leading to greater productivity at
work. Language about “inclusion” often occurs with this rationale, not to describe a new
definition of diversity, but rather to further the idea that an inclusive, welcoming
workplace will lead to gains in retention and productivity. The third element of the
business performance rationale is team performance. This includes claims that diverse
teams outperform non-diverse team, or that diverse employees will lead to innovative
ideas. Another variant of the team performance element focuses on increased
communication and better functioning of teams as an outcome of diversity management.
The final element of the business performance rationale is pleasing the customer. This
includes all types of justifications centered on appealing to diverse consumers, marketing
to a broader population, etc. For hospitals, a focus on improved patient care, often
highlighting being able to better serve diverse patients, fits into this rationale.
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My respondents often blend these variants of the business performance rationale
in creating an argument for why diversity management is integral to firm performance.
However, if respondents only list one variant, it is more often than not the pleasing the
customer argument, which is the most basic of the four. In examining industry variation
in the elements used in the business case, I find few distinct patterns. That is, there is
overlap where ideas and elements of the business case are shared across industries.
Interestingly, the “business case” is mentioned even by firms that are not actively
managing diversity, suggesting this discourse or framing is readily available not only to
diversity practitioners but also to HR professionals.
Diversity Managers, Diversity Consultants, and Diversity Practices
I will now describe the role of diversity manager in greater detail, before offering a brief
overview of another key actor in the field of diversity management, the diversity
consultant. Finally I will end with an account of the most common practices that are
implemented as part of broader diversity management strategy.
Diversity management has diffused widely and is now a common practice, or
bundle of related practices, across organizations in the US. While many smaller
organizations offer one or more diversity practices that are housed within the HR
department, many firms have added a full-time employee charged with overseeing
diversity efforts. It is estimated that 13 percent of US firms have a dedicated diversity
manager, while among organization with 25,000 or more employees, nearly half report
diversity staff (SHRM 2011). However, the role of diversity manager is not known to
offer stability or a clearly defined career ladder. Unlike HR managers, there is no
obvious upward trajectory into the executive level. Additionally, even with the business
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rationale for diversity, my data suggests diversity manager roles are frequently cut during
periods of poor financial performance or when firms are acquired. My findings likely
echo a larger trend, as a recent survey found a drop in the number of firms reporting fulltime diversity staff between 2005 and 2011 (SHRM 2011).
Who becomes a diversity manager? Most commonly, diversity managers have an
HR background before moving into a diversity role. In a smaller number of cases, my
respondents were diverse employees whose experiences with affinity groups or other
diversity initiatives led to them being approach to assume a formal role in managing
diversity. While the career histories of my respondents were quite varied, I will present
an example to highlight one pathway into diversity management. Hannah, a black
woman in her late 30s, is the Chief Diversity Officer of a large technology firm based in
Chicago. Hannah had not set out to work in the field of diversity, instead starting her
professional career in sales and product marketing for a large corporation. She then
shifted employers, staying within the electronics and tech industry, “to do training and
development, which happened to be in HR in the corporate function. They wanted
someone who had a sales functional background.” This shift to HR later led to the offer
of a role in diversity management:
And then the position of diversity came up while I was in HR and
I thought it was interesting because I had always done the work.
I was an affinity group leader for 8 years myself. So I knew from
the other side—not from the HR side but I knew from the
[functional] side—what kind of [diversity] programs, what the
perceptions were of HR in the business, of the commitment to
diversity. (PD 56)
In explaining her decision to move into the field of diversity management, Hannah
described her personal passion and commitment to diversity:
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“I always had a passion for it. I mean I have done work in the
community since protesting for Proposition 209. I went to UC
Berkeley in under grad. So I have been very familiar with
diversity issues…So coming out of Berkeley into that environment
it was just very natural to continue to try to make a difference
either from a community perspective or from the diversity
perspective. So it was very natural.”
This passion or commitment for diversity was found across many of my respondents.
While these individuals advocated for diversity based on the business rationale as part of
their professional knowledge, personally they shared a commitment to diversity based on
moral or normative convictions about equality and fairness.
Another shared characteristic of the diversity managers in my sample was a
concern about career prospects and the professionalization of the occupation. In the case
of Hannah, while she was excited at the possibility of a career shift, she also expressed
some trepidation about the career prospects and challenges associated with diversity
management: “So when a [diversity] position came up my only apprehension was that I
wasn’t sure that Corporate America really wanted to do it. Versus when you are doing it
for an affinity group, it’s almost like okay you have passion for it, you are trying to make
a difference but you have a day job. But now this is my day job.” While Hannah was
committed to her role as a diversity manager, she also was quite honest about the
challenges inherent in the role:
Let me say I know, I am absolutely positive you cannot do this job
unless you believe in it and unless you love the work. Because it
is not the job that you are going to be thanked for what you do.
It’s not the job where you are going to be the most appreciated
person. It’s not the job where people are going to give you all
the resources that you need to be the most successful person you
can be. It is an overhead staff job. So you are not even going to
have the kind of budget as the businesses have. (PD 56).
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This concern about limited career prospects was likely not without reason, as
turnover among diversity professionals in my sample was also relatively rapid. Given the
lack of upward mobility within an organization, the common career path for diversity
managers in my sample was a move to a new organization, preferably a firm that was
larger or one with a more well-established history of diversity management. Among fulltime diversity managers at corporate headquarters, tenure ranged from 1 month to 13
years, with a median tenure of 4.5 years. While moving to a new organization was the
most common career trajectory, for the most experienced diversity managers and
particularly those with Chief Diversity Officer titles at large organizations, shifting to
become a diversity consultant was another possibility. In several cases, between the time
of the interview and my subsequent attempts at follow up with respondents either one or
two years later, a senior diversity manager had left the organization and either joined an
existing diversity consulting practice or created their own consultancy.
Diversity Consultants
Diversity consultants play a role in defining the expert knowledge of the profession, and
as such deserve attention. There are many diversity consultants, although there is some
evidence that these numbers are holding steady or even declining slightly (Lynch 1997).
The number of diversity consultants listed in the Buyer’s Guide and Consultants
Directory of the American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) numbered 15
in 1990, 85 in 1992, and 73 in 1996 (Lynch 1997). While this is not a precipitous
decline, it does suggest the possibility of a downward trend. Perhaps as the field of
diversity management matures, organizations are moving from hiring outside consultants
to using internal diversity managers.
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In my data I find ample evidence of the role of diversity consultants. Eleven of
28 firms with diversity managers at headquarters report currently using a diversity
consultant, while 5 of 7 firms with part-time diversity managers at headquarters report
using consultants. For most of these cases, the diversity consultants used were either
nationally known experts or locally prominent diversity consulting firms, whose work
centered on aiding in developing an overall diversity management strategy. In Atlanta,
four of the five hospitals in my sample had active diversity management efforts. While
one firm lacked management support for diversity and was relying on mainly grassroots
efforts, the other three hospitals reported using the same nationally prominent, locally
based diversity consulting firm to shape their strategy. Looking across these interviews, I
found evidence of similar language, strategy, and even practices, suggesting that diversity
consultants can strongly influence the initial diversity management strategy organizations
adopt. For branch or local establishments, the use of consultants is more limited.
However, it is common to hire outside trainers to administer annual diversity training, or
for training videos to be purchased from diversity consulting firms. This general trend
suggest that organizations that are in the midst of creating a diversity department, or
relatively new to diversity efforts, seek the guidance of diversity consultants while those
organizations with long-established efforts rely on their in-house diversity manager to
drive strategy.
In addition to diversity consultants, Diversity, Inc. was prominently mentioned
across many of my interviews. Diversity Inc. was viewed as valuable, not only as a
source of knowledge about diversity best practices, but also as a source of legitimacy to
external audiences. That is, respondents referred to their organization’s inclusion on the
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Diversity Inc. annual best companies list as an important way to demonstrate their
commitment to diversity to external audiences such as consumers and potential
employees. The frequency with which respondents mentioned Diversity Inc. also speaks
to why organizations adopt diversity efforts. Within my sample, 12 of the 28
organizations with full-time diversity managers at headquarters appear on the Diversity
Inc. Top 50 list at least once time since 2001. Several diversity managers whose
organizations had lost their “spot” on this list reported using this downgrading or loss of
status as motivation to renew efforts at implementing new or innovative diversity
management practices.
Diversity Practices
Given that the “business case” or market logic for diversity has largely remained static
since emerging in the late 1980s and early 1990s, we might expect that the formal
practices associated with diversity management might also remain somewhat constant.
According to a 1991 survey, the most common diversity practices were diversity training
for managers (63 percent), communication statements from senior management (50
percent), training for employees (39 percent), mentoring programs for women and
minorities (28 percent), and a diversity task force (31 percent) (Winterle 1992). While
many companies indicated they were planning to add these programs in the future, more
recent surveys have suggested only modest growth in the prevalence of practices. A
2001 Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) survey found the most common
diversity initiatives were recruiting efforts to increase diversity (75%), diversity training
or education (66%), and community outreach efforts (61%). About a fifth of companies
reported very informal efforts or no diversity initiatives. These same practices remained
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popular in 2005, with the exception of diversity training, which had declined in
prevalence (Esen 2005). Additionally, by 2005 nearly a third of large organizations were
offering career development programs for diverse employees.
Among the firms in my sample, those with full-time diversity managers reported
the largest number of diversity practices, while those with HR staff in a part-time
diversity role reported somewhat fewer practices (see Table 1.2). For those firms with
full-time diversity staff, the most common practices were diversity training, diversity
councils, career development (such as mentoring), targeted recruitment, and affinity or
employee resource groups (see Figure 1.3). These same practices were common at firms
with HR managers in a part-time diversity role, with the exception of affinity groups.
Among those with only affirmative action plans and no diversity staff, the most common
practices were targeted recruitment efforts, which would presumably address affirmative
action plan requirements, and diversity training, which might be useful in employment
discrimination litigation defense.
Table 1.2: Average Number of Diversity Practices

Full-Time
Diversity
Staff

HR in
Diversity Role

AA Efforts
Only

No Diversity
Management

Headquarters

8.7

5.9

1.5

0

Branch/Plant

NA

3.9

1.7

0

9

2.2

2

0

Single Establishment
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Figure 1.3: Diversity Practices at Headquarters

Current Trends in Diversity Management
I will now describe current trends in the field of diversity management, as this will aid in
understanding the motivations and strategies employed by diversity managers in my later
analysis. I will focus my discussion on efforts to professionalize diversity management,
as this broad goal illuminates several current challenges in the field, including the lack of
full buy-in about the utility of diversity management, as well as the lack of standards
around practice implementation and goal measurement.
Diversity management can be characterized as an occupation that is in the midst
of effort to professionalize. I find evidence that a range of new and existing professional
associations are attempting to gain oversight over the growing field of diversity
management. The largest, the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM) is the
most prominent player. SHRM has long included diversity management within its
professional oversight, holding annual diversity and inclusion conferences. In 2006,
SHRM hired the American Institute for Managing Diversity (AIMD) to research the field
and help shape how SHRM approached diversity management. The outcome of this
research was a report on the profession: “2007 State of Workplace Diversity Management
Survey Report.” In 2008, SHRM held a Leadership Summit on Diversity and Inclusion
that gathered global diversity experts to “create consensus” within the field. Drawing
from these experts, SHRM launched an analysis of diversity management to “identify the
tasks, key functions and the body of knowledge needed to practice in the diversity and
inclusion field.” This effort informed the development of the SHRM Diversity and
Inclusion Strategic Leadership Program, launched in 2009. Additionally, in 2008 SHRM
hired the Economist Intelligence Unit to study global diversity and inclusion. This
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growing attention toward diversity management on the part of SHRM was part of an
effort to spearhead professionalization efforts. In an interview with Bloomberg BNA,
Shirley Davis Sheppard, VP of Diversity and Inclusion at SHRM made a case for why
diversity management should be professionalized: “We conducted a study with D&I
professionals and specifically asked what needs to be done to move D&I forwards and
what role SHRM should play. The answer: The D&I field needs to be professionalized,
and SHRM is the only organization that has the scope and breadth to take this work on”
(Bridgeford 2013).
In 2009, SHRM announced an explicit effort to professionalize the diversity and
inclusion field. Sheppard elaborated on the rationale for this professionalization effort,
linking back to the broader business rationale for diversity: “We want to see practitioners
operationalize the true strategic business value in their organization” (Hastings 2009). As
part of this effort to “be the recognized leader” in the diversity and inclusion field, SHRM
has formed partnerships with a number of groups, including the National Association of
African Americans in Human Resources (NAAAHR), the U.S. Department of Labor’s
Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP), and the Leadership Institute for
Managers with Disabilities at UCLA. SHRM also has a Workplace Diversity Special
Expertise Panel, as well as diversity directors at 270 member chapters around the world.
Related to this effort at professionalization, SHRM has launched diversity education and
credentialing programs, creating a financial incentive to become a leading professional
association for diversity managers. The SHRM Diversity and Inclusion Strategic
Leadership Program includes a number of modules: The Business Case for Diversity,
Leveraging Employee Diversity, Commitment from the Top, Diversity Strategy,
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Measurement and Accountability, Leveraging Stakeholder Diversity (SHRM 2013).
These topics are similar to those offered in the leading practitioner literature as well as
trainings offered by diversity consultants. That is, SHRM does not appear to be pushing
the diversity management field in a new direction, but rather seeking to consolidate a
core body of knowledge to distribute across the profession.
Another goal of these SHRM efforts to professionalize diversity is a goal of
advancing the prestige of the field. Eric C. Peterson, manager of D&I initiatives
explains: “Unfortunately, the reality is that people who are really passionate about
diversity can hang a shingle and say they are a diversity practitioner. There’s nothing that
enables an organization to decide if a firm can bring about needed change without an
extensive interview…SHRM is really out to professionalize the field. Raise the quality
bar and give diversity practitioners and business leaders some idea of what professional
diversity work is all about” (Hastings 2013). This effort to professionalize seeks not only
to create shared professional knowledge or competency, but also to advance the standing
of the occupation relative to other functional areas within organizations.
In addition to SHRM, there are a number of groups claiming to be the largest or
most prominent association for diversity professionals, although these claims are largely
lacking in evidence. The Society for Diversity was incorporated in 2009, with a mission
to “educate and equip diversity executives and professionals with the tools needed to
design and execute effective diversity and inclusion strategies; share information and
resources though an international business network; and establish a global standard of
quality in the field of diversity” (Society for Diversity 2013). The organizations bills
itself as “The #1 Professional Association for Diversity & Inclusion Leadership,” offering
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webinars, classroom training, and an annual leadership conference. The Society for
Diversity also has a subsidiary, the Institute for Diversity Certification, offering two types
of certification for diversity professionals and executives. It should be noted, however,
that this certification program is not currently accredited. This link between diversity
professional associations and related credentialing or certification programs is not
uncommon, as organizations seek to capitalize on the relatively new field. There are a
number of other groups claiming to be leading professional associations for diversity
managers, nearly all of which offer training courses, conferences, or certification courses
for a fee.
Common diversity standards have emerged as another way to professionalize.
The SHRM has embarked on an effort to create voluntary professional practice standards
(Bridgeford 2013). At the 2012 Diversity and Inclusion Conference, Sheppard
announced efforts to create standard to measure corporate diversity and inclusion
strategies: “currently organizations are asking questions to measure the impact of their
D&I initiatives in different ways, and of course, are getting different results. Under the
new standards, there will be a common set of questions” (Bridgeford 2013). In offering
an explanation for why standards are needed, Sheppard noted the lack of clarity in the
field with regard to which practice work and how to measure success: “The fact is, D & I
professionals want these metrics and analysis tools because their CEOs want diversity.
Yet right now, no one really knows how to get a robust and comprehensive diversity
program off the ground” (Bridgeford 2013). This discussion of the lack of clarity with
regard to metrics and outcomes is not confined to diversity practitioners. Academics
have joined these calls for the creation of voluntary professional practice standards: “On
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human resource management matters such as D&I, credibility to stakeholders outside the
human resource management field is particularly important. Within the organizations
that employ them, D&I practitioners typically rank relatively low in the organization’s
hierarchy both formally and informally…That placement makes the impact of D&I
efforts strongly dependent on general management’s approval and support” (HaysThomas and Bendick 2013: 199). Thus in some ways the creation of professional
standards and practices is a means of increasing legitimacy for diversity management
within organizations.
Echoing the efforts of SHRM, a number of academic institutions have begun to
offer certificate programs in diversity management. Cornell University’s School of
Industrial and Labor Relations (ILR) is one example. They offer a “Cornell Certified
Diversity Professional/Advanced Practitioner” or CCDP/AP program, as one of several
programs in the Human Capital Development professional workplace programs (Cornell
ILR 2014). As described in promotional materials, this offering was developed due to the
“growing complexity and depth of the field” and is targeted for “diversity professionals
with a minimum of three years of substantive experience in the field, who wish to hone
their skills and increase their depth of knowledge.” The program will give participants
“additional knowledge, skills, and strategies to promote individual professional growth
and organizational success.” In addition to these certificate programs offered by
universities, a wide range of consulting firms offer diversity training or certification
programs. For instance, Linkage, a leadership development and talent management
consulting firm, offers the “Institute for Leading Diversity and Inclusion,” an annual
conference for D&I practitioners.
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In this section I have outlined the history and current state of the field of diversity
management. While efforts to professionalize are unfinished, I find that diversity
management can be seen as a distinct professional field perhaps best characterized as one
still in the midst of professionalization. My respondents report attending conferences,
speaking with colleagues in their field, subscribing to email newsletters from diversity
experts, reading HR and diversity management magazines, and hiring consultants.
Throughout my interviews, diversity managers expressed a distinct professional identity,
an identity that while not hostile to human resources, serves to carve out a distinct role
for them outside of traditional HR functions.
When considering how the rhetoric and ideas of diversity management are created
and reinforced within firms, I coded phrases and particular groups of words that occurred
frequently across interviews. When describing overall diversity strategy, respondents
often used combinations of words including “workforce”, “workplace”, “marketplace”,
and “community” to describe the main categories or goals of their diversity initiatives.
There was a general shared understanding of the various elements of diversity strategy,
although each organization often branded their efforts in slightly different ways. This
suggests that as a field, diversity management has settled on some core areas of focus.
Diversity management was also frequently referred to as a “journey”, or a process
by which change was gradual, or incremental. Nearly a third of respondents in full-time
diversity manager roles used the “journey” language (n=9), while of the 25 part-time
diversity managers I interviewed, only one mentioned diversity management as a
“journey”. In characterizing diversity management as a journey, my respondents focus on
not just large-scale shifts in diversity efforts, but also small wins and incremental change
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that over time might lead to greater progress in meeting diversity goals. The variation
between the language used by diversity managers and human resource managers suggests
that while HR managers who oversee diversity programs have some knowledge of
professional practices, they remain at a distance from the professional norms and
socialization demonstrated by diversity managers.
While diversity management is still in the midst of efforts at professionalization,
it appears to be well on the way to an established core professional knowledge and
professional identity. However, at the same time I have demonstrated that while diversity
management can be characterized as an institution, it is lacking the full cognitive
legitimacy one would expect. That is, diversity managers still must explicitly state their
profession’s importance to others within the organization, and must continually make the
argument for why their diversity practices will lead to bottom-line business success.
Even leading activists for the professionalization of the diversity management field admit
that there is still much work to do to fully convince corporate America as to the
importance of diversity management. In the subsequent three empirical chapters of the
dissertation, I will further explore the daily experiences of diversity managers as they
seek to both further their professional project and gain support for their efforts within
their organization.
CHAPTER OUTLINE
I will conclude with an overview of the dissertation chapters. This introductory chapter
provides background and motivation for the dissertation, setting up the main empirical
puzzle. Twenty-five years after the emergence of diversity management as a new
organizational practice, we find that this innovation has outlasted many management
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fads. However, rather than settling into a core set of practices and understandings, as one
might expect with a taken-for-granted institution, I find that diversity management is
implemented in a wide range of ways across organizations in the US. As I will argue
throughout the dissertation, while diversity management appears at first a stable
institution, a closer examination of actions by diversity managers within organizations
uncovers continual acts of institutional maintenance.
In Chapter 2, I compare how the external theorization of diversity management
maps on to internal discourse and ideas about diversity management within organizations.
While diversity management has been theorized exogenously and has legitimacy from
external audiences, diversity managers must undertake efforts to translate this general
“business case” for diversity into a local account. This is particularly challenging, as
there is a current lack of consensus around both practice efficacy and even how to define
successful practices. Additionally, I find that while diversity management has external
legitimacy—that is, many actors view it as an appropriate and necessary part of
organizational activities—it frequently lacks legitimacy within organizations. This lack
of internal legitimacy leads to constant reinterpretation and reinvention of the part of
diversity managers as they seek to gain legitimacy for their efforts. As a function of this
process of internal theorization and legitimation, I find great variation in the
implementation of diversity management across organizations. Here I identify a number
of legitimacy seeking behaviors that occur across my respondents, using these actions to
argue for three main legitimacy challenges for diversity management: (1) the theorized
practice is abstract and does not reflect the organizational context; (2) there is little
standardization of practices or outcomes; and (3) the theorized practice lacks legitimacy
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for a broader internal audience. While the first two legitimacy challenges lead to efforts
to translate the theorized practice, as well effort to seek other sources of internal and
external legitimacy, the third legitimacy challenge drives a small number of diversity
managers to redefine the very definition of diversity and thus “retheorize” the institution.
Struggles for internal legitimacy lead to constant acts of institutional maintenance by
diversity managers, and in some cases acts of “retheorization,” which is one mechanism
for gradual bottom-up changes in the institution itself.
Chapter 3 builds on the legitimacy challenges from the previous chapter, allowing
for an extended analysis of efforts to relocate affirmative action outside of diversity
departments as strategy to gain legitimacy. Many of the diversity managers in my sample
report perceived backlash towards affirmative action as a barrier to their efforts. These
diversity managers argue that moving affirmative action outside the diversity department
will have positive effects on employee and managerial support for diversity, as it
distances diversity from a stigmatized institution. While many accounts of the
professions suggest professions annex areas of expertise, here I find a case of
professionals removing one of their tasks as an act of institutional maintenance.
However, the outcome of this shift is unexpected, as it actually leads to the decoupling of
diversity practices. That is, firms with affirmative action departments separate from
diversity departments have fewer practices to manage diversity. I argue that this
surprising outcome is likely due to diversity managers removing the legitimating force of
affirmative action compliance. I finish the chapter by arguing for how the focus on
intentionality in the institutional work perspective may mask important unintended
outcomes in efforts to maintain institutions.
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In Chapter 4, I focus on the formal practices implemented by diversity managers.
While the organizational change literature has focused on the importance of top
management support in driving change efforts, and the institutional literature has instead
focused on field-level pressures predicting adoption and decoupling, my results
demonstrate the importance of intra-firm dynamics in understanding the implementation
of practices. Different constellations of resources and subsequent strategies by diversity
managers lead to variation in the implementation of diversity management. Diversity
professionals are able to use a range of strategies to overcome lack of formal authority or
social capital, including a practice I call “stealth coupling,” which allows low-power HR
professionals to shield their diversity efforts from management scrutiny.
In the final chapter I provide an overview of my main empirical findings, linking
each to broader theories of institutionalization. Overall, I argue that strategic action on
the part of diversity managers in seeking to maintain the institution of diversity
management has the outcome of shifting the meanings and practices that constitute the
institution. Thus, intentional acts of institutional maintenance on the part of diversity
managers in fact lead to incremental, bottom-up institutional change. Moving from these
broad theoretical implications, I conclude the dissertation by calling into question the
utility of the “business case” for diversity. While the dominance of the business rationale
for diversity suggests that organizations can treat race, gender, and ethnicity as simply
another means to gain competitive advantage, divorcing diversity within organizations
from broader social norms and historical patterns of inequality is no simple task.
Diversity managers and human resource professionals argue for the importance of relying
on purely rational and technical motivation for their efforts. However, I find relying on
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the “business case” for diversity does not always lead to increased support of diversity
efforts. Here I provide a critique of the “business case” for diversity, arguing that it has
not led to increased attention to diversity within organizations. I argue that the market
logic for diversity has several potential pitfalls, outlining how financial justifications for
diversity may lead to undesirable results. Finally, I make a number of suggestions for
managerial implications.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORIZATION AND LEGITIMATION AS
INTERNAL PROCESSES

Human resource professionals transformed existing equal employment opportunity
(EEO) efforts into “diversity management” in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Dobbin
2009). This new functional area within US corporations included not only a range of
practices designed to aid in the recruitment, retention, and promotion of women and
minority employees, but also the formal role of diversity manager tasked with
implementing these practices. The first adopters of diversity management were
predominantly large organizations; in 1992, three quarters of the largest American firms
had a diversity manager (Winterle 1992). By 2005 three quarters of all US organizations
had one or more diversity practices, such as targeted recruitment efforts or mentoring
programs for women, while about a fifth of organizations had a full-time diversity
manager (Esen 2005). Diversity practices are championed not only by diversity and
human resource professionals, but also by corporate executives themselves. Statements
from CEOs at many large corporations suggest these leaders are personally invested in
fostering diversity within their organizations. In 2004, the CEO of Raytheon, William H.
Swanson, explained that diversity was integral to his plans to lead the organization: “As
CEO I intend to leave an enduring legacy of embracing diversity, of welcoming all
people and valuing the different ways we look at a problem” (PR Newswire 2004).
In addition to publicly supporting diversity, executives routinely link employee
diversity to gains in business performance and overall profitability. As the CEO of Coca
Cola, Douglas Daft, told employees in 2000: “Diversity, in its broadest sense, is a clear
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business imperative for our company and its future, and it is a top priority for me...This
makes us a better employer and business partner. It helps us compete effectively in the
marketplace. Is makes us better neighbors in the communities we serve. And finally, it
builds value for our shareowners” (McKay 2000). The general framing of corporate
efforts to promote diversity as motivated by business concerns, rather than social norms
or efforts at equality, is shared by executives at many large corporations. At a recent
diversity leadership conference, executives from Fortune 500 organizations described
diversity management as a “competitive advantage,” allowing employers to recruit “great
creative people,” ensuring these employees “reach their full potential,” and fostering
“teamwork” that leads to “innovative solutions” (PR Newswire 2004).
The widespread agreement as to how diversity management benefits
organizations, an account that cuts across industries and sectors, supports the general
model of practice theorization and diffusion advanced in the neo-institutional literature.
Existing accounts of how management innovations become institutionalized suggest that
before a practice can diffuse it must first be theorized. Theorization consists of the
specification of an organizational problem and the justification of a new practice as
offering an appropriate solution (Greenwood, Suddaby and Hinings. 2002). This
abstraction allows for an emergent practice to be transmitted not only between firms with
direct ties, or even firms within the same field, but also across a much broader range of
organizations. As a new practice gains legitimacy and diffuses more broadly across
populations of organizations, the rationale for adopting the practice will become less
elaborate and more implicit. That is, there will be less need for explicit theorization and
legitimating accounts, as a practice becomes accepted as the natural or taken-for-granted
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way to conduct business. At this stage of diffusion the practice is objectified, whereby
there is a general acceptance of the pragmatic legitimacy, or general efficiency and
rationality, of the practice.
In addition to its widespread use in the media, among consultants, and in
management scholarship, the business performance rationale for diversity is currently the
dominant rhetoric used by diversity managers when explaining their role within
organizations. In fact, in interviews with diversity managers in organizations across the
US, I find the “business case” for diversity is espoused by virtually all respondents,
lending support for the current account of theorization as a necessary precursor to
practice diffusion. The “business case” for diversity is a clear example of theorization, as
it situates diversity practices within the dominant market logic of US organizations,
thereby giving the practice legitimacy as an appropriate element of organizational
activity. However, through my in-depth interviews with diversity managers I find
evidence of efforts by these professionals to gain and maintain legitimacy for the
enterprise of diversity management. Despite the ubiquity of the “business case” for
diversity, my respondents report a wide range of strategies designed to gain the attention
and support of other organizational members, calling into question the utility of this
market-based rationale for diversity. Diversity management appears to have widespread
external legitimacy but limited legitimacy within organizations. Given this puzzle, I
employ an inductive, grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) to generate
theory as to how processes of theorization and legitimation operate not only externally to
organizations, but also within firms.
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Theorization is a key element of institutional change; it is the process through
which new ideas are made comprehensible and meaningful, and a necessary step through
which emergent organizational practices or structures gain legitimacy. In this chapter I
argue that while theorization and legitimation have been viewed as operating externally
to organizations, or as field-level processes, it is equally important to consider how
theorization and legitimation operate within organizations. I find that theorization and
legitimation are ongoing and internal processes, and as such, studies of the emergence,
diffusion, and institutionalization of organizational practices should attend to how
professionals and other actors within organizations shape the ongoing understandings and
meanings of new practices. Extant research demonstrates the role of a range of actors,
including professional associations, consultants, and academics, in the theorization and
legitimation of practices, but there remains scant attention to internal organizational
processes (Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). This lack of attention to actors within
organizations is echoed in the related literature on management fads and fashions, which
is concerned with why ideas and practices fail to become institutionalized. These studies
focus on the creators of new ideas and practices and have only given a “minor, later and
dependent role” for the consumers of this knowledge, namely managers within
organizations (Mazza and Alvarez 2000). My findings have implications for theories of
how management innovations become institutionalized, but also point to the inherent
instability in these institutions and the need for continuous institutional maintenance.
While simplified, theorized accounts of management practices may be dominant in the
media and in practitioner literature, within organizations there are continual contestations
and challenges over the utility and legitimacy of practices. In the case of diversity
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management, acts of institutional maintenance have prevented the practice from falling
out of fashion or being replaced with a new innovation. However, I find that efforts to
gain and maintain legitimacy for a practice may in some instances lead to
“retheorization” and changes in the practice itself.
The chapter proceeds as follows. I first situate my research in the institutional
literature, arguing for the importance of internal theorization and legitimation in studies
of how new organizational practices diffuse. I then introduce the literature on
management fads and fashions, arguing that studies of the spread of management ideas
have a similar shortcoming to traditional diffusion studies in that they have neglected the
role of knowledge consumers (i.e. managers and professionals) to instead focus nearly
exclusively on the producers of knowledge. In linking these two literatures, I argue for
increased attention to how staff professionals serve to translate abstract, theorized
innovations into meaningful practices within the context of their organizations. Moving
from theory to empirical case, I then link theorization and perceptions of legitimacy to
the diversity management profession, arguing that the relative low power of diversity
managers necessitates support from other organizational members in order to implement
practices and thus makes this an ideal context within which to generate theory about
internal theorization and legitimation. Next, I introduce the data and methods of the
chapter, including a discussion of the main analytical constructs I employ in analysis.
Moving to my findings, I first analyze how diversity management has been theorized by
consultants and academics, before comparing this external theorization to how the
practice is currently theorized by the diversity managers in my sample. Here I argue that
internal theorization is a neglected concept, but necessary to account for how abstract,
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generalized practices are made meaningful and comprehensible within a particular
organizational context. Next, I identify three main legitimacy challenges, or reasons for
the perceived lack of internal legitimacy described by the diversity managers in my
sample, all of which may be linked back to the singular reliance on the “business case” as
the justification for diversity efforts: (1) the theorized practice is abstract and does not
reflect the organizational context; (2) there is little standardization of practices or
outcomes; and (3) the theorized practice lacks legitimacy for an internal audience.
Considering each of these three challenges in turn, I identify a number of strategies
diversity managers employ to overcome each type of challenge. I end the analysis with
an extended focus on a single strategy, whereby diversity managers seek to shift the very
definition of diversity, as this represents a case where the entire enterprise of diversity
management is “retheorized” within an organization. I conclude the chapter by
summarizing my findings and relating these to broader theoretical questions around
practice theorization and diffusion. I argue that the broad theorization used to enable
practices to diffuse widely can have negative implications on the perceived internal
legitimacy of a practice. Struggles for internal legitimacy lead to constant acts of
institutional maintenance by diversity managers, and in some cases acts of
“retheorization,” which is one mechanism for gradual bottom-up changes in the practice
itself.
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THEORIES OF HOW MANAGEMENT INNOVATIONS DIFFUSE
Theorization and Legitimacy
Theorization and legitimation play an important role in current theories of the emergence,
diffusion, and institutionalization of organizational practices and structures (Greenwood
et al. 2002; Strang and Meyer 1993; Suchman 1995). Strang and Meyer define
theorization as “the self-conscious development and specification of abstract categories
and the formulation of patterned relationships such as chains of cause and effect” (1993:
492). Through theorization, an innovation is frequently framed as increasing efficiency,
or contributing to other valued organizational outcomes. Prior to theorization, the
adoption of emergent or innovative organizational practices requires managers to offer a
specific legitimating account, or persuade others within the organization as to the efficacy
or rationality of the practice. As these practices are theorized, the process of legitimation
becomes simpler. Rather than coming up with a new rationale for why a given practice is
desirable, managers can rely on a general theorized account when crafting their
legitimation strategy (Green 2004). For instance, Green, Li and Nohria (2009) find early
Total Quality Management (TQM) adopters have more elaborate arguments as to the
efficacy of the practice than do later adopters. Following this model, as new practices
diffuse and become common across a population, they are rendered easier to understand
(Strang and Soule 1998). Thus diffusing practices need not be elaborated in detail, as
legitimating accounts become more about the relationship between the adopting firm and
previous adopters than the practice itself (Tolbert and Zucker 1996; Greenwood et al.
2002). Following this process of diffusion, fully institutionalized practices gain cognitive
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legitimacy and are no longer critically evaluated, as they appear to be simply how things
are done (Suchman 1995).
Who are the actors involved in theorization? Strang and Meyer point to a number
of “culturally legitimated” theorists including professionals, academics, scientists, and
intellectuals (1993: 494). This focus on theorization occurring external to organizations
suggest a limited role for firm-specific or individual-level theorization within
organizations. While much work on theorizing has been conducted at the meso-level,
examining actions by professional organizations or other groups of actors, the original
concept of theorization did account for “bottom-up” theorizing (Strang and Meyer 1993).
In their initial formulation of theorization, Strang and Meyer suggest it is “employed in
individual-specific ways” by potential adopters of new ideas and practices (1993: 493).
This bottom-up or individual-level theorizing is thought to shape adoption, but only in
“local” ways, extending at most to pairs of organizations with direct interaction and thus
arguably less important to patterns of diffusion (Strang and Meyer 1993). In sum, Strang
and Meyer (1993) allow for local theorization by those considering adoption, but argue
for the importance of “globally available models imported into local situations or used to
inform the construction of new social arrangements” as these are thought to drive broader
diffusion patterns (p. 494). Given the limited attention to individual-level action in
Strang and Meyer’s (1993) initial construction of theorization, it is not surprising that
subsequent research has largely ignored local actors in favor of field-level analysis.
However, I argue for renewed attention to individual actors, with an eye to how their
interpretation and translation of theorized practices affects local practice adoption and
implementation.
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Following from my argument as to the importance of individual actors in crafting
firm-specific accounts for why theorized practices should be adopted, my research
motivates renewed attention to the importance of legitimacy in processes of practice
adoption and implementation. While there are many definitions of legitimacy, I adopt
Mark Suchman's (1995) broad definition of legitimacy as "a generalized perception or
assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some
socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions" (p. 574).
Institutional theory has been critiqued for broadly theorizing legitimacy, but failing to
empirically test and refine the construct (Deephouse 1996; Deephouse and Suchman
2008; Suchman 1995). In this chapter, I use interviews with diversity managers to
inductively build theory about the process of legitimacy seeking. As Suddaby and
Greenwood (2005) argue, while we know much about various elements or components of
legitimacy, we need a more thorough “understanding how it is acquired, maintained, and
lost” (p. 37).
In analyzing the legitimacy seeking strategies of diversity managers, I move
beyond viewing legitimacy solely as something conferred on an organization by external
actors or audiences, instead advancing the complementary view that legitimacy is also a
property of internal organizational practices (MacLean and Benham 2010). That is, there
are multiple “objects” (Johnson 2004), “levels” (Ruef & Scott 1998), or “subjects”
(Deephouse and Suchman 2008) of legitimation. I argue that in considering the
legitimacy of an organizational practice, one must attend not only to external legitimacy
but also to internal legitimacy. Efforts to gain internal legitimacy have received scant
attention in the organizational and management literature (Trevino et al. 2014). In this
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chapter I focus on the varied ways diversity managers justify and motivate their efforts,
as demonstrated both in their accounts of why diversity is important or valuable to an
organization, but also the specific strategies they employ to convince others within their
organization to share this view. In examining the understudied process of internal
legitimacy seeking, I find that diversity management is actively being theorized,
elaborated, and constructed not only as part of a field-level professional project, but more
importantly by actors within organizations.
Management Fashions and Institutionalization
Another research stream related to practice diffusion examines the creation of new
managerial knowledge and related practices, with an eye to explaining why new ideas
and practices fail to become institutionalized (Abrahamson 1991; Abrahamson and
Fairchild 1999). This literature paints a similar picture of the importance of academics,
consultants, and other fashion setters in the creation and diffusion of management
knowledge and innovative practices. There are a number of groups that are part of the
field of management knowledge production include management gurus, management
consultants, business schools, large professional service firms, and consumers
(Micklethwait and Woolridge 1996; Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). Yet there has been
relatively meager attention to consumers of management knowledge, or the actors within
organizations, with current work instead pointing to the importance of consultants,
business schools, and other knowledge creators and disseminators (Abrahamson and
Fairchild 2001). Work that does consider the role of the consumers of management
knowledge generally assumes the adoption of a new innovation is not necessarily linked
to efficiency or technical benefits, but rather due to legitimating accounts offered by
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consultants and business schools, which drive both normative and pragmatic legitimacy
(Rovik 1996). Thus models of how management ideas spread privilege the role of
knowledge producers and suggest “minor, later and dependent” roles for the consumers
of this knowledge, namely managers within organizations (Mazza and Alvarez 2000).
Both this literature on management fads and fashions, as well as the institutional
literature, will be enriched by considering how internal firm-level processes shape
practice diffusion.
Legitimacy and Diversity Management
Diversity management offers an ideal empirical case through which to develop theory
about processes of legitimation. Unlike other organizational practices that may be
adopted by a single division or unit within an organization but largely buffered from
other organizational activities, diversity management practices potentially affect all actors
within an organization. That is, diversity management practices shape broader recruiting,
hiring, evaluation, promotion, and retention practices in an organization. Additionally,
diversity managers are relatively low-power actors and must rely on support from both
executives and also line managers to implement practices. While a diversity manager
may craft a new diversity strategy or choose to adopt a particular practice, it is frequently
line managers that must incorporate this practice into day-to-day activities. Research has
shown line managers may be unaware or unconcerned with diversity initiatives, leading
to superficial implementation of practices (Embrick 2011). Thus diversity management
represents a set of organizational practices that may require extensive legitimation, as
they must be accepted by a broad range of actors within an organization.
Additionally, while diversity management is theorized to aid in firm financial
performance, there is reason to suspect the legitimacy of diversity management is based
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not only on pragmatic or efficiency reasons, but also on normative evaluation. While I
know of no other studies evaluating the legitimacy of diversity management, there is
evidence of variation in why organizations value diversity. A recent survey of HR
executives by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) finds
organizational leaders report the most important diversity outcomes as: (1) improved
public image; (2) reduced costs with turnover, absenteeism and low productivity; (3)
improved financial bottom line; (4) increased organizational competitiveness; (5)
decreased complaints and litigation; and (6) retention of a diverse workforce (SHRM
2010). Improved public image, which was ranked first in diversity outcomes in 2010,
was fourth in 2005, suggesting the growing importance of public image for motivating
diversity efforts5. While reduced costs from turnover, improved firm performance,
increased competitiveness, and retention are all motivations that tie in well to how the
practice of diversity management is currently theorized in the management and
practitioner literature, public image and decreased complaints and litigation are both
factors outside of the current theorization of diversity management. The focus on public
image may be related to the growing attention and activism around corporate social
responsibility (CSR), which often encompasses not only environmental and ethical
considerations, but also diversity management. While the current theorization of
diversity management distances it from equal employment opportunity or affirmative
action efforts, many of the organizational practices now encompasses by diversity
management originated in antidiscrimination or equal employment opportunity efforts by

5

The increased importance of public image may be due to the widespread diffusion of diversity
management across large US corporations. With diversity management now common, organizations may
be concerned with negative external legitimacy judgments if they do not adopt the practice.
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employers (Dobbin 2009). Both of these factors sit outside the current theorization of the
practice, suggesting the potential for internal contestation or at least ambiguity around
why diversity management is a legitimate organizational activity.

DATA AND METHODS
Data
In this chapter, I began with the entire set of interviews (n=87) with diversity and HR
managers for developing my analytical constructs. As I iterated between data analysis
and the literature, focusing increased attention on legitimation strategies and theorization,
it became clear that firms with affirmative action plans but no diversity management
practices were not sites where HR managers were actively theorizing diversity. In
subsequent rounds of analysis and theory development, I refocused attention to the subset
of 60 firms with full-time diversity managers or human resource managers working parttime on diversity management activities.
Analytic Method and Constructs
I use an inductive method for theory development, relying on the grounded theory
approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990). While my elaboration of
theory precedes data analysis in the chapter, this reflects academic convention rather than
the research process. Throughout the analytic process, I iterated between the data and
theory. Additionally, I wrote field notes and memos during the data collection process,
an in several instances revised the interview protocol, thus collecting and analyzing data
simultaneously. This approach is particularly relevant to my research questions, as it
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allows analysis of “the actual production of meanings and concepts used by social actors
in real settings” (Gephart 2004: 457).
When measuring the legitimacy of a new practice, much of the literature has
relied on indirect methods such as diffusion rates or media coverage. I take a different
approach and consider how the practice is justified, or the arguments that link the
implementation of the practice to organizational outcomes (Mazza and Alvarez 2000).
Legitimacy Challenges
Legitimacy challenge was a construct that emerged from data analysis over several
rounds of coding. Early in the process, I coded for barriers that my respondents
mentioned both in implementing particular practices, but also more generally in efforts to
reach formal and informal diversity goals. Concurrently, I coded for elements of the
“business case,” or how respondents linked diversity management to positive business
outcomes. Looking across these findings, I noticed that while nearly all respondents
cited some form of the “business case” for diversity, many of these same respondents
reported difficulty in “selling” or “making” the business case. Reviewing these instances
in the data, it was clear these challenges around the business rationale for diversity and
the theorization of diversity management were not related to a lack of clarity or effort on
the part of the diversity manager. That is, diversity managers and even HR managers
could talk at length about multiple elements of the business rationale for diversity.
Where the difficulty lay, however, was communicating this to various audiences within
the organization. After noting a number of challenges described above, I returned to the
data to understand why these behaviors might be so common across organizations.
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Recoding I was able to classify three barriers to gaining or maintaining internal
legitimacy which I call “legitimacy challenges.”
Given my data, which consists of in-depth interviews with diversity managers, I
am measuring the views and opinions of diversity managers and thus perceptions of
legitimacy. However, this is an improvement on much of the prior literature whereby
legitimacy is measured indirectly through diffusion, thus conflating diffusion and
legitimacy, or through secondary sources such as media coverage.
Legitimacy Seeking Strategies
During the coding process, I began to note instances where respondents explained a
particular strategy for adopting or implementing diversity practices. Later, I expanded
this coding to include instances where diversity managers spoke of gaining support for
their efforts, even outside of particular cases where they attempted to create or implement
a particular practice. A theme that emerged was that diversity managers were doing a
great deal of work beyond trying to get support for adding practices such as affinity
groups. That is, even before setting formal goals or seeking funding and support for new
initiatives, diversity managers had to gain a more general level of acceptance and support
within the organization. I capture a range of efforts to make diversity management a
valued part of organizational activity, which I call legitimacy seeking strategies.
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THEORIZATION AND LEGITIMATION OF DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
Comparing Field-Level Theorization and Local Interpretation
I begin my analysis with an overview of how diversity management is theorized
externally from the organizations I study, or field-level theorization, before comparing
this account to how diversity managers in my sample describe the value of diversity for
their firm. I argue that the exogenous theorization of diversity management has been
quite successful, in that the account has spread widely. However, this simplified
explanation of how diversity aids in firm performance cannot simply be applied
wholesale to every organization. While I find the current theorization of diversity
management by my respondents is linked to the broader field-level theorization, my
results also demonstrate that diversity managers must engage in framing and
interpretation to make this general idea comprehensible and meaningful to others within
the organization.
Diversity management, as an organization activity, has been theorized by
consultants and academics in such a way as to makes it broadly applicable across
virtually all types of firms. That is, diversity management is theorized to aid in corporate
profitability, and thus is linked to an existing market logic that is salient for US
corporations. The idea of organizational diversity leading to improved business
performance, often communicated with strikingly similar language, can be found both in
the publications of diversity consultants, and also in the trainings and conferences they
offer to many top corporations in the United States. The Conference Board, a prominent
non-profit business research organization, has organized annual conferences on
workplace diversity. The 400 executives who participated in a recent event agreed that
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“diversity programs help to ensure the creation, management, valuing and leveraging of a
diverse workforce that will lead to organizational effectiveness and sustained
competitiveness” (Hart 1997).
One of the most common ways to measure the legitimacy and theorization of a
practice has been to examine press coverage or the content of practitioner publications.
The leading practitioner-oriented publication covering diversity management is
DiversityInc. DiversityInc publishes online and print content, hosts annual conferences,
and evaluates firms for diversity performance as part of its annual DiversityInc Top 50
list. Based on the content of recent DiversityInc publications, I find that diversity
management is clearly linked to business performance: “the DiversityInc Top 50
Companies for Diversity list is the most visible way to demonstrate, once and for all, how
critical effective diversity management is to business success” (Moran 2006: 1). While
academics, in contrast, have been considerably more tempered in their evaluation of the
relationship between diversity and firm performance, here we see the practitioner
literature makes no such concessions: “by ranking the diversity initiatives of America’s
top companies each year, using strictly empirical data, we show how these businesses are
benefiting from the myriad opportunities a diverse work force brings to them, from
capturing new sales opportunities to retaining more of the best employees and to
effectively competing globally on a planet that is 80 percent non-white” (Moran 2006: 12). DiversityInc touts not only the positive outcomes of diversity management, but
frames this in quasi-scientific or technical terms that will be familiar to managers and
executives. In this account of the benefits of diversity management, we see both a
general organizational problem or failing—how will firms adapt to the changing
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demographics of consumers and employees; can firms remain competitive given the
growth of emerging markets—as well as a solution in diversity management. In its most
distilled form, diversity management is theorized as a necessary component of
organizational survival: “to successfully compete in the United States and globally,
companies must have effective and aggressive diversity management” (Moran 2006: 1).
Turning now to my data, in considering the 60 firms with full or part-time
diversity management efforts, virtually all diversity managers report employing the
“business case” for diversity (see Table 2.1). However, there is some variation in the
particular elements of the business rationale for diversity that are cited by my
respondents. The most common rationale for diversity management links diversity to
better serving the customer or increasing market share, while another common rationale
is that diversity management increases employee productivity (via employee engagement
and retention). Less common are arguments about diversity management aiding team
performance (via innovation or better communication) as well a arguments about
diversity management aiding in talent management, or the recruitment and retention of
talented, highly-skilled workers. As might be expected, there is industry variation in the
elements of the business rationale for diversity, particularly in healthcare6.

6

I classify arguments about diversity management aiding patient care as the “customer and
market” rationale. However, respondents in healthcare firms were much less likely to cite clear financial
incentives to diversity management (i.e. better patient care was not linked to profitability or market
competition).
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Table 2.1: Business Rationale for Diversity, Full- and Part-Time Diversity Managers

Business Services (n=8)
Electronics (n=12)
Food (n=14)
Healthcare (n=22)
Insurance (n=4)

Any
Business
Rationale
100%
88%
67%
77%
100%

(1):
Talent
Management
38%
42%
17%
14%
50%

(2):
Employee
Productivity
75%
83%
67%
27%
75%

(3):
Team
Performance
50%
25%
33%
5%
NA

(4):
Customer
and Market
63%
33%
50%
73%
75%

While I present these findings to show the link between field-level theorization
and the theorization of diversity managers within organizations, I should stress this initial
finding as to the match between the external and internal rationale for diversity hides a
more complicated story. While diversity managers follow the general external
theorization of the practice, they also report a number of challenges or barriers to their
effort that point to challenges posed by this theorization, leading to a perceived lack of
internal legitimacy for the practice. Here I identify continual work on the part of
diversity managers in seeking to take this generalized idea of diversity management as
improving business performance and make it comprehensible and meaningful within their
organization. Further analysis of how diversity managers seek to craft an account of the
importance of diversity management for their organization allows me to highlight these
challenges and develop my argument as to the importance of internal processes of
theorization and legitimation.
Predictors of Practice Legitimacy
The extant literature would predict a number of factors that influence the legitimacy of a
practice, and I consider each of these factors in my analysis. Federal contractors might
view diversity management as more legitimate, as the risk of noncompliance with
affirmative action requirements makes some amount of attention to diversity a necessary
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part of organizational operations. However, even though my data oversamples firms that
are federal contractors, I find little systematic variation in the legitimacy challenges
expressed by contractors and non-contractors with full- and part-time diversity efforts.
Larger, more visible organizations might also be expected to view the practice as
legitimate. The largest firms in the US were the first adopters of diversity management
practices and remain those with the largest, most elaborate diversity strategies. I do find
that larger firms are more likely to have full- and part-time diversity managers, rather
than simply affirmative action plans. However, respondents in firms with only
affirmative action plans were not actively theorizing diversity management and thus were
not included in my analysis. I do find some evidence as to larger firms being more likely
to use one particular legitimation strategy, using external awards to benchmark success,
which I address in the discussion of my findings. Finally, I focus on industry, to consider
whether this plays a role in the theorization and legitimation of practices.
Legitimacy Challenges
A perceived lack of internal legitimacy for diversity management within organizations
quickly emerged during the coding process. While there are several reasons for this
perceived lack of legitimacy, they all relate back to the current theorization of diversity
management as linked to corporate performance. The current theorization of diversity
management results in a number of challenges for diversity managers seeking to both
legitimate their role within the organization while also implementing new practices. I
group these challenges into three main categories: (1) the theorization of the practice is
abstract and does not reflect the organizational context; (2) there is a lack of
standardization of practices and outcomes; (3) this theorization lacks legitimacy for an
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internal audience. I will now identify the barriers or challenges diversity managers face,
linking each back to a particular shortcoming of the current theorization of diversity
management.
Making a Theorized Practice Locally Relevant
While the business rationale for diversity is used by all of the diversity managers in my
sample, I find evidence that using this market-based logic to frame diversity efforts
within an organization is not without difficulty. While the diversity practitioner literature
suggest creating a “business case” for diversity as a necessary step in securing the
managerial attention and resources necessary to implement diversity management
practices, my respondents described a number of challenges and barriers to their efforts
that illuminate a single weakness of this reliance on the “business case.” As I will
elaborate on below, the current theorization of diversity management is quite abstract.
While this allows the practice to be applicable to nearly any type of organization, it does
not reflect the specific contexts of the organizations my respondents are embedded in.
Thus diversity managers report barriers around: (1) making a compelling “business case”;
(2) incomplete or superficial management support; (3) competing organizational
priorities; and (4) lack of sustained effort from line managers and other employees.
While I will discuss each of these barriers in turn, it is important to note that they
frequently co-occur within the same organization. Of the 39 firms where diversity
managers report any of these barriers, 19 report two or more. The most common cooccurring barriers are incomplete management support and making the “business case”
(n=9), followed by incomplete management support and other organizational priorities
(n=5). The co-occurrence of these barriers within the same organization, when combined
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with the detailed explanations diversity managers give when explaining their challenges,
support my classification of the barriers as related to the overall difficulty in making an
exogenously theorized practice locally relevant.
The first barrier I address is difficulty in making the “business case” for diversity.
Across my interviews, respondents explain that the only way to ensure the success of
their efforts is to link diversity to corporate performance. In the words of one former
Chief Diversity Officer who now heads his own consulting firm: “in order to get traction
in the space you have to have [diversity management] as a business orientation. It’s got
to be a business imperative. It’s got to be business drivers behind it” (PD 90). However,
this reliance on motivating diversity exclusively through a business rationale is clearly
not as simple as stating, or restating, a single “business case.” Of the 28 firms with fulltime diversity managers at headquarters, more than a third (n=10) cite making the
business case, or framing their efforts as contributing to business success, as a challenge
or barrier to their efforts. Among the broader set of 60 organizations with full or parttime diversity managers, this barrier occurs nearly as frequently (n=18). Diversity
managers describe efforts to shift diversity motivations from “the right thing to do” to
“truly business based,” or from viewing diversity as “something nice” to something with
an “overall impact in the business” (PD 37; PD 52).
Several respondents suggested there might be industry variation to challenges in
using a business rationale for motivating diversity, and in all of these cases alluded to the
fact that their industry might be particularly difficult to motivate with a pure “business
case” for diversity. In another case, a diversity manager suggested it was easier to
motivate diversity in an organization with a business-to-consumer orientation, rather than
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a business-to-business model. However, the challenge of communicating a compelling
business rationale for diversity occurred across all industries and was actually more
common at organizations that were customer facing (i.e. sold goods or services directly to
consumers) than those who worked with other businesses.
The second barrier I describe is incomplete managerial support. Diversity
managers did not report that executives and top leadership were overtly hostile to
diversity management. Rather, management support might best be characterized as
incomplete or lacking in follow through. For the Diversity Manager at a business
services firm in the Midwest, barriers included incomplete top management support as
well as competing organizational priorities and a lack of sustained efforts, leading her to
attempt to convince leadership that diversity is “not the ornament on the tree, but a
critical piece of the tree” (PD 47). The Director of Diversity at a large, electronics
manufacturing firm in the Northeast explained the challenges she faced in this way:
I think the challenges are for people to understand the
importance of diversity. I am working on transitioning to the
mindset that diversity is a business imperative…And so a
challenge that I would say that we have is making sure that our
executive team, our managers, our leadership understand the
business impact of diversity on their own business. (PD 26).

The combination of incomplete top management support and difficulty in
convincing others as to the business impact of diversity was a common occurrence across
my interviews. Another common combination or factors was incomplete top
management support and the presence of competing priorities for an organization. In
these cases, respondents were careful to explain that top management were not

76

unsupportive of diversity, per se, but were simply too consumed with financial pressure
or other commitments to spend substantial time and efforts aiding in diversity
management efforts.
The third barrier I address is competing priorities within the organization. In
addition to management’s incomplete support for diversity, as reported by diversity
managers, I heard frequent stories of how diversity efforts were put on hold, rolled back,
or even cut entirely during times of financial pressure or poor business performance.
Diversity managers cited other “fundamental organizational concerns,” “crushing issues,”
a focus on “stabilizing the organization,” or working through a “turnaround” as
impediments to their efforts. If the link between diversity and business performance
gains were truly accepted, you might imagine diversity management efforts receiving
renewed attention when organizations were facing a financial downturn. However,
across my interviews only one diversity manager reported an increased organizational
focus on the need for diversity during economic downturns, in this case increasing efforts
to engage and retain their workforce.
The fourth barrier I address is lack of sustained efforts to promote diversity on the
part of line managers and other employees. Diversity managers that cited this challenge
argued that line managers and other employees within their organization were not overtly
hostile to diversity, an in fact generally supported efforts, but often focused on other
priorities that were more salient to their daily activities within the organization. This
barrier frequently co-occurred with competing organizational priorities, suggesting the
current theorization of diversity management as benefitting firm performance was not
sufficient to motivate ongoing attention and commitment to diversity. Much like
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incomplete management support, when employees were faced with limited time or
attention, they were unable to prioritize diversity efforts. This barrier is of particular
concern because diversity managers rely on line managers to implement a number of
their practices, including mentoring programs, affinity groups, and employee
development programs.
At an insurance firm in the Northeast, my respondent explained that there was
variation within the organization as far as who believed the business rationale for
diversity, or perhaps who felt this rationale sufficiently compelling. When I heard about
this variation in support, I asked what might explain this variation in the business units
that are promoting formal diversity goals versus those that are not. The diversity
manager revealed this variation was largely due to business function:
They are tied in with business function and business outcomes…I
think it’s harder for people who have a more support role like
finance in some ways to understand what it is that they might do
on a front facing level. And so [diversity] becomes more
workforce related issues and the focus becomes more internal.
And then it becomes a bit more about managing across
dimensions of difference, or something else, but less easy to help
people understand the importance [of diversity]” (PD 30).
Thus the current theorization of diversity management as leading to improved business
concerns was more salient to the day-to-day work of particular groups within the
organization, but not sufficient to sustain effort across a broader subset of employees.
Lack of Standardization of Practices and Outcomes
The second category of legitimacy challenge I identify is the lack of consensus around
standardization for diversity management, which is linked to three particular barriers.
First, diversity managers report difficulty in selecting which practices to implement, as
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there are a multitude of practices that are considered elements of diversity management.
As a related barrier, it is unclear which practices work to drive desired results. Finally,
moving beyond considerations of single practices, diversity managers report difficulty in
deciding how to best define and measure success. While these barriers occur less
frequently than challenges about the business rationale for diversity, they are found
among firms with the most extensive implementation of diversity practices. That is,
diversity managers that have the greatest success in motivating the adoption of practices
still cite barriers around lack of standardization.
The first barrier I describe is that the current theorization of diversity
management argues for the overall benefits of “managing” diversity without speaking to
the specific practices needed to achieve this outcome. There are a plethora of diversity
practices available for organizations to adopt, leaving much confusion about which to
choose. This wide variation in how to implement diversity management practices is
illustrated when considering just a single type of practice: diversity targeted mentoring7.
Within my sample I identify multiple types of diversity mentoring. Some
organizations have a mentoring program for diverse employees mirroring a traditional
mentoring program, where potential mentees sign up and are matched with volunteer
mentors. Other organizations have a mandatory mentoring program for all new diverse
hires, where a mentor is automatically assigned, resembling new-hire orientation more so
7

	
  While a full analysis of variation in practices is outside the scope of this chapter, it seems related
to two factors: (1) diversity management ideas are promoted by consultants and academics who have an
interesting in continually introducing new ideas and practices; (2) diversity managers may vary the
implementation of a particular practice due to variation in how they understand the practice and variation in
how the practice fits with current schemas and structures within the organization.
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than a formal mentoring program. The most common type of diversity targeted
mentoring in my data was mentoring programs run by affinity groups, but even this
included multiple versions including peer-to-peer type programs or traditional matched
programs where a junior employee is mentored by a more senior colleague. While less
common, some organizations have mentoring circles, where multiple diverse employees
are matched with a single high-level manager or executive. Additionally, mentoring is
frequently embedded within the formal succession planning or leadership development
function of an organization, and thus targets only a subset of diverse employees who have
been identified as high potential. Finally, a handful of organizations reported specific
mentoring programs targeting not just diverse employees, but a particular job function,
such as a program to help janitorial or low-skilled healthcare workers move into semiskilled roles. This wide variation in practice implementation speaks not only to why it is
difficult for diversity managers to select effective practices, but also to why measuring
success may be a particular challenge. That is, a mentoring program targeting high
potential women may have a very different definition of success than a peer-to-peer
mentoring program administered through an affinity group.
The multitude of possible diversity practices is also related to the second barrier I
will address, uncertainly around the efficacy of diversity practices. Diversity consultants
offer many new initiatives that promise results, but both the academic and practitioner
literatures offer little about the concrete results of these practices. One exception is
DiversityInc, which claims to assess the efficacy of diversity practices: “The DiversityInc
Top 50 Companies for Diversity list is the only compilation of national, substantial and
valid metrics that objectively assess diversity success” (Moran 2006: 2). However, in
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looking closely at how success is measured, you quickly find the original claim is
overstated. The companies on the DiversityInc Top 50 list are used to create a stock index
that is benchmarked to the S&P 500. Correlation and causation notwithstanding, this
analysis of “success” certainly does not offer diversity managers a clear indication of
which particular practices aid in reaching desired outcomes.
Among diversity managers I spoke with, there was consensus that while there
were many possible practices to implement as part of diversity management, it was
sometimes difficult to prioritize these. Given limited time and resources to create
change, managers tried to ascertain which practices would best drive results. Jake, the
Vice President of Diversity at a large food manufacturer in the Midwest explained:
One of the things that is always a challenge is focus. Because
you can do a lot of things that are good things, but you’ve got to
make sure that you are doing things that impact the
outcomes…You could do activities that are good, people feel good
about. But you know the question is, are they really driving the
kind of outcomes you want…the most significant outcomes. (PD
53)
The final barrier related to the lack of standardization in diversity management is
the challenge of how to define and measure success. This finding, of variability in how
diversity managers set goals and track outcomes, may be related to general problem of
not being able to link diversity management to business performance. Very few
organizations measure the return on investment (ROI) of diversity management efforts,
likely due to a lack of consensus on how to do so (Esen 2005). While the success of a
marketing effort can be easily tracked through a number of standard metrics, such as
annual same store sales, performance indicators that directly link to diversity are
problematic.
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These three barriers--which practices to focus on, which practices are effective,
and how to define success—can be illustrated in my interview with Zach, a Diversity
Manager at a hospital in the Southeast where there was an ongoing effort to build
increased commitment toward diversity management. There was some initial consensus
around a goal of improving employee retention, but this outcome was not currently
tracked. In fact, there was no current tracking of employee diversity, hiring outcomes, or
other similar measures. Additionally, while retention was the stated goal, there were few
formal practices currently in place designed to aid in the retention of diverse employees.
Zach explained that before gathering data, he had instead been focused on concretely
linking diversity to the hospital’s business plan and formalizing a strategy based on this
business plan:
[Diversity] it’s got to flow from a business plan that says here is
what we are doing and why we are doing it. And why it kind of
goes through the measuring and the strategic focus, you know, to
support the strategy and enhance it. And I think the measures
will follow from that. (PD 15)

As part of this effort, Zach planned to use an upcoming employee opinion survey to
measure current diversity. The idea was that the employee attitude survey would allow
him to demonstrate real ROI and business outcomes related to diversity efforts:
I think the survey provides a wealth of information and we are
going to get it coded on the front end to make sure that we get the
demographic stratification that we need. And then to be able to
get that and then say well this is what the lead measures are, that
will tell us we are moving in the right direction if the right
direction means ultimately it’s retention that we are seeking.
At this point, it seemed the strategy to hold off measuring practice efficacy might in fact
makes sense. However, further discussion about Zach’s strategy revealed that there was
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still some uncertainty around the diversity goals the hospital should be pursuing, and
exactly what that meant for bottom-line results:
But retention, more effective sourcing, help stabilize the
organization, we have less use of contingent labor, better patient
experience, better profitability. So diversity impacts the bottom
line somewhere in that proposition. So we have got to be able to
track that, and be very careful about what we are measuring, so
that ultimately we can show cause and effect.
While retention seemed to be linked to profitability, Zach still had hesitation as to how
measurement and tracking would link back to the business strategy. In his view,
collecting data without a direct relationship back to strategy was not useful:
But there are some other things that [the diversity consulting
firm] turned us onto that relate to if you look at how many
African American versus Asian versus Hispanic when we have
promotions or we look at rates of pay…So there is that kind of
scorecard to look at. I am just not sure what to do with it. It’s
interesting but it doesn’t necessarily point out opportunities. It
just sort of, it’s a reflection…It’s just so you know when you track
it you say well that’s interesting but what do you do with it. (PD
15)
Zach’s efforts at growing diversity management at his hospital, while seemingly muddled
and incomplete, illustrate many of the challenges diversity managers face in moving from
the theorization of diversity management to a concrete organizational strategy and related
practices.
	
  
Theorization Lacks Legitimacy
The final challenge that I identify is how to overcome employee resistance toward
diversity. A large proportion of diversity managers (n=21) express that their efforts are
hindered due to difficulty in engaging a wide audience. Specifically, diversity managers
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perceive that white males feel excluded from diversity strategy and thus are not likely to
engage with or support efforts. In identifying this challenge, I argue that the current
theorization of diversity management is not an adequate legitimating account in that it
fails to garner positive legitimacy judgments from a broad audience within organizations.
This idea of difficulty in changing ideas and preconceptions about diversity
emerged across a range of interviews. In particular, it was salient for diversity managers
in newly created roles, especially in organizations that were government contractors and
thus had a history of affirmative action plans. Charles, the Director of Diversity and
Inclusion for a business services firm in the Midwest, explained how his firm’s history of
attention to possible discrimination litigation as well as affirmative action compliance has
influenced current attitudes toward diversity:
I really feel our company is very supportive [of diversity] but
because it’s new it’s met with a certain amount of resistance.
Because people had been, for the last 10 to 15 years it’s been a
very legalistic type approach to it. And so yeah there are some
people who have resisted it. (PD 4)
While there were a few instances where line managers and other employees were openly
hostile to diversity, in most other cases they could be characterized as indifferent. The
current theorization of diversity management as leading to business performance, while
not challenged by these employees, seemed inadequate to convince them as to how
diversity management might be an important part of organizational activity.
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Legitimation Strategies
Having identified three categories of barriers related to the current theorization of
diversity management, I will now address the ways in which diversity managers respond
to these challenges and seek to gain legitimacy for their efforts. Each type of barrier
results in one or more legitimacy seeking strategies (see Table 2). First, diversity
managers report two distinct strategies to overcome the fact that the theorization of
diversity management is abstract and may not fit the organizational context. In the first
strategy, they connect diversity efforts to corporate values, thereby providing diversity
management with an alternative source of internal legitimacy. In the second strategy,
they connect diversity to concrete business goals, thereby translating the broadly
theorized practice into something that better fits the organizational context.
The second main category of challenges diversity managers face relate to the lack
of standardization of practices and expected outcomes. I find two strategies used to
overcome this challenge. In the first strategy, diversity managers measure success by
external awards and recognition, thereby imbuing diversity management with legitimacy
via the evaluation of an external audience. As a second strategy, diversity managers
broaden their definition of success to include a number of “soft” indicators, reducing
uncertainty around the outcome of their efforts. That is, while demonstrating
performance gains may be improbable, diversity managers are able to cite informal
employee feedback or anecdotes to demonstrate success.
Finally, the third category of challenge I identify is related to the current
theorization of diversity management not providing an adequate legitimating account.
While employees do not challenge the business rationale for diversity, this theorization
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does not lead them to be engaged in diversity efforts. In response, diversity managers
employ two related strategies. First, diversity managers broaden their definition of
diversity to include all elements of difference and thus make diversity applicable to all
members of the organization. This additional focus on inclusion as an element of
diversity is designed to garner additional support from employees, and thus increase the
pragmatic legitimacy of diversity. The final strategy is similar to the previous account of
broadening the definition of diversity, but instead seeks to redefine diversity as “all
difference” instead of race, ethnicity, or gender. While a relatively rare strategy (n=5),
diversity managers go so far as to move away from calling their efforts “diversity” in an
effort to remove the stigma of race from current efforts.
Looking across these various strategies, it is important to note that legitimacy
seeking can be viewed as both an internal and external process, where ideas filter in from
outside the organization, but are shaped by situations and experiences within the firm.
That is, the strategies adopted by diversity managers reflect current ideas and
understandings of the profession, but also hinge on firm-specific culture, the history of
diversity at the organization, and relationships among actors within these organizations.
See Table 2.2 for examples of each of these legitimation strategies, which I will now
address individually.
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Table 2.2: Legitimacy Challenges and Strategies

Linking to Organizational Values
Diversity managers link their efforts to existing organizational culture and specifically to
widely-held (or at least espoused) corporate values. In several instances, diversity
managers spoke of fairness as a core value of the organization before launching into an
elaborate explanation of how specific diversity management practices could address
many facets of equity and fairness throughout the organization. In other cases,
innovation and creativity were discussed as core elements of corporate culture, allowing
for diversity managers to easily link their practices with fostering innovation. At a food
manufacturer in the Midwest, I asked Jake, the VP of Diversity, how much attention the
company pays to diversity. He described diversity are a key priority for the organization:
It's number one. It's in our values described as open and
inclusive. Our CEO just communicated that we are striving to
build a high performance organization, where employee
development and diversity and inclusion are two key elements of
that. (PD 53)
For Susan, the Director of Diversity at another food manufacturing company in
the Midwest, having diversity as part of the corporate values trumped the need for a
business case for diversity.
And within [our corporate values]—I just happen to have it here
because we live this everyday—We believe in racial diversity and
acknowledging that it’s critical to our success. So why would I
create a business case for diversity when I don’t create one for
trusting and respect or recruitment? …Also when it’s part of your
values you get away from [considerations of] it a quota, is it nice
to do, is it the right thing to do, is it good for the business? Wait
you are either in alignment with the values or you are not. It’s a
totally different discussion. (PD 63).
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Across the cases where diversity was linked to corporate values (n=5), diversity
managers were able to overcome challenges inherent in the theorization of the practice by
instead finding an alternate source of internal legitimacy. While this strategy did not lead
diversity managers to abandon the “business case” for diversity, they suggested their
efforts garnered more attention for other organizational actors by virtue on being aligned
with core organizational values.
Translating the “Business Case” for Diversity
A much more common strategy (n=28) to overcome the challenge of the theorization of
diversity management not fitting a particular organizational context can be found in
efforts to connect diversity management to concrete organizational strategies. Diversity
managers frequently report revising and editing the particular business performance
rationale they use, supporting my argument that these actors are not simply receiving the
exogenously theorized practice but rather actively interpreting and making sense of the
practice within the context of their organization.
Across multiple organizations, respondents clarified that top management did not
subscribe to the broader value of diversity, or the general theorization of diversity as
improving business performance, and that the “straight business case” was difficult sell.
However, in response to this challenge, diversity managers began to refine and revise
their legitimating account. Thus diversity managers explained that while they had more
elaborate explanations for why their efforts were linked to many facets of firm
performance, corporate leaders were only interested in a simplified version, often focused
on ROI, market expansion, or other concrete business outcomes. That is, while diversity
might aid in employee satisfaction or job performance, these gains were thought of as
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human resource concerns somewhat outside the more general firm performance as
measured by bottom-line success. Mary, the Director of Diversity at a business services
firms explained this distinction:
Back when we were laying out our strategy for diversity within
the company, that very first meeting with our senior leadership,
and communicating the importance of diversity as a part of our
culture and how that was going to affect our recruitment and our
retention [was a challenge]. Unless you turn that into dollars, it
you know [executives] kind of look at you like “yeah so long.”
And I think that was the original challenge that was the most
daunting. (PD 12)
Mary and others like her learned that simplified explanations for diversity and business
performance were sometimes necessary, given the multiple priorities of a large
organization and limited attention of executives. Thus accounts of diversity as
supporting multicultural marketing efforts, or diverse suppliers as leading to costs
savings, proved more compelling to executives than broader claims about diversity
leading to improved business success.
Similarly, diversity managers explained that their arguments about diversity and
performance gains needed to take into account the particular individual they were
speaking with. That is, considering the specific needs of an audience could lead to gains
in pragmatic legitimacy. Jake, an experienced diversity manager whose career had
spanned several large corporations, felt that in order to be successful in his role, the
diversity message had to be tailored to the recipient. In his view, “when I am selling and
nobody is buying, I am selling the wrong things” (PD 53). Jake argued for the
importance of being attuned to organizational priorities and framing diversity efforts as
solving pressing problems:
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Diversity practitioners say, well you know sometimes it’s hard to
get buy-in. I think you’ve got to make a business case and you’ve
got to identify the need or the solution, the problem you are
solving. If you identify the problem and come up with a solution,
you usually are going to be okay…But [not] if I am just trying to
sell you one more thing. So I know you have got a great car, it
has got ABS, it has got FM Radio, but how about [an expensive
upgraded engine]? Well let me tell you, I don’t need this thing
right now, I’m just kind of fine. For what I am doing, this is just
fine. Or this is a commuter car or did you recognize gas prices
are $4 a gallon. (PD 53).

Over the course of a few elaborate metaphors, Jake explained how success was based on
his message being the right kind of message, at the right time, and to the right audience.
Thus one strategy to gain legitimacy was to carefully consider the interests of different
actors within the organization when crafting a particular legitimating account.
In summary, one of the most common strategies diversity managers use to
overcome barriers in gaining support is to craft a tailored account of how diversity is
linked to particular business outcomes. While diversity management is theorized as
supporting business success, the general theorization is quite broad and does not appear
to work for all organizations. Thus diversity managers must try increasingly specific
accounts of this business rationale to see which will gain traction within their
organization.
External Awards as Defining Success
Moving now to strategies to overcome the challenge of the lack of standardization of
practices and outcomes, diversity managers also seek to gain legitimacy by using external
awards and recognition as benchmarks of success (n=18). While demonstrating the ROI
or efficacy of diversity management within an organization frequently proves difficult,
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diversity managers frequently look to recognition from external audiences as evidence of
the success of their efforts.	
   When asked about successes in managing diversity, several
respondents cited their company’s score on the Corporate Equality Index. This index is
an effort by The Human Rights Campaign (HRC) to rate organizations on LGBT
equality. In another case, a diversity manager proudly recounted an award their LGBT
affinity group recently received from the HRC as evidence of success. Diversity
managers also nominated employees to receive awards from professional associations
and other outside groups, citing these as evidence of success. Interestingly, while these
awards were presumably for diversity related outcomes, my respondents highlighted how
these awards aided in “company branding,” helped the organization “gain visibility,” or
aided in public relations and community outreach.
Similarly, other organizations use inclusion on the DiversityInc Top 50 list as a
diversity goal. Instead of setting internal, organization-specific goals and tracking
progress toward these, diversity managers instead seek the external validation provided
by inclusion on the public DiversityInc Top 50 list. In one case, the Diversity Manager at
a food manufacturing firm in the Midwest cited their recent drop out of the DiversityInc
Top 50 list as motivating a renewed effort to focus on diversity management. I argue this
strategy to cite external awards as evidence of success is an effort to gain legitimacy for
diversity management as conferred by an external audience. However, in highlighting
the importance of diversity to external stakeholders, diversity managers may in fact boost
the perceived internal legitimacy of the practice.
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Broadening the Outcomes
The final strategy to overcome the lack of standardization of diversity practices and
outcomes is an effort to reduce uncertainty. There is an overall lack of clarity or
consensus as to the appropriate means and ends of diversity management, which I argue
is driven by a high level of uncertainty in the field. Diversity managers are unsure of
which of the many available practices will lead to positive gains in employee diversity,
and perhaps even less confident in how employee diversity can lead to measurable and
quantifiable gains in business performance. My respondents also frequently mention that
changes in employee demographics and shifts in organizational culture are slow
processes. Given these challenges, one strategy is for diversity managers to broaden their
definition of success (n=16).
In broadening the definition of success, diversity managers look to “soft”
outcomes of success, including gut feelings that a program is working, informal
employee feedback, and anecdotes. For instance when evaluating the success of a
diverse speaker series, one respondent pointed to word of mouth, positive emails, and
employee excitement as demonstrating success. The expanded notion of diversity means
that even when employee demographics are unchanging, diversity managers may point to
employee engagement as evidence of success. 	
  
Shifting the Definition of Diversity to Inclusion
The final two strategies I identify, broadening the definition of diversity to add
“inclusion,” and redefining diversity as “all difference,” are related not to a lack of
standardization, but to the failure of the current theorization of diversity to persuade
employees of the legitimacy of the practice. In broadening the definition of diversity,
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diversity managers blend ideas about diversity and inclusion to craft an account of how
“diversity” is applicable to all members of the organization. While this choice to frame
diversity as inclusive of all organizational members is commonly cited as a means to
garner buy-in or support from employees. This decision to embrace ideas of “inclusion”
mirrors larger shifts in the field of diversity management, where consultants, academics,
and other experts have supported an expansion of the definition of diversity from
considerations of race, gender, and ethnicity, to a more general appreciation of “all
difference.” While most diversity managers add inclusion to their existing efforts8, a
smaller subset advocate for replacing the very definition of diversity.
Respondents who define diversity as “inclusion” argue that diversity managers
should downplay a focus on race and gender and instead highlight a wide range of other
potential differences: “[Our focus is] beyond diversity…it’s more about the differences,
more about inclusion, differences in thoughts, in lifestyles, in education, so it’s gone
beyond [diversity]” (PD 48). The inclusion definition of diversity is frequently presented
as a new development, an innovation that pushes beyond old, stale notions of diversity.
Anna, the VP of Diversity for a business services firm headquartered in the Midwest
notes:
We have a very holistic view of what diversity is [and] it is not
the traditional limited view of ethnicity or gender, for example.
For us it's about, it sounds like a sort of a ridiculous term, but we
talk about diversity of thought in the company. (PD 63)

8

The idea of inclusion is quite common in the field of diversity management. Many of my respondents had
shifted their formal title from Diversity Manager to Manager of Diversity and Inclusion. The acronym
D&I, for diversity and inclusion, is also found across nearly all interviews with diversity managers.
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Anna went on to elaborate on her use of a concentric circle with various dimensions of
diversity. This notion of dimensions of diversity, often illustrated through a wheel, is at
the heart of the inclusion definition. It is based on the work of Lee Gardenswartz and
Anita Rowe, whose book “Managing Diversity” received the book of the year award
from the Society of Human Resource Managers (Gardenswartz and Rowe 1994). See
Figure 2.1 for an example of this model.
Figure 2.1: Diversity Wheel

Source: http://www.uscg.mil/diversity/Diversity101.asp
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The importance having diversity management viewed as inclusive and relevant to
all employees was a common concern. Charles, the Global Director of Diversity and
Inclusion at a business services firm in the Midwest, elaborated a number of challenges to
his role, ending with what he would characterize as “the usual thing,” where white male
employees did not engage with diversity efforts:
You know this group here [white males, are] feeling alienated.
How do we get them more engaged, because he is thinking that
[diversity] it’s all about race. So you know you have to help
them and assist them with branding the diversity action council at
their local site so that it is seen as an inclusive vehicle. (PD 4)

While this effort to promote diversity as important to all employees was common, only a
small subset of respondents (n=5) were seeking to reshape the very definition of diversity
so that it no longer reflected race and gender. While this represents a minority of
respondents, I argue their efforts to “retheorize” diversity management represent the
possibility of a widespread, bottom-up shift in the institution and as such merit further
consideration.
“Retheorizing” Diversity Management
Turning to this particular legitimation strategy, redefining diversity as inclusion, I will
now address possible reasons for this switch as well as implications of the inclusion
focus. While most of the diversity managers I interviewed described elements of
diversity and inclusion throughout their daily work, there were a subset of diversity
managers who could be characterizes as inclusion champions (n=5). This effort to move
from a traditional definition of diversity to an inclusion definition occurred most
frequently in firms where there was either lack of management support for diversity
96

efforts, or where the diversity manager appeared particularly concerned with how white
males might feel excluded from diversity efforts. For one electronics manufacturing
firm, a large defense contractor, this shift away from diversity has been an ongoing effort
on the part of the diversity manager. As Mike, the Senior Diversity Manager explained:
When we got our current VP of HR, I sat down with him and
talked about some of the things we had been doing previously for
the past 10 years, and what I thought wasn’t working. And we
just gradually inched in to taking the focus off of individuals’
personal characteristics and putting it 100% on individuals - and
helping EVERYBODY be successful as opposed to trying to make
women and people of color successful. (PD 93)
Curious about this shift, I asked Mike to elaborate on what this new diversity strategy
entailed. He said the shift was based on how they chose to define diversity, which
focused on “diversity of thought” instead of a more traditional definition of diversity:
Most people’s diversity programs focus on diversity in physical
characteristics--gender and ethnicity. Our diversity program
focuses on the uniqueness of what every individual brings to the
job and the diversity of thought. (PD 93)
In Mike’s case, and others like it, I find evidence that diversity managers play an active
role in selecting the definition of diversity used within their organization. That is, while
they are responding to shifts in professional practice or standards, they are also serving to
filter and interpret these field-level trends within the context of their organization.
According to Mary, the Director of Diversity at a high tech business services firm in the
South, the current definition of diversity she employed was deliberately chosen:
We chose a very broad definition of diversity. We went beyond
race and gender and we decided we wanted our definition of
diversity to be inclusive of everyone. So that means you are
talking not just race and gender, you are talking age, veteran
status, disability status. You are talking what their work
experience is, what region of the country they were born, do they
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have an immigrant status. I mean we made our definition so
broad that we included everyone. (PD 12)
I argue that while adding efforts towards inclusion to traditional diversity strategy
can fit into the existing theorization of diversity as driving business performance, total
adherence to the inclusion definition can also fundamentally shift the function of
diversity management within organizations. Anna, the Director of Diversity who first
mentioned the diversity circle referenced above, explained that inclusion shifted how the
organization thought of diversity. She explained, “all these different dimensions of
diversity make us completely unique and therefore, we cannot stereotype,” suggesting
adherence to a common concern about reducing bias in the workplace (PD 63).
However, the move to inclusion also meant diversity management was now concerned
with corporate culture and other areas seemingly outside of what diversity management
traditionally focused on:
Then we teach people about this concept of the dimensions of
diversity to raise awareness that they are different…we talk about
[how] we have departmental cultures. Marketing versus research
versus sales are very different approaches, or perspectives. And
so it’s been, as a company, we have multiple layers of culture too
and that’s the [position] we take in terms of taking a look at
culture. (PD 63)
Thus while inclusion might be viewed as compatible with traditional definitions
of diversity, at least in firms where both focuses were used, it also meant putting
differences such as departmental culture on the same plane as race and gender.
Redefining diversity as inclusion may have important implications for how diversity
management efforts operate to remediate inequality. Studies of team and organizational
diversity report mixed performance outcomes and it has been suggested that these
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findings reflects the fact that diversity programs have variation in efficacy based on their
overall orientation toward difference (Jackson, Joshi & Erhardt 2003). A range of
scholars have suggested that the particular approach or strategy an organization takes to
diversity management will affect the outcome—that is, whether diversity is positive or
negative for the organization (Cox 1993; Ely & Thomas 2001; Konrad and Linnehan
1995). Konrad and Linnehan (1995) find HR practices that are identity conscious, or take
into consideration gender, race, and national origin, benefit diverse employees while
identity blind policies do not. If the shift toward inclusion leads to less focus on race,
gender, and other demographic differences, we may see diversity management further
distances from its historical roots in remediating inequality.
Evidence of the possible implications of defining diversity as inclusion were
evident in my interview with Tim, the Director of Diversity at an insurance firm in the
Midwest, who had wholeheartedly embraced the inclusion idea. In his enthusiasm for
promoting inclusion, Tim explained that even affinity groups, otherwise known as
employee resource groups, had shifted to be part of inclusion efforts. This was puzzling,
as employee networks are generally targeted towards bringing together specific employee
demographic groups for the purpose of networking and career development. I asked for
clarification, trying to figure out exactly how inclusive affinity groups would operate, and
Tim said:
It’s all inclusive. Even though we may have an African-American
women’s network, the men can go there. So they are part of it,
they go to the meetings. We have an Asian network. We have a
Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual Transgender, we even have that network
group. We have Hispanic Latino. So I mean we have those
[affinity groups], but anybody can come. They always have joint
meetings, so it’s not exclusive by any means. (PD 48)
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While inclusive affinity groups certainly may gain traction, I would predict that this effort
to reshape a traditional diversity practice to reflect inclusion will be abandoned relatively
quickly. Combining diversity and inclusion proved challenging for my respondents,
especially when trying to reshape existing practices. However, this did not prevent
diversity managers from attempting reimagine their practices.
Patrick, the Diversity and Inclusion Manager at a food manufacturing firm in the
Northeast, felt targeted diversity practices were destined to fail and instead should be
remade as broader business initiatives: “when diversity remains an isolated function that
oxygenates itself it dies. It becomes a secondary platform as opposed to an ingrained part
of the business” (PD 91). To illustrate this point Patrick told me about the company’s
mentoring program for diverse employees:
Well it’s been in place in some way, shape, or form forever. But
it doesn’t do well because it’s a diverse mentoring program and
it loses steam. It’s got to be shifted [away from diversity and
made part of] the way that we develop our employees…or our
succession planning processes…When you create a mentoring
program that is for diverse employees, it becomes incredibly
exclusionary. Why should minorities and females get mentoring
programs while white males do not? So, it’s better to have a
mentoring program for all employees (PD 91).
Patrick was in the midst of removing the existing diversity targeted mentoring program
and replacing it with a new mentoring program open to all employees and based on an
online dating service, “match.com.” This new program would allow mentees and
mentors to look over available profiles and pick someone “you think might meet your
needs.” While the outcome of Patrick’s new strategy, and similar efforts to reshape
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diversity management, remains to be seen, I argue these actions represent acts of
institutional maintenance that may in fact lead to bottom-up institutional change.

DISCUSSION
In this chapter, I investigate the process by which diversity managers take a theorized
practice and make it comprehensible to others within their organization. Why might the
theorization of diversity management allow it to rapidly spread across a wide population
of organizations, while at the same time prove challenging to gaining and maintaining
legitimacy within these very organizations? I argue there are several reasons, or
challenges related to the theorization of diversity management. First, the theorization of
diversity management happens exogenously and is quite abstract. Thus diversity
managers must take these general ideas and make them comprehensible within their
organization. While the current theorization of diversity management is broad enough to
plausibly be applicable to all types of organizations, my respondents report considerable
work in tailoring a firm-specific account of this practice. Second, the current theorization
of diversity does not offer a clear, standardized way to measure practices or outcomes,
leading to a great deal of uncertainty over how to define success, or even what goals to
pursue. Finally, the current theorization of diversity fails to garner positive legitimacy
judgments from a broad audience within focal organizations.
Taken as a whole, my results suggest that diversity management, while a common
organizational practice in the United States, lacks internal legitimacy. Diversity
managers perceive a lack of legitimacy for their efforts and employ six distinct strategies
to garner support for their efforts. The first two strategies address the fact that the
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exogenous theorization must be translated to fit the organizational context and include:
(1) linking diversity to existing organizational values and norms; and (2) connecting
diversity management to current business strategies. The next two strategies are related
to the current lack of standardization of practices and outcomes and include: (3)
broadening the definition of success; and (4) using external awards as benchmarks of
success. The final two strategies are related to the perception that the existing
theorization of diversity management is not an adequate legitimating account and
include: (5) expanding the definition of diversity so that it encompasses all organizational
members; and (6) redefining diversity as “all difference” instead of race, ethnicity, or
gender.
Legitimacy Challenges and Legitimation Strategies
While the three categories of legitimacy challenges and associated legitimacy seeking
strategies emerged inductively from my interviews with diversity managers, these are
likely generalizable to other managerial innovations. I will now address each of these
challenges and in particular how they relate to the various legitimation strategies
previously identified. When a legitimacy challenge has multiple possible legitimation
strategies, I do not attempt to predict which strategy will be pursued. My aim in this
chapter is to build theory as to internal theorization and legitimation processes, leaving
theory testing and refinement to later work. However, I can propose several possible
explanations as to why some strategies are more prevalent than others, and what
organizational factors may lead to the selection of a particular strategy.
Looking first at the legitimacy challenge surrounding crafting the communicating
the business case for diversity, this can be generalized as a case where there is a gap
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between a theorized practice and its relevance for an organization. This is likely a
common challenge among rapidly diffusing managerial innovations, particularly as
compared to technical innovations. I find evidence of diversity managers translating the
general model of the practice into something that is comprehensible and meaningful for
others actors in the organization. As a first step, this is often done through revising and
elaborating the business rationale, which is the most common legitimation strategy
diversity managers employ9. Diversity managers seem to have the most success when
linking diversity to existing business practices, such as multicultural marketing or
customer outreach and branding, and somewhat limited success when appealing to nonrevenue generating concerns such as employee engagement.
When this initial legitimation strategy does not provide traction, a smaller number
of diversity managers resorted to highlighting self-interest in tailoring their legitimating
account to a particular audience, which a classify as a sub-type of the first strategy. By
linking diversity efforts to clear-cut cost savings for organizational departments, these
diversity professionals were able to create pragmatic legitimacy for their practices. For a
smaller number of diversity managers, a complementary strategy was to connect diversity
management to corporate values. This legitimation strategy allowed diversity managers
to harness an alternate source of internal legitimacy for diversity, as they were able to tap
into existing corporate values and norms. This strategy was most common in
organizations undergoing a shift to be “values based,” and in organizations with clear
executive level support for diversity.
9

The ubiquity of this strategy may be linked to the growing professionalization of diversity
management. The diversity practitioner literature highlights the importance of crafting a “business case”
for diversity as the first step in gaining support, offering many anecdotes of success based on this strategy.
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In the case of the second challenge, no standardization of diversity practices and
outcomes, this can be viewed as representing a general state of uncertainty in the field.
There is lack of clarity with regard to the desired outcomes of efforts, which practices are
most effective, and even how to measure success. Given that it is difficult to measure
practice efficacy, a frequent response is to use “soft” measures of success, such as
anecdotes, informal employee feedback, and gut feelings. By using this standard,
diversity managers can ensure they are able to claim successful outcomes, if only via
their subjective definition of success.
While uncertainty about the efficacy of diversity management might be thought to
lead to mimicry (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), as firms would look to copy others as
evidence of success, I find diversity managers looking outward not for models of
practices10, but for external evaluation of success. That is, diversity managers seek to
gain legitimacy for their efforts not through adopting practices whose efficacy is assumed
via mimicry, but rather by the legitimacy judgments conferred by external organizations
and “experts.”
In the case of the final legitimacy challenge, that the current theorization of
diversity management does not provide an adequate legitimating account for a broader
audience within the organization, I find diversity managers using one of two related
strategies. First, the majority of diversity manager employ a blended definition of
diversity to combine concerns with race, ethnicity, and gender with notions of inclusion
10

To clarify, there is some mimicry among firms, as diversity managers seek to benchmark their
efforts to that of competitors. However, I find this is most likely to occur when diversity managers look to
implement practices they used at their prior employers (i.e. their own history with practices), rather than
mimicry of other highly visible firms.
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and engagement for all. This makes “diversity” applicable to all members of the
organization and might be though of as a case of appending or adding to the theorization
of a practice. For a smaller subset of diversity managers, the strategy is not about
blending or expanding the definition of diversity, but rather redefining diversity as “all
difference” instead of race, ethnicity, and gender. These diversity managers have
negative perceptions about the utility of tailored practices, or those that target a particular
group of employees, and instead seek to revise practices to be open to all. I argue this is
a case of shifting the very theorization of a practice, or “retheorization.”
Overall, my findings demonstrate that diversity managers both seek to build from
the legitimacy inherent in the current theorization of diversity management, but also seek
other means to gain and retain legitimacy for their efforts. That is, while some strategies
seek to shore up support based on the pragmatic (or rational) legitimacy of the “business
case” for diversity, other strategies seek to gain legitimacy from alternate sources, both
internal and external to the organization.
Challenges to the “Business Case” for Diversity
I find evidence that the business rationale is not as compelling as the practitioner
literature suggests. As I have previously argued, the “business case,” or instrumental
rationale to adopt diversity management to increase firm performance, it cited by nearly
all the diversity managers and human resource managers in my sample. While there was
slight variation by industry, particularly for healthcare firms, it was striking to see how
many organizations use a similar logic. The market-based rationale for diversity also
dominates coverage of diversity management in the diversity and HR practitioner
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literature, the broader management press, and also among public statements by CEOs.
Some version of the business case for diversity was present in all of my interviews with
full-time diversity managers; the business rationale was also common across part-time
diversity managers and HR managers. I even found a general assessment that diversity
was good for business outcomes at a handful of firms with affirmative action plans but no
active diversity programs or staff. Given the ubiquity of this claim, I was not expecting
to find that diversity managers perceived the general lack of understanding for the
business case to be a serious challenge in their day-to-day work.
Upon further consideration, however, there is additional evidence of where the
business rationale for diversity may fall short. While diversity management has been
theorized as an innovative practice based on efficiency and business performance gains,
in reality these purported benefits are quite difficult to measure. A survey by the Society
for Human Resource Management (SHRM) reports that while 14 percent of firms
collected diversity ROI data in 2005, this declined to 8 percent in 2010 (SHRM 2010).
Interestingly, the most common measures used to track diversity efforts did not change
between 2005 and 2010: (1) number of diverse employees recruited; (2) number of
diverse employees retained; and (3) evidence of diversity at all levels of the workforce.
While gains to employee demographic diversity are a valued outcome and should be
tracked, measures such as these will not provide compelling evidence of specific business
gains attributed to diversity management efforts. This supports the claim that diversity
management lacks pragmatic legitimacy, as clearly demonstrating the efficacy of efforts
will be difficult, particularly as compared to other drivers of firm performance, such as
marketing campaigns or increased investment in R&D.
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While I identify many legitimacy challenges stemming from the current
theorization of diversity management, this is not to say that the business rationale is
completely ineffective. However, some elements of the current theorization seem to work
better. Linking diversity to multicultural marketing, for instance, is common across
many organizations and seems unchallenged as an appropriate practice. The general idea
of hiring and retaining diverse employees to look like (and presumably think like) diverse
consumers is another relatively uncontested practice across the diversity managers I
interviewed. Other elements of the theorization of diversity, however, are trickier. The
argument that inclusion and engagement lead to productivity, for instance, is frequently
rejected or seen as not a priority to executives, as this is a “soft” goal and not directly
related to the organization’s bottom line. Equally as challenging is the idea that diversity
leads to innovation. While this element of theorization is most common among
electronics and business services firms in the technology sector, diversity managers
report measuring innovation as an outcome is difficult. In fact, the relationship between
diversity and innovation seems somewhat unclear to the diversity managers themselves.
That is, there is no consensus whether they are seeking diverse employees because these
individuals will have new or better ideas, or whether putting together a diverse team will
lead to innovation through the interaction of individuals with diverse backgrounds.
Similarly, the business rationale for diversity appears to be less legitimate in
particular industries. You might expect the healthcare industry to be a particularly good
fit for diversity efforts, as this industry has a history of attention to health disparities and
growing external pressure to undertake efforts to build a workforce of diverse clinicians
to treat an increasingly diverse patient population. The Joint Commission on
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Accreditation of Health Care Organizations (JCAHO) tracks the quality of patient care as
part of hospital accreditation, and was references frequently by my respondents when
discussing efforts to increase patient care, which remains a top priority for hospitals.
Patient care is also referenced in recent reports by the Sullivan Commission, calling for
increased diversity in the healthcare workforce, which is linked to both improving patient
care and reducing health disparities (Sullivan Commission 2004). While diversity
managers at hospitals frequently linked diversity to efforts to improve patient care, they
did not frequently mention diversity as benefitting financial performance. In fact,
diversity managers at hospitals were more likely than colleagues in other industries to
cite diversity efforts as potentially negatively impacting firm performance. In hospitals
in Atlanta and San Francisco, I heard part-time diversity managers claim that efforts to
increase the minority patient population would in fact be detrimental to firm
performance, as these groups were less likely to be insured. While a full analysis of the
factors influencing implementation of diversity efforts in the healthcare industry is
outside the scope of this chapter, my initial results suggest that the business rationale for
diversity may backfire in particular industries. In these settings, appeals to the normative
legitimacy of a practice may be helpful, as hospitals are keenly aware of the pressures
they face from accrediting bodies.
Practice Diffusion and Institutionalization
In many ways, diversity management would seem an organizational practice that would
be particularly prone to being replaced by a new management fashion or innovation.
First, outcomes are quite unclear, making it difficult to assess the efficacy of the practice.
Second, any change to employee diversity is likely slow, further complicating argument
as to why diversity management is a necessary solution to organizational challenges.
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Even diversity managers themselves have varied opinions as to the overall efficacy of
diversity efforts. A recent SHRM survey finds mixed results as to the perceived
effectiveness of workplace diversity practices: 17 percent of respondents characterize
diversity practices as very effective, 66 percent somewhat effective, and 18 percent not at
all effective (Esen 2005). My findings lead to an interesting question, one with
implications for theories of practice diffusion and legitimation: why has theorization
sustained a practice that seemingly does not live up to its promise of improvements in
business performance? I argue this is due to institutional maintenance on the part of
diversity managers, whose acts of theorization and legitimation within their organization
serve to ensure that diversity practices are not abandoned.
In addition to my argument for the importance of institutional maintenance on the
part of diversity managers, there are several other complementary explanations for the
continued existence of diversity management. Firms might expect to be punished or
sanctioned for discontinuing diversity initiatives for several reasons, including declines in
public opinion, increased discrimination lawsuits, and possible loss of government
contracts. While public opinion about affirmative action may be waning, areas such as
LGBT equity are undergoing increased acceptance and efforts at activism (Creed, Scully,
and Austin 2002). One of the most commonly cited successes among diversity managers
is their company receiving a top score on the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) Corporate
Equality Index. Additionally, organizations have a long history of using the presence of
diversity and equal employment practices as a defense in employment discrimination
(Edelman 1992). While nearly all of the diversity managers I interviewed denied that
employment litigation had influenced their diversity practices, several had prior
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experience with large, public employment discrimination lawsuits, which presumably
may have shaped their existing diversity management practices. Finally, while the
majority of the organizations in my sample were government contractors, I did not find
systematic differences in how diversity management was supported across contractors
and non-contractors. However, prior research has found diversity practices are somewhat
more effective in firms with government contracts (Kalev, Kelly, and Dobbin 2006).
In sum, I argue for the importance of diversity managers in gaining and sustaining
legitimacy for diversity practices, this does not preclude other factors influencing the
presence of diversity management practices in organization. That is, while the
theorization of diversity as impacting business performance is dominant, other types of
legitimacy, or legitimacy from external actors, also matter. Thus I argue that the
legitimacy of diversity management is based not only on pragmatic (or efficiency)
concerns, but also on normative and legal reasons. Several of the legitimating strategies
employed by diversity managers seek to garner support for diversity by appealing to
legitimacy judgments of external audiences or linking diversity to alternate sources of
internal legitimacy within the organization. My argument is also supported by evidence
that organizations may not be interested in assessing whether the business rationale for
diversity truly lives up to expectations. In a large-scale project to assess the efficacy of
diversity management, Kochan and colleagues found that out of 20 firms with extensive
diversity management programs, none had ever undertaken a “systematic examination”
of how diversity management strategies and practices impacted firm performance
(2003:8). Even more telling, while all of these firms were known as leaders in diversity
management strategy, all but four of the organizations declined to participate in Kochan’s
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study, suggesting they were not particularly interested in assessing whether diversity truly
impacts firm performance.
A final account for why diversity management has not declined in prevalence
despite many challenges to the current theorization of the practice is linked to other actors
in the field. In the case of more general managerial innovations, consultants or other
actors in the fashion-setting community have a financial interest in promoting new ideas
and thus resisting institutionalization (Abrahamson and Fairchild 1999). However in the
case of diversity management, the current theorization of the practice has been
constructed largely by diversity consultants, a group whose professional survival depends
on the continued existence of the practice. For consultants, the “business case” for
diversity may offer more prestige than other framings, as it characterizes diversity
management as technical, rational, and an important element of organization strategy.
Managerial Fad or Institutionalized Practice
While I have argued for the importance of internal theorization and legitimation in the
maintenance of an organizational practice, my work is among the first to focus on these
internal processes and as such should not be taken as generalizable, but rather as an
exercise in theory generation based on an in-depth analysis of a particular practice within
a particular temporal and cultural context. While diversity management may appear a
unique practice due to its relationship with earlier equal employment and affirmative
action efforts, it is also similar in many ways to other managerial innovations, which
might prove fruitful for comparison. Much like administrative innovations such as Total
Quality Management (TQM), diversity management is “a relatively complex, pervasive
innovation designed to affect all parts of an organization” (Westphal et al. 1997). And
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similarly to TQM, there is both lack of evidence as to how the innovation impacts
business performance, as well as a lack of consensus as to the ideal way to implement the
practice (Westphal et al 1997). While earlier studies of TQM adoption suggested a twostage diffusion model, where adoption decisions changed from rational to ceremonial,
recent work on TQM consulting finds as the practice declined in prevalence, focus again
returned to the technical aspects of the practice (David and Strang 2006). This shift in
the basis of legitimacy for the practice points to considerations of how theorization an
legitimation of a practice may vary over time. Additionally, TQM appeared to be well on
the path to institutionalization with “material and symbolic support from powerful actors,
a compelling cultural frame, rampant mimicry, and high levels of use” (David and Strang
2006: 230). However TQM has not been institutionalized, but rather has declined in
prevalence, although not disappeared (Davis and Strang 2006; Osterman 2000). A
promising line of future work is a close comparison of the diffusion and implementation
of two managerial innovations over time, to facilitate further analysis of how and why
legitimating accounts change over the life of a practice.

CONCLUSION
Theorization plays a central role in models of practice diffusion and institutionalization,
as innovative practices must be theorized before spreading to a wider population of
organizations. In this chapter, I argue that while theorization and legitimation have been
viewed as operating externally to organizations, or as field-level processes, it is equally
important to consider how theorization and legitimation operate within organizations.
While adopter-level theorizing was noted in passing in Strang and Meyer’s (1993)
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seminal work on theorization, it has largely been neglected in subsequent theoretical
development and has received little empirical attention. Based on interviews with
diversity managers at 60 firms across the US, I find that theorization and legitimation are
both ongoing and internal processes. While diversity management is theorized using a
business rationale, which links diversity to gains in business performance, this relatively
abstract idea has limited meaning or comprehensibility within firms. Thus diversity
managers use internal theorization and legitimation strategies to both gain support for
their actions as well as shape the meaning of diversity for their organization.
Extant research demonstrates the role of a range of field-level actors in the
theorization and legitimation of practices, but there remains scant attention to internal
organizational processes and the actors that negotiate the day-to-day adoption and
implementation of practices (Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). While studies of practice
adoption have demonstrated variation in how practices are implemented within
organizations, these studies do not consider how theorization and legitimation occur
internally, as they instead focus on one outcome, variation in implementation (Westphal
et al. 1997). This lack of attention to actors within organizations is echoed in the related
literature on management fads and fashions, where managers within organizations are
only gives a “minor, later and dependent role” (Mazza and Alvarez 2000). I argue that
these literatures will benefit from increased attention to actors within organizations, and
in particular staff professionals, as these actors play a central role in institutional
maintenance.
My findings also have implications for our understanding of legitimacy. In much
of the institutional literature, legitimacy has been assumed to follow with diffusion. That
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is, common practices are assumed to have legitimacy (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005).
This is particularly the case for later adopters of innovative practices, who are viewed as
adopting for legitimacy gains rather than technical efficiency (Baron, Dobbin and
Jennings 1986; Tolbert and Zucker 1983; Westphal and Zajac 1994). My findings
suggest a need to assess not only the external legitimacy of a practice, but also the
internal legitimacy, particularly when assessing adoption decisions. Additionally, my
findings do not support the two-stage diffusion model and instead lend support to the
recent contention that legitimacy and efficiency concerns frequently co-occur in decisions
to adopt practices (Kennedy and Fiss 2009; Kraatz and Zajac 1996).
Finally, my findings point to the inherent instability in institutions and the need
for continual institutional maintenance. While simplified, theorized accounts of
management practices may be dominant in the media and in the practitioner literature,
within organizations there are continual contestations and challenges over the utility and
legitimacy of practices. Accounts of theorization have focused almost exclusively on a
single point in time, although there has been some suggestion that theorization requires
“sustained repetition to elicit a shared understanding of the problem” (Greenwood et al.
2002: 72). In the case of diversity management, acts of institutional maintenance have
prevented the practice from falling out of fashion or being replaced with a new
innovation. However, I find that efforts to gain and maintain legitimacy for a practice
may in some instances lead to acts of “retheorization” and changes in the practice itself.
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CHAPTER 3: AFFIRMATIVE ACTION AND DIVERSITY
MANAGEMENT

In 1990, leading diversity management consultant R. Roosevelt Thomas published a
piece in the Harvard Business Review entitled “From Affirmative Action to Affirming
Diversity” in which he argued “sooner or later, affirmative action will die a natural
death” (p. 107). While Thomas was not advocating for the immediate removal of
affirmative action requirements for federal contractors, his argument that corporate
personnel strategies should shift away from legal prescriptions and toward the broader
concept of diversity management is representative of widespread changes across U.S.
organizations. Spurred largely by the shifting political climate of the Reagan
administration, but also efforts to professionalize this new occupation, the movement
away from affirmative action and towards the emerging field of diversity management
quickly spread (Kelly & Dobbin 1998). In a study of firms with leading diversity
management practices in the early 1990s, Ann Morrison described these organizations as
making a distinction between diversity and affirmative action, arguing that “diversity has
become an alternative to affirmative action because of the negative connotations of
‘quotas’” (1992:4).
Drawing from the diversity management field, law and organizations scholars
have produced a broad literature documenting the creation and evolution of affirmative
action (AA) and Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) efforts in the United States. This
research offers compelling accounts of the political nature of shifts in antidiscrimination
efforts, beginning with affirmative action and evolving into the present day diversity
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management field. Kelly and Dobbin (1998) find that EEO policies and practices were
recast as diversity management strategies, arguing HR professionals spearheaded this
shift, both as a way to respond to changes in political and popular support for affirmative
action (i.e. perceived backlash) and as a bid to maintain professional power. As Susan
Sturm and Lani Guinier (1996) argue, these professionals were reacting to “a broadbased assault on affirmative action—in the courts, the legislature, and the media” (p.
953). Given the uncertain political climate for affirmative action, by the 1990s corporate
diversity managers had adopted the view that their efforts were not related to affirmative
action (Dobbin 2009). This "managerial conception" of diversity highlights business
results while downplaying affirmative action and EEO (Edelman et al. 2001).
While we know much about the role of legislators, the courts, and human resource
professionals in shaping the emergence of diversity management as distinct from
affirmative action, how this shift played out within organizations remains understudied.
In particular, extant literature has not paid rigorous attention to how employers both
understand and enact diversity and affirmative action efforts (Harper and Reskin 2005;
Reskin 1998). While affirmative action has been increasingly subject to political attack,
legal scrutiny, and shifts in public opinion, federal contractors are still legally bound to
complete annual affirmative action plans.
In this chapter, I explore the status of affirmative action in current corporate
diversity management efforts. Drawing from in-depth interviews with diversity
managers across the US, I provide an account of how my respondents both understand
and shape the relationship between affirmative action and diversity management within
their firms. Over the course of my interviews, I was struck by how often our
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conversations about corporate diversity management would be prefaced with elaboration
of what diversity was not. After a brief explanation of the research project, but even
before my questions began, the HR manager and Diversity Champion at a manufacturing
plant outside of Atlanta paused to clarify the distinction between diversity management
and affirmative action:
So first I want to begin by saying that at [my organization] the
affirmative action is not really part of the diversity program,
although these things are related. But the affirmative action plan
is not part of the diversity plan, or not what [the organization]
considers when looking at diversity.
This explicit distinction between affirmative action and diversity management
occurred frequently enough to merit further attention. While current literature on
diversity management has focused on the dominance of the “business case” rationale, I
find that in addition to the present framing whereby diversity management is theorized as
a business concern, there is still much work being done within organizations to distance
diversity management from affirmative action. Diversity managers in my sample report
frequent efforts to overcome employee understandings of diversity that differ greatly
from their own.
Fifteen years after field-level efforts to differentiate affirmative action from
diversity management, I find interesting variation in how this process plays out within
firms. For some firms, the affirmative action management function has been moved
outside of diversity management, and is now a part of human resources, compliance, or
legal departments. In other firms, diversity managers retain oversight of affirmative
action efforts. Given this variation in where affirmative action is housed within
organizations, this chapter seeks to address two related questions: (1) what are the causes
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of moving affirmative action outside of the diversity management department, and (2)
what are the consequences of this action? I compare firms with similar organizational
characteristics, such as size and government contractor status, but who differ on where
affirmative action management is located within the firm. Thus, I am able to consider a
range of possible explanations for this shift, finding support for this move being a
strategic effort on the part of diversity managers to gain legitimacy for their efforts.
Turning to consequences, I argue that the removal of affirmative action from the diversity
management department does not lead to the desired outcome of increasing resources and
support for diversity management. Rather, firms with affirmative action outside of
diversity management have fewer diversity programs, less attention to goals of increasing
employee diversity, and no apparent gains in support for diversity.
While a neo-institutional account would suggest once a new practice is theorized
and diffused, the legitimacy of the practice would remain relatively constant, I find there
are consistent efforts to gain and maintain the legitimacy for diversity management
within organizations even long after initial adoption. I argue this can be viewed as a type
of institutional work, whereby diversity management professionals seek to maintain their
professional standing and the legitimacy of their efforts within the organization. While
professionals and professional associations have been frequently characterized as
institutional entrepreneurs or creators of new institutions (Greenwood, Suddaby and
Hinings 2002; Lounsbury 2007), I find professionals also play a leading role in
maintaining institutions Building from the idea that professions compete for legitimacy
and resources, here I find a case not of professionals annexing expertise or functional
areas, but rather choosing to narrow the scope of their profession through removing a
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functional area (Abbott 1988). Additionally, my findings suggest that institutional work
does not always lead to desired outcomes and may instead lead to unintentional
decoupling. When diversity managers remove affirmative action from their oversight,
rather than gaining support for diversity efforts they instead undermine them. The result
is decoupling, in that there is a strong rhetoric for the importance of diversity within the
organization, while at the same time diversity managers report fewer programs and
limited influence on the hiring, promotion, and retention processes.
The chapter proceeds as follows. I begin with an overview of the history of
affirmative action and diversity management before moving to a theoretical framing for
my account of how separating affirmative action from diversity management can be seen
as an act of institutional maintenance. Next, I elaborate on my data and methods. I then
move to my findings, where I first address the causes of the decision to move affirmative
action outside of the diversity department and then consider the implications of this split,
pointing to differences in the diversity goals, practices, and resources reported by
respondents in these two types of firms. I find that while the decision to remove
affirmative action from diversity management is presented as a means of strengthening
support for diversity management, this outcome leads to both fewer resources and fewer
diversity management practices. I then suggest possible reasons for this unexpected
finding. First, making affirmative action requirements and goals less salient within the
organization may reduce managerial attention to diversity. Second, a recent line of work
has challenged the efficacy of the business rationale for eliciting a positive attitude
toward diversity management. I end the chapter by addressing the implications of my
findings for theories of institutional work and decoupling.
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THE HISTORY OF DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
From Affirmative Action to Diversity Management
Efforts to reduce employment discrimination have a long history in the United States,
beginning during WWII and increasing in effort during the Civil Rights era. While
affirmative action and equal employment opportunity language are often used
interchangeably, there are differences in the meaning and history of both. Affirmative
action was created by a series of presidential executive orders, while equal employment
opportunity efforts are based on the Civil Rights Act. In 1942, President Roosevelt
signed executive order 8802 prohibiting racial discrimination in the United States
government and defense related federal contractors (Anderson 2004; Reskin 1998). This
executive order, however, lacked teeth as the enforcement agency, the Fair Employment
Practices Committee (FEPC), did not sanction firms for noncompliance. More than ten
years later, President Eisenhower commissioned a report to better understand why
defense contractors were still found to have employment discrimination, but no actions
were taken to enforce antidiscrimination efforts (Reskin 1998). In 1961 President
Kennedy signed executive order 10925 requiring all government contractors to take
"affirmative action" to end employment discrimination on the basis of race, color, or
national origin (Kelly & Dobbin 1998). That is, employers were to not only cease to
discriminate, but also take measures to guard against discrimination for both prospective
and existing employees. The broad goal of affirmative action was to increase the
representation of minority groups in jobs and occupations where they have traditionally
been excluded or underrepresented. President Kennedy's executive order also created the
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Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity (Reskin 1998). Although the executive
order only explicitly covered discrimination by race, it was expanded by President
Johnson in 1967 to also cover sex. In 1965, President Johnson issued Executive Order
11246, establishing the Office for Federal Contract Compliance, which oversees that
federal contractors comply with affirmative action (Reskin 1998).
While Kennedy's executive order targeted government contractors, Congress soon
passed legislation to ban discrimination across all employers. Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 makes it illegal to discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex,
religion, or nationality. The broader scope of this effort made nearly all employers
subject to possible employment discrimination lawsuits, spawning a period when the
courts and employment experts negotiated how to demonstrate good faith efforts to not
discriminate. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission was given expanded
authority in the Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972, allowing the commission to
file employment discrimination suits (Wood 1990). This expansion, coupled with
Congress authorizing EEOC oversight over enforcement of the Equal Pay Act of 1963
and the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, greatly increased the scope of
the commission.
During the 1980s, the political climate shifted as the Reagan administration
challenged affirmative action as part of a broader effort to limit government (Dobbin
2009). Federal judges appointed by Reagan were not supportive of affirmative action
(Kelly and Dobbin 1998). Budget increases for the EEOC were slowed and staffing
declined. This period also saw a decline in the percent of employment discrimination
cases that were successfully settled, and in increase in the proportion of cases that were
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dismissed with a no cause finding (Wood 1990). These trends have been described not as
evidence that employment conditions were improving, but rather that enforcement was
declining. This trend towards limited enforcement was met with political opposition
from Civil rights leaders, and the House subcommittee on Employment Opportunities
held oversight hearings resulting in heightened litigation efforts in the late 1980s (Wood
1990). However, efforts to limit affirmative action continued into the 1990s, with
legislators putting forth bills to end affirmative action at both the state and federal level
(Berrey 2008). While the Clinton administration was more supportive of efforts for
equality, there was no clear advocacy for affirmative action during this period (Stainback,
Robinson and Tomaskovic-Devey 2005).
Diversity Management
As a response to the shift in the political climate for affirmative action, corporate
antidiscrimination efforts were recast as diversity management (Kelly and Dobbin 1998).
In 1987, the Workforce 2000 report was released, which has been repeatedly linked to the
rise of diversity management efforts in the early 1990s (Edelman, Fuller, and Mara-Drita
2001; Kelly and Dobbin 1998). This report pointed to projected changes in the
demographics of the workforce, arguing that organizations would need to adapt by being
better able to recruit, retain, and manage diverse workers (Johnston and Packer 1987).
While scholars have largely discredited many of the claims of the report, which grossly
overstated changes in workforce demographics, the arguments put forth in this report
were picked up by management scholars and diversity practitioners who crafted the
business case for diversity (Konrad 2003; Edelman, Fuller, and Mara-Drita 2001). This
new discourse drew from a market logic to link diversity management efforts to corporate
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performance. While there is variation in how diversity managers construct the “business
case” for their particular organization, on the whole diversity management draws
legitimacy from the purported link to bottom line business success.
Operating in tandem to the political shift in attitudes toward affirmative action
and equal employment opportunity was a shift in personnel management, with Strategic
Human Resource Management (SHRM) gaining traction (Kaufman 2002). As Dobbin
(2009) and others argue, many equal opportunity practices were simply recast as diversity
management practices: equal opportunity policy statements becoming diversity mission
statements; race relations workshops were now diversity training; equal employment
committees were now diversity committees; surveys of employee attitudes became
culture audits. In addition to the recasting of practices, there were some shifts in how
these practices were enacted: when diversity training replaced race relations workshops,
the focus of training was shifted away from legal issues towards broader notions of
difference (Dobbin 2009; Edelman, Fuller and Mara-Drita 2001).
Affirmative Action Attitudes and Backlash
In addition to the literature documenting how affirmative action and EEO efforts were
recast as diversity management, another research vein has explored attitudes towards
various justifications for affirmative action and equal employment opportunity efforts.
These studies offer support for the common lament from diversity managers about
backlash and lack of "buy-in" for diversity management efforts if they are viewed as
related to affirmative action. Kidder et al. (2004) find that business justifications for
EEO efforts lead to more support for recruitment and retention programs than do
affirmative action justifications. Similarly, Richard & Kirby (1998) find that when
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people believe they are hired due to an unjustified diversity management program (as
opposed to a program that is procedurally justified), they have negative attitudes about
both the hiring decision and the diversity program itself. A number of studies find
women and minority job applicants are viewed less favorably (i.e. seen as less
competent) when hired as part of affirmative action, as compared to diversity
management (Heilman et al. 1992; Gilbert and Stead 1999).
There is also variation by race in how diversity management is perceived. Whites
are more likely than blacks to think that diversity management efforts are analogous to
affirmative action and that managing diversity only aids protected groups, such as women
and minorities (Kossek and Zonia 1993). Working-class and middle-class whites have
demonstrated negative opinions of affirmative action, arguing affirmative action gives an
unfair advantage to women and minorities (DiTomaso, Parks-Yancy and Post 2011).
In part the attitudes towards affirmative action may reflect that the general public
lacks a clear understanding of what kinds of programs constitute affirmative action.
Kravits and Plantenia (1993) find respondents believe hiring quotas to be part of
affirmative action plans, even though these are in fact illegal, and strongly disapprove of
these kinds of strategies. Proportional hiring goals based on applicant pools, which are a
standard part of affirmative action plans, were thought to be uncommon, even as these
hiring goals were viewed relatively favorably if applicant pools were based on qualified
applicants. Similarly, targeted recruitment efforts were seen rather favorably, although
these recruitment efforts were incorrectly identified as uncommon.
It is important to note, however, that there is evidence that attitudes toward
affirmative action may vary depending on how the policy is framed. While whites have
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been shown to be hostile to affirmative action when framed as race-based special
treatment, and thus in opposition to outcomes based purely on abilities, they are more
likely to support affirmative action without rigid quotas (Bobo et al. 2012).
As a whole, these findings suggest the concern about backlash towards
affirmative action as perceived by the diversity managers I interviewed is not unfounded.
Many individuals have negative views of affirmative action efforts, combined with a
limited understanding of what actually constitutes an affirmative action plan.
Diversity Professionals and Institutional Work
While the role of the professions in institutional change is implicit in much of the classic
literature (Abbott 1988), this relationship has received more careful attention in recent
years (Suddaby and Viale 2011). Professions, and in particular professional associations,
have been shown to play a key role in field-level change (Fligstein 1990; Greenwood,
Suddaby, Hinings 2002). Labeling professionals as “institutional agents,” Scott (2008)
argues professionals are the “definers, interpreters, and appliers of institutional
elements” (p. 223).
One particular vein of institutional research that has focused increasing attention
on professions is that of institutional work. Institutional work has been defined as “the
purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining, and
disrupting institutions” (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006: 215). While institutional work
includes cases of institutional change, both in creation and disruption (or
deinstitutionalization), one of the strengths of this research is the equal attention paid to
apparent stability, or institutional maintenance. Perhaps due to methodological choices,
studies of maintenance are less prominent than those of institutional creation, but offer to
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add complexity to traditional accounts of institutional persistence (Lawrence and
Suddaby 2006). That is, using the institutional work lens, one may find that institutions
are not simply self-reproducing but rather require active efforts at maintenance (Scott
1995). Given the relative dearth of empirical studies of institutional maintenance, my
research will add to our understanding of the process of maintenance. Additionally, by
studying staff professionals (Daudigeos 2013), or organizationally-embedded
professionals with limited power and legitimacy due to being outside the traditional
organizations hierarchy11, my research may offer a unique perspective as to how this subtype of professionals engage in institutional maintenance.
Maguire and Hardy (2009) coined “defense work” to explain the maintenance of
institutions against external disruptions. Defense work is the “purposive action of
individuals and organizations aimed at countering disruptive institutional work” by
outside groups seeking to change or remove practices (Maguire and Hardy 2009: 169).
Lefsrud and Meyer (2012) build on this by demonstrating defense work can occur not
only in response to external threats but also internally—via professions framing
themselves as experts while also attacking other competing groups as non-experts.
Strategies of defense work include strategic framing of contested issues, as well as efforts
to legitimate professional identity as experts. In this chapter I add to the literature on
defense work, as diversity managers seek to redefine the scope of their profession in
order to gain legitimacy for their efforts.
I argue that diversity managers remake their professional boundaries in an effort

11

Staff professionals include HR managers, business controllers, in-house consultants (Daudigeos

2013).
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to avoid a stigmatized institution, namely affirmative action. Goffman (1963) defines
stigma as an “attribute that is deeply discrediting” that turns one “from a whole and
usual person to a tainted, discounted one” (p. 3). While the concept of stigma is not
novel to the organizations and management literature, it has frequently been employed at
the organization-level (Devers et al. 2008), rather than as a quality of an organizational
practice. In this chapter I consider how a stigmatized practice may threaten the
legitimacy of another organizational practice. While affirmative action is only a small
part of the broader responsibilities housed within diversity management departments, its
mere presence threatens to discredit the entire enterprise.
In addition to providing a richer account of institutional stability, the institutional
work lens also allows for considering "unintended consequences," which are often
missing from neo-institutional accounts of institutional creation (Pierson 2004). In my
particular case of institutional maintenance, efforts to strengthen diversity management
by distancing it from affirmative action may have unintended consequences that
ultimately weaken efforts. Through considering unintended consequences, I find that
institutional maintenance can lead to decoupling. That is, the purview of diversity
managers is limited, and in seeking to gain support for diversity efforts they instead
undermine them. The result is decoupling, in that there is a strong rhetoric for the
importance of diversity, but it has less influence on the hiring, promotion, retention,
discharge processes.

DATA AND METHODS
For the purposes of this chapter, I initially focused on the 67 firms where respondents
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reported affirmative action plans. During the first round of coding, which followed an
inductive strategy, I looked across these 67 interviews to uncover emergent themes
related to affirmative action. In particular, I paid close attention to mentions of the
relationship between affirmative action and diversity management, as described by the
diversity managers and HR managers in my sample. Additionally, I coded for the types
of policies and programs that were part of affirmative action, the individual or department
charged with affirmative action plans and goals, and barriers to achieving these goals.
After discovering that organizations seemed to differ in whether affirmative
action was situated within the broader diversity management department, or owned by
another department or unit within the firm, I selected a subsample of firms to further
explore this finding. Due to broad variation in the goals, practices, and implementation
of diversity efforts between corporate headquarters and local plants or regional offices, I
limited this analysis to only corporate headquarters, roughly half the original sample.
This results in 25 firms with full-time diversity managers, 4 firms with part-time diversity
managers, and 13 firms with affirmative action plans but no diversity management efforts
(i.e. HR managers). The 25 firms with full-time diversity managers were split into 15
with affirmative action housed separately from diversity management, and 10 where
affirmative action efforts were part of the broader diversity management department.
The four firms with part-time diversity managers reported affirmative action management
as part of diversity management efforts.
In order to better capture the antecedents and consequences of the decision to
separate affirmative action efforts from diversity management, I turned to a subset of 25
interviews with diversity managers at corporate headquarters reporting both affirmative
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action plans and full-time diversity management efforts. This smaller subset of firms
allowed me investigate possible variation in diversity goals, programs, and barriers,
across otherwise comparable firms.12 This includes 10 firms where affirmative action is
part of the broader diversity management department (which I call "combined" firms),
and 15 firms with affirmative action separate from diversity management (which I call
"separate" firms). While one of the ten combined firms was in the early stages of
progressing from affirmative action compliance to a diversity management strategy, the
remaining nine had robust efforts around diversity (i.e. a number of goals and programs).
For the 15 firms with affirmative action situated outside the diversity management
department or function, affirmative action was housed in either the legal or human
resources department. Ten of these firms reported affirmative action being run by
various divisions of human resources, including the Compliance Department, Affirmative
Action Department, Employee Relations Department, Labor Department, or the general
Staffing Department. Four firms reported affirmative action as falling under the legal
department, including the Employment Law Services team, the Compliance Unit of the
legal department, or simply the legal department. A final firm reported affirmative action
as shared by both Human Resources and the Legal departments, with HR compiling data
and generation reports, and legal providing oversight.
As I coded it became clear that firms with affirmative efforts separate from
diversity management report nearly all of their diversity or EEO programs as falling
under diversity management rather than affirmative action. A few firms mentioned

12

My full sample included interviews with a wide range of firms. In some cases I spoke with
diversity managers at corporate headquarters, but other times spoke with HR managers at manufacturing
facilities and regional offices. Given this variation, I chose to limit analyses in this section to only
interviews with full-time diversity managers at corporate headquarters.
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specific hiring guidelines or strategies to ensure a diverse pool of candidates, but most
even situate hiring strategies, such as targeted recruitment efforts, as a diversity rather
than affirmative action initiative. More broadly, there was little focus on diversity as
related to AA or EEO compliance, with only a single respondent citing compliance as a
small part of why the firm valued diversity management. For many of the separate firms,
affirmative action functions are simply about collecting and compiling data. That is, any
programs or policies designed to meet affirmative action goals would fall under the
diversity manager. As one Diversity Officer explained, the affirmative action department
wasn't in charge of programs:
They do the reporting for the most part. And they post and make
visible all of the different goals and different geographies, so they
do the analysis, all the locations where we work and the goals
based on that analysis and they do all the reporting...[But
programs] No, they wouldn't do that that would be my team (PD
72).
The scope of affirmative action was quite limited, in fact, across both “separate”
and “combined” firms. Federal contractors are required to file annual affirmative action
plans, but there is no requirement as to who oversees this effort and there are no
organizational practices that must be added as part of compliance with affirmative action.
That is, while organizations must list efforts to remedy any problems in utilization that
appear on affirmative action plans (i.e. certain groups are underrepresented), they are free
to list existing organizational practices, such as recruiting efforts.
Finally, it should be noted that I chose not to ask directly about the relationship
between affirmative action and diversity efforts, only prompting about this at the end of
the interview if not already mentioned organically during conversation. This discussion
about the distinction between EEO/AA and diversity management often was peppered
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throughout each interview, indicating that it was a central concern to how diversity
managers defined their work.

DISTANCING DIVERSITY FROM AFFIRMATIVE ACTION
My findings are separated into two main sections: causes, or why firms vary in the
relationship between affirmative action and diversity management functions, and
consequences, or the results of the relocation of affirmative action outside of the diversity
department. In my analysis of causes, I begin by considering a range of explanations for
the decision to move affirmative action outside of the diversity department, arguing for
why these factors do not predict the outcome. I next develop my argument that diversity
managers make a strategic choice to remove affirmative action from diversity
management in an effort to gain legitimacy. I conclude this section with an examination
of “combined” firms to consider why some diversity managers do not remove affirmative
action from the diversity department.
In the second part of my analysis, I consider the consequences of this removal of
affirmative action from the diversity department. I first analyze differences in diversity
goals, which illuminate the desired outcomes of the diversity manager, before moving to
an analysis of formal diversity practices.
Causes of Removing Affirmative Action from Diversity Management
Organizational Factors
While I argue that the decision to remove affirmative action from the scope of diversity
management is an effort to bolster the legitimacy of diversity management, I will first
briefly address competing explanations that might account for this split between
affirmative action and diversity management. First, I consider whether this decision to
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remove affirmative action from diversity might be a new innovation that has yet to
diffuse across a broad population of firms. You might imagine an innovation that is
spreading unevenly across a population, perhaps from a single prominent firm to other
peers within the same industry. However, there seems to be no clear pattern by industry.
Healthcare firms do not appear in my analysis, as they are not subject to affirmative
action. However, the other four industries are represented in both “separate” and
“combined” firms.
I next consider organizational size, as trends toward specialization and
bureaucratization in large firms would presumably make them more likely to split
affirmative action from diversity management than would small firms. However, size is
not likely a factor in determining the location of affirmative action, at least for this subset
of firms, as I limit my analysis to corporate headquarters. The smallest of these firms has
5,000 employees, while the largest has over 400,000 employees globally. The median
size of “combined” firms is 76,000 employees, while the median size of “separate” firms
is 60,000 employees.
I next turn to questions of professional projects as well as the role of consultants
in spreading an innovation. Given that affirmative action has been challenged repeatedly
in the courts, perhaps the diversity management profession is seeking to remove
affirmative action from its oversight as a bid for professional survival13. However, I find
little support for this conjecture. While the diversity practitioner literature clearly
differentiates between affirmative action and diversity management, I find no evidence of
13

The day-to-day work required to create annual affirmative action plans is frequently outsourced to
professional services firms, or routinized in HR data management software. Thus, even large firms have
relatively few people charged solely with affirmative action management. Even if AA were to be declared
illegal, diversity departments would likely lose only minimal staff to the cut.
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concerted efforts to rid diversity management of affirmative action. As further evidence,
if the decision to remove affirmative action from the diversity management department
represents a new practice within the profession of diversity management, I would likely
find it is spreading first among firms with direct relationships to knowledge producers, in
this case diversity consulting firms. However, organizations that were using diversity
consultants did not appear to be the first to engage in separating affirmative action.
Diversity managers at 30 percent of combined firms and 40 percent of separate firms
report using diversity consultants.
The final consideration of why diversity managers might choose to remove
affirmative action from diversity management has to do with changing ideas about the
definition of diversity. This shift within the field of diversity management to define
diversity as not simply race and gender, but rather broader notions of embracing all
differences, is often termed “inclusion.” Given that affirmative action plans focus
exclusively on race, ethnicity, and gender, diversity managers who support broadening
the definition of diversity might be more likely to remove affirmative action from their
oversight, as this would align with the “inclusion” focus. While the growing prominence
of the “inclusion” focus in diversity management is a clear trend, one that is echoed both
in the diversity practitioner literature and among my respondents, this shifting definition
of diversity does not explain the two categories of firms. Rather, the notion of
“inclusion” has diffused widely throughout the field of diversity management14.

14

The shift to “inclusion” is noted throughout the diversity practitioner literature. Many of my respondents have
changed their titles from Diversity Manager to Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) Manager. References to “inclusion”
were peppered liberally throughout my interviews, occurring as many as 18 times over the course of an hour-long
interview (interestingly, this case was a “combined” firm).	
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Table 3.1: Definition of Diversity

Diversity Definition

Combined Firms
(n=10)
30%

Separate Firms
(n=15)
20%

Blended Definition

70%

67%

Inclusion Definition

NA

13%

Comparing the various definitions of diversity across the two types of firms, “combined”
firms are slightly more likely to define diversity in the traditional sense, while separate
firms are somewhat more likely to use an inclusion framework (see Table 3.1)15. What is
striking, however, is that the majority of both types of firms use a blended definition.
Within this blended definition, separate firms were more likely to use a largely inclusionbased message, with only a few elements of the traditional definition of diversity.
However, on the whole, inclusion occurred at roughly equal rates across interviews. The
term “inclusion” was mentioned approximately five times per interview across both
“combined” and “separate” firms. For the combined firms, 10 percent have no mention
of “inclusion” within the interview, as compared to 13 percent of “separate” firms. This
evidence suggests that while the concept of inclusion has spread throughout the field of
diversity management, this trend is not driving the decision to separate affirmative action
from the diversity management department.
Given that industry, firm size, use of diversity consultants, and definition of
diversity do not explain the variation I find in the location of affirmative action within
15

As detailed in Chapter 2, I coded the definition of diversity based on the explicit definitions from my respondents, as
well as their diversity goals and practices. A “diversity” definition focuses efforts at increasing the proportion of
women and minorities in the organization. An “inclusion” definition seeks to put “all difference” on an equal footing,
thus not privileging traditionally protected classes. A “blended” definition” combines elements from both previous
definitions, with some practices focusing on women or minority employees, while other practices or goals seek to
foster inclusion and appreciation of all differences.
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firms, I next turn to how my respondents make sense of the relationship between
affirmative action and diversity.
Separating Affirmative Action as Legitimation Strategy
Across my interviews with diversity managers at “separate” firms, my respondents
described how employee attitudes toward affirmative action proved a challenge in their
diversity management efforts. Even though diversity managers framed their efforts as
contributing to the bottom-line business success of the firm, this business rationale
proved inadequate to fully escape the stigma attached to affirmative action. For many of
the diversity managers I interviewed, employee attitudes toward diversity were clouded
with negative views about affirmative action; diversity “is synonymous for some with
affirmative action…It doesn't promote based on their ability, it promotes based on
meeting goals” (PD 15). Not everyone identified backlash to affirmative action as a
barrier, per se, instead sometimes pointing to a lack of "buy-in" from others at the firm
(which itself was commonly attributed to negative perceptions stemming from AA), or a
general difficulty "selling" the business case to others.16 However, it was apparent that
differentiating diversity management from affirmative action required continued effort.
While the diversity practitioner literature has moved away from a focus on
affirmative action for many years, with recent publications hardly mentioning affirmative
action, this shift has not been reflected in the attitudes of all members within my
respondents’ organizations. While many diversity managers viewed their efforts as
clearly distinct from affirmative action, and continually espoused this view when setting
diversity goals, crafting mission statements, or writing articles for the intranet, there
16

As I detail in Chapter 2, difficulty making the "business case" argument to others is not just a matter of the
legacy of affirmative action, but also the lack of evidence to support the claims of diversity positively impacting firm
financial performance.
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remained a sense that others within the organization did not agree. In the words of
Hannah, the Chief Diversity Officer of a multinational manufacturing company:
And interestingly, I would tell you that I think [diversity in a
global context] is a whole lot easier to sell than [diversity in] the
US because global is based on emerging market opportunity and
dollars. The US [view of diversity] is still traditionally based on
affirmative action. So US diversity can be stagnated by its own
legacy. The very thing that created diversity roles is the very
thing that sometimes is creating that stigma. (PD 56)
While the business performance rationale is clearly dominant in the management
literature, among diversity consultants, in diversity mission statements on websites and
annual reports, and even in formal statements from executives, the idea that diversity is
legitimate due to the "business case" is not always well received by all individuals within
organizations. Rather, affirmative action seems to be entrenched in ideas about diversity
management, threatening to overshadow the purported widespread organizational
benefits the “business case” for diversity.
Prior experience with resistance to diversity management often played into the
current strategies used by my respondents. Mike, the Global Diversity Manager at a large
electronics manufacturing firm told me that his prior experience in diversity management
led him to believe there was ample reason to avoid a focus on race, ethnicity, and gender
in diversity strategies:
Our managers are focusing on people's capabilities over their
psychical characteristics, and making sure they are recruited in
the project - giving them meaningful and exciting work. That is
what makes it work. I've tried the other angles [to diversity
management], and over time it really doesn't take us where we're
trying to go. (PD 93)
Curious about what these "other angles" might entail, I asked Mike to elaborate on the
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other strategies, or whether there was resistance. Mike continued:
Well, I think there was some resistance. You would end up with
white males feeling like they were being bashed. Or that they
were the bad guys…So when I started hearing messages like that
I started thinking that that's not what we're trying to accomplish.
Maybe the awareness about differences is not giving us the payoff
that we're looking for. (PD 93)
Evidence as to how legalistic interpretations of diversity informed current
strategies used by diversity managers appeared even in unexpected ways throughout my
interviews. The past focus on legal issues and antidiscrimination efforts means that
sometimes line managers and are confused as to appropriate behavior. In one memorable
case, Tracy, the Diversity Manager at a food manufacturing firm recounted a story of
how line managers struggled to understand that efforts to combat discrimination did not
mean that every personal topic was illegal to discuss. This firm had a strong culture
around connecting with coworkers, premised by the idea that connections and personal
relationships build an inclusive culture and help productivity. As Tracy explained, even
in diversity training sessions that were explicitly focused on creating an inclusive
atmosphere, concerns with avoiding discrimination lawsuits seemed to be infused into the
very notion of diversity:
In my last [inclusion] training I did with a group of managers,
this manager raises his hand and says is there any question I
can't ask...This [other manager] raises her hand and she goes of
course there are some questions you can't ask. Now we are
talking about employees so people that work with you right, not
hiring or whatever...She says well, you can't, you are not going to
ask about somebody's religion...and I said well what do you guys
think and basically where we got to is sure you can talk about
their religion...What you can't do with it is make decisions about
their employment, you can't make employment decisions based on
it. (PD 50)
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As I chuckled at my respondent's story, I shared that this wasn't something I had
considered--that diversity training or training hiring managers on legal compliance and
how to not discriminate might impact broader interaction patterns in the firm. My
respondent replied: "Well yeah, I mean we have always done that right. I mean there you
go, that is US diversity at its best at least historically" (PD 50). This suggests that
shifting how an organizational practice is theorized, or de-legitimating one definition in
favor of another, is not a simple task. Members within the organization have their own
experiences related to diversity management, which appear somewhat fixed. While
antidiscrimination efforts are not equivalent to affirmative action, these meanings seem to
bleed over and thus color broader notion of diversity.
I found evidence that the decision to separate affirmative action from diversity
was in part a choice on the part of diversity managers. For Joan, the Director of Diversity
and Inclusion at another food manufacturing company in the Midwest, the division
between affirmative action and diversity was a deliberate strategy. The company is a
government contractor and affirmative action plans are the responsibility of the Director
of Compliance:
We have a director of compliance that sits in our labor
department and she does all of the affirmative action plans
throughout the country and that was purposely. The thought
process is my role, if we are really trying to drive Diversity and
Inclusion, the same person that helps leaders do that shouldn’t be
that same person that slaps them on the wrist for not having the
right workforce. So it’s like compliance and diversity are two
different things. I think if you start to define it the way we are
defining it, you can't put compliance underneath Diversity and
Inclusion. It seems counterintuitive to a degree. (PD 64)
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In this case, we see that the decision about the formal relationship between affirmative
action and diversity management was linked not necessarily to concerns with backlash or
negative perceptions about diversity, but with perceptions of a perceiving a fundamental
difference in the aims of affirmative action and diversity. That is, these two functional
areas within the organization were viewed as incompatible.
Further evidence as to the decision to move affirmative action away from
diversity management being as a strategic choice came from Charles, the Chief Diversity
Officer at a business services firm. Charles explained that while he made sure that
diversity was not viewed as “an affirmative action compliance type thing,” he did
support the affirmative action manager on occasion:
[The AA manager] and I do have a great working relationship …
for example if I am working with the department or organization
and I feel like there is some type of you know undertone or
feeling of discrimination that is kind of covert I will bring that to
her attention (PD 4)
Charles was also quick to point out that diversity management should not be confused
with affirmative action. In fact, he had taken steps to ensure that organizational members
could differentiate between the two roles:
So there is an intrinsic connection we all have, but again
diversity is not an affirmative action compliance type thing and
we do have total separate point of engagement matrix that we do.
So I don't necessarily do a training and bring them in with me
because it's not, we don't want people to see [diversity efforts] as
an illegal type thing. (PD 4)
Charles and others were clear throughout their interviews that diversity management
strategies and practices were distinct from affirmative action. Trisha, the Director of
Diversity at a business service firm in the South, mentioned several times that her
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diversity efforts were not shaped by affirmative action or compliance concerns, even
though the firm was a government contractor:
And as a financial institution, we are a government contractor
and so by law under Executive Order 11246 we are required to
have an affirmative action plan…So that you have the compliance
piece that's still there but compliance is very different from
diversity in that it's government-mandated....So we don't look at
in terms of the utilization and reporting that you have to do, you
know those are things that are required by the government. And
we have our own methods for evaluating our diversity efforts.
(PD 19)
Trisha’s case provides additional support for my argument that diversity managers are
deliberately moving affirmative action outside of the diversity management department.
Even in evaluating diversity management outcomes for her firm, Trisha was clear to point
out the division between affirmative action and diversity management.
Retaining Affirmative Action within the Diversity Department
Turning now to “combined” firms, I consider why these organizations have separated
affirmative action from their diversity management department. While nearly all firms
describe how their current diversity efforts go beyond legal mandates, a smaller subset of
firms have intentionally chosen to keep affirmative action and diversity efforts within the
same department or function. While these firms sometimes had affirmative action plans
created or administered by a separate group, ultimately the diversity manager was
responsible for meeting goals, strategy, and general oversight. This link between
affirmative action and diversity was evident in speaking with Liz, the Chief Diversity
Officer at an electronics manufacturing firm:
Well so affirmative action is not separate from diversity. So we
have a diversity approach for the company that goes beyond race
and gender. Our affirmative action plan sits underneath that as a
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strategy we use to close the gaps around race and gender but it's
not a separate thing, which is why it all still sits under me. (PD
78)
Liz went on to describe the tension between affirmative action and diversity management
as an issue for the entire technology industry:
Well so this is the challenge that I think that the industry has. We
want to say it's not about affirmative action. We want to say it's
about inclusion and everything beyond race and gender which is
true, right, which is very true. But at the end of the day when you
really push us, my industry, our measurements are all around
race and gender are all affirmative action measurements. And I
think one of the things what we did and what we said is we
actually made a strategic decision not to shy away from
affirmative action. I know my counter person doesn't even use
the word anymore even though they do it, they don't use the word.
(PD 78)
While counterparts in the same industry often retreated from affirmative action,
Liz saw a benefit in keeping affirmative action as part of broader diversity management
strategies. This decision was not always an easy one, as the challenge between balancing
affirmative action and diversity management was found across firms in a range of
industries. Jake, a Diversity Manager at a food manufacturing company, described how
balancing diversity and affirmative action was a challenge:
You know compliance is really focused on, I think of compliance
as meeting our government requirements and as a low threshold.
Our diversity inclusion efforts go far beyond that so we look at
representation as the ultimate goal where whole manager is
accountable to. [As far as diversity management] challenges,
probably first and foremost is clearly around definition of terms
of distinction between affirmative action, diversity and inclusion
(PD 53).
In this firm and others, the decision to keep affirmative action as part of diversity
management was a conscious one. For these firms, affirmative action and diversity could
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be seen as working hand-in-hand. John, the Director of Diversity and Compliance at a
business services firm in the technology industry, explained how diversity and
affirmative action overlap. John described a current challenge of some managers not
being fully invested in diversity objectives, arguing that in order for diversity goals to be
met, there needed to be a focus on both compliance and diversity:
Compliance is easy to quantify and you can just say [to these
managers] here do this. But here is the thing, if you can put it all
in place, you can get everybody hired, but you can't keep [diverse
employees] there unless you overcome the other concerns
[around bias, communication, and an inclusive culture], because
they will be the first to go. Again, you know, well your hiring
programs can be great, but if you don't develop and communicate
clearly [diversity] objectives as an organization and your
business practices and your values then [certain managers] are
going to fall right back down again (PD 81).
Interestingly, this John felt that having affirmative action included in broader
diversity efforts was useful in securing the cooperation of otherwise uninterested
employees. Thus some firms used EEO and affirmative action mandates to encourage
support of their diversity efforts. As John explained, while managers in general are
supportive of the diversity programs:
But you know what helps is, because I have compliance with me,
right so we are federal government contractors. The federal
government has goals for us so we can say [to resistant
managers], what we want is to do business with the federal
government. So you need to just comply with this and most
people understand that, those kind of [arguments], that hook. It's
like okay I will play within the rules and guidelines. (PD 81)

In addition to diversity managers’ accounts of why they chose to remove or
retain affirmative action as part of diversity management, one of most striking difference
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between “separate” and “combined” firms emerged when comparing the diversity
managers’ explanations of barriers to their efforts. Diversity managers at combined
firms cited the difficulty in balancing diversity and affirmative action efforts, while
separate firms cited the history of affirmative action (with lingering negative perceptions)
as a barrier. These two barriers are quite similar, but one group of diversity managers
seeks to balance efforts, while the other seeks to distance their work from affirmative
action. Thus individual diversity managers seemed to have a fundamental difference in
how they viewed affirmative action.
Consequences of Removing Affirmative Action from Diversity Management
Diversity Goals
Turning now to the consequences of removing affirmative action from the diversity
department, I consider not only the formal diversity programs, but also the diversity goals
as reported by the diversity manager (see Table 3.2). Diversity goals are an important
indicator, as they demonstrate not what diversity managers have already accomplished
with regard to program implementation, but rather provide evidence of future plans and
priorities.
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Table 3.2: Diversity Goals
Separate Firms
(n=15)

Combined Firms
(n=10)

Regulatory Concerns
Compliance with AA
Fairness or Equal Opportunity

13%
27%

100%
20%

Employee Demographics
Increasing Employee Diversity
Increasing Mgmt Diversity
Recruiting or Hiring
Retention
Talent Development

53%
27%
47%
20%
33%

100%
20%
70%
70%
40%

Inclusion and Engagement
Employee Engagement
Inclusive Culture

47%
80%

20%
90%

All Other Goals
Business Outcomes
Global
Pipeline Building
Community Involvement
Education
Flexibility and Work-life

67%
13%
0
33%
20%
20%

20%
30%
40%
10%
20%
10%

A number of goals were distributed in relatively equal numbers across both types
of firms: education about diversity and difference, encouraging workplace flexibility and
work-life accommodations, increasing diversity in management, promoting fairness and
equal access for all employees, developing internal talent, creating an inclusive culture,
and succeeding in a global market. For the remaining goals, there were clear differences
between “separate” and “combined” firms. “Separate” firms were more likely to report
diversity goals related to business outcomes (i.e. increasing market share in diverse
markets), fostering employee engagement, and demonstrating community involvement.
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“Combined” firms were more likely to report diversity goals related to affirmative action
compliance, increasing the numbers of diverse employees, retention, pipeline building
(i.e. increasing diversity of students), and recruiting or hiring outcomes.
Overall, “separate” firms appear more concerned with fostering business
performance through diversity. In addition to the goal of increasing business outcomes,
employee engagement is often linked to gains in productivity, and community
involvement is advanced as a strategy to gain visibility and market share. For
“combined” firms, goals support growing the number of diverse employees and
integrating these groups into the workforce. Both hiring and retention goals support
meeting affirmative action goals (i.e. compliance efforts), but also more broadly support
increasing employee diversity at a firm. Finally, pipeline building is seen as a long-term
strategy to add diversity to the pool of available workers.
Additional evidence as to why the separation of affirmative action from diversity
management may impact diversity goals is apparent when looking at how diversity
managers describe their relationship to affirmative action managers. Here efforts to
differentiate affirmative action and diversity lead to a lack of sharing metrics and tracking
with the diversity manager. When I asked Anne, the Director of Diversity at a business
services firm, about affirmative action, her answer showed the lack of relationship
between the two roles (PD 12). While Anne knew there was an affirmative action
manager in the human resources department, with a recent acquisition and shifting
personnel roles, she could not provide this individual’s name. When asked if she worked
with the affirmative action manager, Anne explained "No. I mean obviously we work
together on some things, but we are not actively involved in that side of things, it's the
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compliance side of things." When pushed about who collected and tracked "the
numbers" she explained "I know what [the numbers] are but they are tracked by another
individual." Thus, Ann did not seem interested in using metrics and employee
demographics to track success.

Diversity Policies and Programs
I next categorized all reported diversity programs and policies to evaluate whether
combined firms selected a different set of diversity policies and programs than did
separate firms (see Table 3.3). There were a number of programs that were distributed
more or less equally among the two types of firms: employee resource networks (or
affinity groups), diversity targeted career development programs, diversity committees,
and diversity training were common among both types of firms. While less prevalent,
diversity goals for line managers, community outreach programs, and training for hiring
managers were also distributed at similar rates. The remaining diversity programs were
all more common among combined firms: targeted recruitment efforts, hiring oversight,
diversity as part of executive goals and compensation, diversity scorecards and reviews
of metrics tracking progress, pipeline building efforts, programs to shift climate or
culture,17 and work-life programs integrated into the diversity management strategy
(rather than seen as a separate issue). Overall, organizations with affirmative action
separate from diversity management had 7.7 diversity programs, while combined firms
reported 10.7 diversity programs.

17

These include diversity focused workshops, roundtable discussions with the CEO or leadership team, and
efforts to informally educate employees about diversity and inclusion (i.e. apart from diversity training).
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Table 3.3: Diversity Policies and Programs
Separate Firms
(n=15)

Combined Firms
(n=10)

Diversity Committee

93%

80%

Diversity Programs:
Affinity
Diversity Training
Career Development
Change Climate or Culture
Pipeline
Community
Work-Life part of diversity strategy

80%
100%
80%
47%
13%
40%
33%

80%
100%
90%
70%
40%
30%
60%

Hiring Strategies:
Targeted recruitment
Hiring Oversight
Hiring Manager Training

73%*
7%
20%

100%
30%
20%

Accountability:
Diversity in Executive Goals/Comp
Diversity Goals for Line Managers
Scorecard and Metrics
Board of Directors Involved

0
33%
67%
13%

40%
30%
100%
20%

Average Number of Diversity Programs

7.7

10.7

*In two cases, the recruitment was not part of diversity management and instead run entirely by HR or
the affirmative action manager.

In addition to differences in the number and content of diversity management practices,
these results show there is also little evidence that diversity management is more likely to
be supported when affirmative action is removed. Lack of employee support or buy-in is
cited as a barrier to diversity in nearly equal rates at “separate” (47 percent) and
“combined” (50 percent) firms. This suggests that the removal of affirmative action from
the diversity department did not lead to a wholesale shift in attitudes toward diversity.
Additionally, diversity managers at “separate” firms are slightly more likely than those at
“combined” firms to cite other organizational priorities as a barrier to their efforts (33
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percent vs. 20 percent). There is a modest difference in whether diversity managers cite
lack of resources, such as budget, time and staffing, as a barrier to efforts, which occurs
at 20 percent of “separate” firms and 40 percent of “combined” firms. However,
“separate” firms average 1.5 direct reports for the diversity manager, while “combined”
firms average six. Again this evidence suggests that the removal of affirmative action did
not lead to greater resources for the diversity manager.

DISCUSSION
In my analysis of the current relationship between affirmative action and diversity
management at firms in the US, I set out to two broad questions: what are the causes of
the decision to separate affirmative action from diversity management, and what are the
consequences of this split. While diversity managers offer a cogent account of why they
have chosen to remove affirmative action from their oversight, stressing the importance
of minimizing backlash and gaining support from a broader set of actors within the
organization, I argue this split has several important consequences. While the espoused
goal of moving affirmative action outside of diversity management was to strengthen
diversity management efforts, my results suggest this is unlikely to help. Instead, the
subset of diversity managers that have chosen to retain affirmative action under their
broader diversity efforts seemingly have greater success, reporting goals oriented at
increasing employee diversity, a larger number of programs, and no decline in resources.
Why Does Affirmative Action Affect Diversity Management Outcomes
I will now turn attention to possible explanations for my unexpected finding, that
removing affirmative action from diversity management reduces resources and attention
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to diversity, and in fact leads to decoupling. First, I consider if other organization factors
play a role in the outcome, making the relationship between the location of affirmative
action and diversity management practices spurious at “separate” firms.
First, while you might imagine organizations that are federal contractors would be
more concerned with the possible sanctions of noncompliance with affirmative action,
and perhaps more likely to enact diversity management efforts, federal contractor status
does not appear to play a role in my results. Nine of the ten firms with combined
affirmative action and diversity efforts are government contractors as compared to all of
the fifteen firms with affirmative action split out from diversity. Thus, for nearly all of
the firms, there was a possible risk of losing federal contractor status18. While I do not
have comprehensive data on the size of government contracts for all firms, a search on
usaspending.gov suggested that both combined and separate firms saw increases in
government contracts in the roughly five years preceding the interviews. Additionally,
both types of firms appear on the 2009 list of top 100 federal contractors reported by the
Federal Procurement Data System. This suggests it wasn’t actual reliance on government
contracts driving results.
Next I consider the role of top management support in explaining both the
decision to remove affirmative action from diversity management, as well as the
subsequent outcome of fewer practices. You might imagine “separate” firms are those
where lack of management support has led to this shift, which might also explain the
subsequent fewer programs. That is, where separating affirmative action from diversity
management was a last ditch effort to gain managerial buy-in, which would make the
18

The actual threat of losing government contractor status is quite small, as most infractions result in
corrective actions but little punishment (Stainback and Tomaskovic-Devey 2012).
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relationship between affirmative action location and resulting diversity management
efforts spurious. While initial coding suggested separate firms had lower managerial
support, subsequent analysis found much of this referred to making the BC to gain initial
management buy-in (i.e. past efforts), and thus reflected the history of the firm. One of
the “combined” and two of the “separate” firms cite current barriers of lack of managerial
support. Thus is appears that “separate” firms do not have fewer resources devoted to
diversity management due to lack of managerial support. However, perhaps the diversity
manager’s past experience with challenges in gaining management support for diversity
serve to prime them to view affirmative action as a stigmatizing institution. While my
data cannot address this question, further interviews with diversity managers may look to
career histories or other methods to construct time varying data on attitudes towards
affirmative action and diversity.
Cognition and the Legal Rationale for Diversity
My results may also be explained by variation in how individuals understand affirmative
action and diversity management, and in particular how various framings or discourses
around these practices influence affective orientation. While diversity managers may be
primed to differentiate their work from affirmative action, and see possible backlash,
perhaps others within the organization may not hold the same views. That is, discussion
of affirmative action and equal employment efforts may prime individuals to think about
equity, fairness, or other positive outcomes.
My findings support nascent research comparing variation in attitudes based on
exposure to the legal compliance and business rationales for diversity. Employing
laboratory and survey-based experimental methods, Bowman (2013) compares the legal
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rationale for diversity, which emphasizes complying with antidiscrimination law and
preventing litigation, with the business rationale for diversity. Bowman finds that using
this legal rational for diversity leads to respondents having: greater support for diversity
management; a higher likelihood to acknowledge institutional discrimination; more
positive racial attitudes; and a higher likelihood to recommend minority for promotion.
Interestingly, Bowman finds the legal rationale is just as likely to create agreement that
diversity is a competitive asset for an organization than is the business rationale.
In another experimental study, in this case with undergraduate and graduate
students, Smith and colleagues (2004) find respondents have more favorable opinions of
universities with affirmative action plans than those with diversity management activities.
Universities with affirmative action plans received higher ratings of organizational
attractiveness, as students reported higher intent about seeking out information and
applying there, while also rating the organization as more caring about employees and
students, as well as a good place to attend.
Finally, Apfelbaum and Amengual (2014) use experimental methods to
investigate differences in attitudes toward diversity management when framed using the
business case (extrinsic), the moral case (intrinsic), or a hybrid case for diversity. They
find a hybrid justification undermines support for diversity-related issues. Making the
moral case for diversity leads subjects to be more likely to believe the moral case, while
less likely to believe the business case. Thus there appears to be a hydraulic relationship
between the two justifications for diversity.
In sum, this recent line of work investigating the relationship between the framing
and motivations for diversity and attitudes towards corporate diversity management
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practices provide initial evidence as to why separating affirmative action from diversity
management may have unintended consequences. Combined with my findings, this work
suggest further research into the cognitive dimensions of affirmative action and diversity
management, and in particular the rationales used to motivate diversity management
practices.
Saliency of AA Requirements and Goals
Another explanation for the unexpected result of moving affirmative action outside of the
diversity department may be that it reduces managerial attention to diversity. Throughout
the interviews, I coded for how respondents talked about the value of diversity, or why
diversity management was important to their firm. Over half (n=6) of the respondents at
“combined” firms spoke of compliance with affirmative action or federal contractor
status as an important element of diversity management, while respondents at just one of
the fifteen “separate” firms did so. For this single firm, compliance was only salient for
diversity training efforts, but was not otherwise an important or valued aspect of diversity
management. At “combined” firms, compliance was not only more frequently cited as
part of diversity management, but it was also used to further diversity management
efforts, with two respondents reporting using AA compliance (and the threat of losing
government contracts) as a strategy to force resistant line managers or middle managers
to embrace diversity efforts. This kind of an attempt to directly tie diversity efforts to
retaining federal contractor status would be unheard of at many of the separate
companies, where respondents spent a great deal of time reinforcing how their diversity
goals were in fact not linked to affirmative action “quotas” or “benchmarking.” By
keeping affirmative action salient, and reinforcing the importance of government
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contracts, diversity managers at “combined” firms were able to retain support for their
efforts. As one diversity manager told me:
Well I think compliance supports diversity and diversity supports
compliance. You shouldn’t separate them out too much. You
need to just present [diversity management] in a certain way at
certain times for certain people. (PD81)
One of the limitations of my data is that I cannot definitively speak to why some
diversity managers perceived affirmative action as useful and instrumental in aiding
diversity efforts while others perceived affirmative action as a stigmatizing institution. It
should be noted that not all “combined” firms had respondents who reported using
affirmative action to strategically motivate diversity efforts, and presumably many of
these organizations could be at risk of separating affirmative action at a later date.
This unexpected finding as to the outcome of separating affirmative action from
diversity management could have to do with keeping diversity top-of-mind for busy
managers who are otherwise inattentive to diversity efforts. Managers have many
competing priorities and limited attention, so perhaps efforts to reinforce diversity
management via mention of affirmative action are simply another way to keep managers
engaged with diversity issues. Diversity management, at least in large organizations,
often contains not just diversity staff but also formal relationships (and "dotted lines" or
matrix reporting) to others within various business units and functional areas of the
organization. When affirmative action is perceived as a bureaucratic hoop to jump
through, with plans outsourced and only reviewed once a year, for instance, it may not
appear to be important for organizational success. However, when affirmative action
goals are linked to diversity strategies that are reviewed by top leadership or the board,
and metrics are collected and reported every quarter, diversity goals may remain
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relatively top-of-mind.
Implications
Professions
My results have implications for several literatures including the sociology of
professions, institutional work, and decoupling. A traditional account of the professions
argues that professions expand and gain resources through professional projects (Abbott
1988). Professional projects are generally thought to operate in one of two ways:
coopting the space of other professions, or defining new spaces or practice areas (Abbott
1988). In the case of diversity managers and affirmative action, however, I find
professionals seek to limit the scope of their professional practice by distancing their
work from affirmative action and moving affirmative action management activities to
another professional department within the organization. Future research may investigate
whether this strategy is increasingly common among professions, or perhaps a strategy
particular to staff professionals (i.e. those embedded within organizations but outside the
traditional hierarchy). We might expect to see similar strategies and activities in the
medical field, where professionals can maintain or shore-up their status by delegating
relatively low status tasks to paraprofessionals (Currie et al. 2012).
Institutional Work
When considering defense work as a type of institutional maintenance, there have been
several general strategies found in the literature, including discursive defense work. In
discursive defense work professionals challenge outsiders who threaten a practice
(Maguire and Hardy 2009), use discursive strategy to legitimate professional identity
(Lefsrud and Meyer 2012). There are also efforts to reimagine and recast the purpose of
a practice, such as when EEO shifted to diversity management (Kelly and Dobbin 1998).
154

Similarly, you can shift the normative foundations of a practice while keeping the
practice itself intact (Zilber 2002). In this chapter, I identify a new response, whereby
professionals remove a practice from their oversight, choosing to locate it elsewhere in
the organization in an effort to distance their work from a stigmatized institution.
However, this strategy appears to backfire, suggesting the importance of considering not
only the current theorization of a practice, but also its past history.
Decoupling
Finally, my results offer a link between the neo-institutional literature on decoupling and
the literature on institutional work. While institutional work allows for unintended
consequences and failed actions, these outcomes have remained largely theoretical and
there has been limited empirical support to date. My work provides one instance of failed
outcomes, and speaks to the potentially widespread occurrence of acts of institutional
work that result in unintended consequences, outcomes that until now have been
understudied in the institutional literature. I argue that the outcome of the acts of
institutional maintenance on the part of diversity managers, or their removal of
affirmative action from diversity management, can be viewed as decoupling.
To date, decoupling has been mainly viewed as intentional, or strategic (Meyer &
Rowan 1977; Westphal and Zajac 2001). Only recently, have studies emerged arguing
decoupling may be unintentional—due to lack of conscious reflection during the
implementation of practices (Gondo and Amis 2013). That is, the changes to routine and
structures that are necessary for full implementation are overlooked. My results add
another possible cause of decoupling, whereby professionals undertake failed efforts at
institutional maintenance that lead to unintentional decoupling.
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Additionally, generally decoupling is though to operate in one direction;
organizational leadership chooses to decouple, but over time decoupling is hard to
maintain (Edelman 1992; Kelly & Dobbin 1998; Tilcsik 2010; Turco 2012). That is,
organizational members, and in particular those in positions serving largely as window
dressing, resist this decoupling and begin to enact change. My findings suggest another
temporal path to decoupling, where an initially coupled practice becomes decoupled over
time.

CONCLUSION
Beginning in the 1980s, there was a shift from antidiscrimination efforts based on
affirmative action to framing diversity management efforts using a market-based logic, or
the “business case” for diversity. While it was thought that this shift in the rationale for
diversity would help reduce backlash against affirmative action and increase support for
diversity management, I find that diversity managers still struggle with how to justify
their efforts, and in particular how to differentiate their work from affirmative action.
Although nearly all diversity managers have adopted the business rationale for diversity,
backlash or negative opinions about affirmative action remain salient in their day-to-day
work. Perhaps in part due to this tension, I find some firms have separated affirmative
action functions from diversity management, while in other firms, diversity managers
retain oversight of affirmative action efforts.
Given this variation in where affirmative action is housed within organizations,
this chapter seeks to address two related questions: (1) what are the causes of moving
affirmative action outside of the diversity management department, and (2) what are the
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consequences of this action? I argue the choice to remove affirmative action from
diversity is a strategic effort on the part of diversity managers to gain legitimacy for their
efforts by removing the stigma of affirmative action. I argue this can be viewed as a type
of institutional work, whereby diversity management professionals seek to maintain their
professional standing and the legitimacy of their efforts within the organization.
Turning to consequences, I argue that the removal of affirmative action from the
diversity management department does not lead to the desired outcome of increasing
resources and support for diversity management. Rather, firms with affirmative action
outside of diversity management have fewer diversity programs, less attention to goals of
increasing employee diversity, and no apparent gains in support for diversity.
My findings suggest that institutional work does not always lead to desired
outcomes and may instead lead to unintentional decoupling. When diversity managers
remove affirmative action from their oversight, rather than gaining support for diversity
efforts they instead undermine them. The result is decoupling, in that there is a strong
rhetoric for the importance of diversity within the organization, while at the same time
diversity managers report fewer programs and limited influence on the hiring, promotion,
and retention processes.
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CHAPTER 4: IMPLEMENTING DIVERSITY
MANAGEMENT

Charles is the Global Director of Diversity and Inclusion for a large professional
services organization headquartered in the Midwest. He oversees a range of diversity
programs including diversity training, a supplier diversity initiative, and diversity
targeted recruiting. In addition to Charles, who works full-time on diversity management
strategy at corporate headquarters, his firm has diversity councils at a number of other
locations across the United States. On paper, diversity management at Charles’
organization could be viewed as integrated rather than decoupled, as there were not only
formal programs but also a full-time diversity manager to oversee them.
Over the course of my interview, however, this idea of tight integration unraveled.
Rather than setting formal diversity goals by department or business unit, there was
simply a corporate mission statement of “leveraging the uniqueness of every employee in
a way that benefits our customer, the community, and one another.” When asked to
explain the absence of formal goals, Charles continually reiterated that "we need a better
culture before we can put in formal representation goals." While Charles aspires to have
the organization adopt measurable goals, such as increasing the diversity of the top
management team, he is trying to get the “foundation there” first.
In addition to this reluctance to set formal diversity goals, there was a general lack
of attention to demographic trends in the workforce. Even though Charles keeps a
diversity scorecard for personal use, this document is not shared with members of the
diversity committee and is instead only reviewed with his manager, an HR executive.

158

This lack of goals and formalization was not due to a lack of trying on Charles’ part.
Rather, he told of a recent volatile period in company leadership, with a series of new
CEOs and shifting strategic priorities. Charles assessed employee support for diversity as
low, in part due to uncertainty around organizational strategy and whether diversity
management should be seen as simply a new “flavor-of-the-month.” This lack of support
also led to a lack of accountability. While other organizations might put diversity goals
into executive or managerial performance evaluation, or give the diversity manager
oversight into the hiring process, this was something that Charles could only hope to do
in the future.
This lack of formalization and accountability for diversity management strategy is
not uncommon across the organizations in my sample. In short, as extant literature would
predict, diversity management is prone to decoupling (Kalev, Dobbin and Kelly 2006;
Edelman et al. 1991). In a foundational work of neo-institutional theory, Meyer and
Rowan (1977) posit that organizations adopt innovations such as new structures or
practices not for technical reasons, but in seeking legitimacy and in response to “rational
myths.” Given these isomorphic pressures, organizations may choose to decouple, or
ceremonially adopt practices but not make substantive change to operations within the
firm. Neo-institutional theory suggest that decoupling is common, particularly for
practices adopted for regulatory or legal concerns, as organizations seek to protect
internal operations while satisfying institutional pressures. While decoupling is a
prominent feature of the neo-institutional literature, it is frequently cited as the
mechanism to explain an outcome instead of directly measured, or when measured
simply operationalized as a dichotomous variable. This oversimplifies Meyer and
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Rowan’s original conception of the decoupling process, and in doing so reduces the
importance of the concept in studies of organizational and institutional processes (Meyer
and Rowan 1977). In arguing that decoupling needs to be further theorized, I join a
growing call for additional work on the causes and consequences of decoupling
(Westphal and Zajac 1994; 1998; Scott 1995).
In this chapter I analyze variation in the implementation of diversity management
practices across organizations in order to build theory about decoupling. I build on extant
literature about strategic approaches to managing institutional pressures (Oliver 1991),
but in considering the role of diversity and HR professionals in practice implementation, I
call attention to the importance of intra-firm dynamics, and in particular the role of actors
other than top managers, in shaping organizational outcomes. I argue that diversity
professionals are key actors as they implement, recouple, and seek to institutionalize
practices. Thus studies of diffusion and institutionalization, as well as decoupling, need
to account for the actions of professionals, both in broader professional projects, but also
in the day-to-day activities where they interpret and enact practices.
In using the case of diversity management to build theory about decoupling, I
make several important contributions to the literature. First, while decoupling is often
treated as a dichotomous variable, I use my in-depth interviews to classify distinct types
of implementation, arguing that decoupling should be operationalized to capture variation
in practice formalization, assessment, and accountability, as well as gaps between
espoused goals and practices designed to meet these goals. Second, the literature on
decoupling presumes top management exert a great deal of agency in strategically
decoupling for legitimacy gains, while outside actors are duped into believing this façade
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of compliance. My data suggest that top management support for diversity is indeed a
powerful factor in explaining decoupling, while other factors such as size, government
contractor status and industry are less predictive of the level of decoupling or integration
in an organization. However, lack of management support does not imply sustained
decoupling, as diversity managers demonstrate a range of strategies to implement new
practices even when constrained by limited management support and limited resources.
Finally, looking across organizations with varying histories of diversity management
implementation, I am able to identify three general pathways to move from relatively
decoupled practices to more integrated, robust practice implementation. Thus I build on
emergent literature treating decoupling not as an outcome, but rather a process
(Boxenbaum and Jonsson; Haack, Schoeneborn, and Wickert 2012; Tilcsik 2010).
The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I elaborate on how institutional theory and
practice theory have addressed the implementation of organizational practices. I sketch
how these theoretical perspectives can be applied to the case of diversity management,
suggesting several predictors of decoupling. Second, I provide an explanation of data
and methods, including the analytic constructs used in the chapter. Third, I move to my
findings, first describing variation in how diversity practices are implemented and
categorizing firms by their relative level of practice integration or decoupling. While I
find top management support is a key factor in avoiding decoupling, much like practice
theory would predict, I also highlight the importance of the agency of the diversity
manager. When faced with limited resources, diversity managers use a number of
strategies to drive practice implementation. Looking across these strategies, I identify
three main pathways to move from decoupled to integrated practices. Finally, I discuss
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the implications of my findings, both for studies of decoupling and practice
implementation, but also for general organizational change efforts.

IMPLEMENTING NEW PRACTICES
Decoupling and Loose Coupling
Initial studies of decoupling focused almost exclusively on one type of decoupling, where
policies were ceremonially adopted without changing the actual work practices within an
organization. However, as Bromely et al. (2012) and other have pointed out, Meyer and
Rowan’s original concept of decoupling was broader than how it has subsequently been
operationalized. Meyer and Rowan use elements of loose coupling to illustrate the
decoupling process: “structural elements are only loosely linked to each other and to
activities, rules are often violated, decisions are often unimplemented, or if implemented
have uncertain consequences, technologies are of problematic efficiency, and evaluation
and inspection systems are subverted or rendered so vague as to provide little
coordination” (1977: 343). Similarly, goals are “ambiguous or vacuous,” there is little
integration between organizational structures, and “inspection and evaluation are
ceremonialized” (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 357). I draw from this broad definition of
decoupling to consider the many ways in which diversity management is implemented
within organizations.
Decoupling has received increased theoretical attention in recent years. There is
much work about how practices are adopted but not implemented, or at least
implemented in a wide range of ways (see Fiss and Zajak 2004; Westphal, Gulati, and
Shortell 1997; Westphal and Zajac 1994, 2001; Zajak and Westphal 2004). Fiss and
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Zajac (2006) find that decoupling can be more than announcing but not implementing
practices (e.g., Westphal and Zajac 1994), to include variation in framing activities. That
is, those organizations that are making structural changes often frame their efforts as less
important, or diminish their impact when communicating to external audiences, while
those firms that are most vocal about change are those that are less likely to make real
changes. This points to the need to study the relationship between substantive and
symbolic organizational action, as well as the need to broaden concepts of decoupling to
capture such variation (Fiss and Zajac 2006). Thus in characterizing the decoupling or
coupling of diversity management activities, I attend to not only concrete practices but
also formal and informal diversity goals, mission statements, and other communication
about commitment to diversity.
Practice Theory
Practice based theory also offers a different understanding of the implementation of new
practices, one that focuses on micro-level interactions and how practices are enacted
through day-to-day work. The implementation of organizational practices can be viewed
as a “situated, dynamic, and emergent” process, such that what we observe as researched
is best understood as “temporally and contextually provisional” (Orlikowski 2000: 412).
Studies employing practice theory suggest managerial commitment is necessary
for integrated practices, arguing without this commitment there will be little more than
easily decoupled practices (Weaver et al. 1999). In a study of ethics practices, Weaver et
al. (1999) find that external factors, such as management awareness of ethics violation
sentencing guidelines and attendance at an ethics conference, influence the adoption of
superficial and easily decoupled practices such as ethics policy communication. Top
management attention to strategic and financial concerns was also related to the adoption
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of easily decoupled ethics practices. That is, managers who were focused on other
strategic priorities for the organization were more likely to oversee the adoption of
decoupled practices. However, top management commitment to ethics was positively
associated with more integrated practices, such as ethics as part of performance
appraisals.
This finding has implications for how institutional pressures affect organizations
and speaks to the importance of top management agency in practice implementation.
While an institutional argument would suggest the adoption of ethics (or diversity
management) practices would be simply an effort to gain legitimacy, practice theory
would allow for practice adoption and subsequent implementation to vary depending on
the attention and support from top management. Practice theory would predict that lack
of top management commitment leads to incomplete implementation and decoupling.
Top management support, however, must go beyond superficial attention. Leadership
attention to other competing concerns such as strategic or financial pressures may also
lead to decoupling.
Agency and Decoupling
A number of studies introduce agency in theories of decoupling "by illustrating how
external pressures are interpreted and carried out by individuals" (Bromley and Powell
2012). This work suggests that powerful leaders are able to create decoupling when it
serves their individual interests, when the firm has ties to others who decouple, or if the
firm has experience with decoupling (Lounsbury 2001; Westphal and Zajac 2001). This
line of inquiry relates to impression management strategy, as organizations strategically
adopt practices for their symbolic value, but in reality decouple them. Executives and
managers are viewed as “savvy, social actors who adopt policies that conform to
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prevailing institutional logics and frame those policies in terms of culturally correct
language while decoupling them from actual practices in the organization” (Westphal and
Zajac 2013: 646). While this work answers important questions about antecedents of
decoupling and the role of organizational leaders in decoupling outcomes, it neglects to
consider how other actors within the organization, namely professionals, can serve to
either resist or reinforce decoupling.
This relative inattention to the role of other actors in decoupling has been
attenuated by recent work seeking to understand decoupling not as a state but as a
process. There have been a number of studies pointing to the difficulty in maintaining
decoupling over time, as internal actors seek to resolve contradictions within
organizations (Espeland 1998; Hallett 2010; Kelly and Dobbin 1998; Turco 2012).
Tilcsik (2010) shows how a decoupled policy can recouple as authority changes over
time. Similarly, Dutton and Dukerich (1991) point out that inconsistency between
external organizational image and internal employee image of the organization may in
time lead to shifts to reduce inconsistency. With regard to equal opportunity structures,
Lauren Edelman (1992) argues for how initial decoupling might over time shift into
greater reform as internal actors take up efforts.
As a whole, this literature advances the idea is that decoupling is difficult to
sustain, as individual actors within organizations do not want to be “ceremonial props”
and try to recouple (Scott 1995). I build on this literature by adding two main
contributions. First, much of the literature highlighting decoupling and recoupling
processes is based on detailed case studies of single organizations. Given my in-depth
interviews with diversity managers at 87 US organizations, I am able to identify general
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patterns across organizations. Second, in identifying patterns of decoupling and
recoupling in diversity management efforts across organizations, I am able to theorize
three main pathways by which actors within organizations can overcome limited
resources and achieve more complete practice implementation.

DATA AND METHODS
For this chapter, I focus on the subset of interviews with corporate headquarters, or in the
case of multinationals, large business divisions with independent management, HR staff,
and diversity strategies and practices (n=51). These cases include 28 firms with a fulltime diversity manager and 23 firms with HR manager but no full-time diversity staff. I
first focus my analysis on the 28 firms with full-time diversity managers. In staffing a
full-time diversity management role and creating a diversity department within the firm,
these organizations have made concrete changes to the organization that project
commitment to diversity. The literature would also predict these firms would be least
likely to have decoupling, as they have a professional tasked with implementing
practices. I next consider the 23 firms where there are general goals related to diversity
without a full-time diversity staff to support them. These organizations have, at the least,
informal diversity goals or statements about how diversity is valued in the organization.
Including these cases in the second part of my analysis allows me to further examine how
HR professionals may act to create and implement practices even outside of the formal
role of diversity manager. This also allows me to speak to possible pathways by which
HR professionals can overcome lack of top management support for diversity.
Interviews were coded in Atlas.ti using an inductive, grounded theory approach.
In addition to the coding in Atlas.ti, I wrote memos and created a spreadsheet to examine
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patterns across cases. This spreadsheet contains a database with a number of variables
for each case, including basic firm characteristics (industry, size, ownership), career
history of the diversity manager, and counts and categories of diversity goals, practices,
and measurement. As I began to code the interviews for instances of decoupling, the
complexity of each case made a simple categorization of decoupled versus integrated
inadequate. I quickly moved beyond coding for formal practices and policies and began
to code for diversity goals (both formal and informal), perceived barriers, and future
plans. Additionally, I coded for various resources available to aid diversity managers’
practice implementation. Here I consider their formal authority (full-time diversity
manager or HR manager), number of staff, competing organizational priorities (selfreported), relationship with top leadership, and relationship with general employees.
Additionally, I coded each transcript for stories of the history of diversity management at
the organization. While some of my respondents were relatively new to the organization,
even these individuals were generally able to convey anecdotes and stories about how the
organization first engaged with diversity management and how these efforts had changed
over time.
Categorizing Decoupling and Integration
The field of diversity management is an ideal case to study practice implementation and
decoupling. There are wide range of possible goals, practices, and strategies to integrate
these practices with wider organizational activities, allowing me to take a broad approach
to classifying practice integration and decoupling. As MacLean and Behnam (2010)
argue, counting or categorizing the various elements of a program is not likely to fully
capture implementation, since these elements may be decoupled. To categorize the
implementation of diversity management within organizations, one must understand the
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interplay between such factors as formal practices, accountability and measurement, goal
setting, and social capital. While policies that are publically announced but not
implemented represent the most traditional form of decoupling, I argue broadening the
definition of decoupling to represent a continuum from fully decoupled to coupled would
allow us to better capture the reality within organizations.
When considering how an organization implemented diversity management, I
began my coding by looking across all cases to develop a fine-grained categorization.
First, I considered how extensive the diversity management efforts were, by counting the
number of unique diversity management practices reported. Second, I considered the
organizational commitment to diversity, which I measured with a combination of factors
to assess whether diversity efforts were superficial or instead integrated into broader
organizational processes. While an organization may adopt a number of practices, if
these are not formalized and regularly evaluated, they may have little effect in fostering
greater diversity. Similarly, if there it little accountability and oversight given to the
diversity manger, efforts to promote change may be easily decoupled from the daily
operations within the organization. In the following section I will provide an more
detailed explanation for each of these constructs and how I measured them.
In categorizing how diversity management was implemented, I found several
broad types of implementation with varying levels of accountability structures, tracking
and measurement, and formalization and evaluation. Accountability structures include
formal strategies to ensure broad organizational members aid in diversity efforts. These
include adding diversity goals to executive compensation, holding managers accountable
for goals specific to their business division, or giving the diversity manager oversight of

168

hiring managers. Tracking and measurement have to do with whether diversity metrics
are captured and distributed throughout the organization, often with a particular focus on
progress towards diversity goals. These include monthly diversity scorecards that the
diversity committee reviews, annual reporting of employee demographics to various
leadership teams, or adding diversity metrics to annual strategic plans. Formalization and
evaluation has to do with whether (1) goals are codified versus informal and vague and
(2) programs and practices are formally evaluated for efficacy. Formalization matters
most when it comes to goal to practice decoupling, where diversity managers cite a
number of vague goals that do not have organizational practices designed to meet them.
This is similar to the common definition of decoupling, where structures are adopted but
day-to-day work does not change. In the case of goal to practice decoupling, diversity
managers or HR managers would cite broad goals, such as increasing diversity in
leadership positions, but not actively be working to achieve this.
I also coded specifically for the relationship between diversity goals and diversity
practices. While you might imagine that a diversity manager would adopt practices
designed to meet their stated goals, this was not always the case. For instance, at a
hospital in the Atlanta area, the Director of Employee Development explained the goals
of diversity management were to (1) create an inclusive environment and (2) increase
diversity in leadership positions through cultivating diverse talent throughout the
organization. While the hospital had diversity training about cultural differences,
speakers who gave talks on diversity related topics, affinity groups, and a diversity
column on the company intraweb, all things that might work to foster inclusion, there
were no programs that were linked to increasing diversity in management. Among
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diversity managers and HR managers at these types of firms, there was rhetoric that
diversity matters to the organization, but a lack of any key follow through. This appears
to be a form of traditional decoupling (policy-practice decoupling). Goal-to-practice
decoupling was most common among low power diversity managers, but also happened
in cases where relatively high power diversity managers did not have strong
accountability systems in place.
After coding for types of implementation, using the elements described above, I
began to group similar firms. Based on the prediction that having a diversity manager
will limit decoupling, I separate firms into two broad groups, those with full-time
diversity managers and those without. For the full-time diversity management firms, I
find three main types of implementation, while I find two types of implementation for the
firms without a full-time diversity manager (see Table 4.1). While each column
represents a type of implementation, the table can be read from left to right with regard to
most integrated to most decoupled firms.
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Table 4.1: Diversity Management Implementation

DECOUPLING AND RECOUPLING DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
The findings section will proceed as follows. First, I provide an overview of the five
types of implementation I categorize. Next, I consider the organizational factors the
literature suggests predicts decoupling, assessing how these possible causes of
decoupling play out in my data. After arguing for the importance of top management
support in limiting decoupling, I move to address how diversity managers with limited
resources and managerial support respond to these challenges and attempt to drive
implementation. Here I describe the particular strategies these diversity managers
employ and link these efforts to specific outcomes, or whether the diversity efforts are
integrated or decoupled. Finally, based on the histories of diversity management at fully
integrated firms, as well as current strategies described by diversity managers, I argue for
more general pathways to implementation.
Types of Implementation
The first type of implementation, “Integration,” includes firms where this is diversity
measurement and tracking, formalization, accountability structures, and oversight. In
short, these firms are the most coupled or integrated in their diversity management
strategies and practices. Measurement and tracking systems vary from monthly diversity
scorecards to annual reports tracking progress toward departmental or business unit goals.
Formalization is common, with both formal diversity goals as well as efforts to track the
efficacy of practices in meeting these goals. Accountability structures also vary, from
formal reporting to the board of directors, to diversity-targeted goals as part of executive
compensation. Additionally, more than half of the diversity managers at these
organizations report some oversight over hiring and/or promotion decisions, indicating
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greater formal authority than many of their colleagues at other organizations. Firms in
this category average 11.6 diversity practices, far more than organizations in all other
categories. This was also the only category where there were no cases of goal to practice
decoupling; all formal goals had associated practices designed to meet these goals. In
sum, the firms in the Full Integration category represent those with no apparent
decoupling in diversity management strategy and practice.19
While the twelve firms in the “Integration” group could be seen as embodying
best practices with regard to coupling between diversity management and broader
organizational operations, the remaining sixteen firms with full-time diversity managers
could be grouped into two types of implementation: “Building Support” and “Shifting
Strategy.” For firms I characterized as “Building Resources,” there are an average of 7.2
diversity practices. In several of these cases, the diversity manager reports to the board
of directors to regularly track progress, but diversity goals are not linked to executive
compensation or made part of overall organizational strategic plans and goals. These
organizations are relatively progressive as compared to most organizations in their
industry. However, I find evidence of some limited goal to practice decoupling among
these firms, and diversity managers in these organizations report wanting to create
additional programs in the future. Additionally, unlike the “Integrated” firms, only about
three quarters of the “Building Support” firms have tracking and metrics and
formalization, while less than half of these firms have accountability structures and HR
oversight.

19

The lack of decoupling is based on interviews with the diversity manager. It does not reflect any possible
variation between headquarters and branch locations, or between diversity manager impressions and line manager
attitudes.
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The final type of implementation for diversity managers, “Shifting Strategy,” is
the most decoupled of the first three categories. These firms have fewer practices than
the previous categories, averaging just 5.4 diversity practices. “Shifting Strategy” firms
are unlikely to have tracking and metrics, accountability structures, or formalization and
evaluation. Three of the five organizations had goal to practice decoupling, the most
common of which was a goal of increasing diversity in leadership with few or no
associated practices. That is, while diversity managers reported an organizational goal
for increased representation of women or minorities in management, they did not have
practice such as diversity targeted leadership development or executive recruiting
strategies with an eye to developing a diverse candidate pool.
In firms without full-time diversity managers, the literature would predict few
practices and much decoupling. Here implementation varied greatly, ranging from
affirmative action managers seeking to expand efforts to increase diversity, to HR
managers who talk about the importance of diversity but do not attempt to adopt practices
or set goals. In categorizing implementation in these firms, I found two main types: “HR
Champion” and “HR Disinterested.”
For “HR Champion” firms there is no diversity manager and instead human
resource managers are attempting to add diversity management to the organization.
These organizations are predominantly in the healthcare industry, so unlike other firms
they are not motivated by the need to create affirmative action plans or the threat of
losing a government contract. Rather, these organizations have a focus on cultural
competency and a desire to increase employee diversity as part of efforts to strengthen
patient care. While the HR managers I spoke with at these organizations have broad
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responsibility outside of diversity management efforts, they are personally committed to
diversity. As compared to other types of implementation, these organizations have a
relatively high number of practices designed to increase diversity, but have little tracking
and metrics, formalization, or accountability structures. The “HR Champion” category
also includes organizations with part-time diversity managers. Part-time efforts were
linked to limited or no tracking or measurement, with several HR managers explicitly
resisting formal goals. In the case of one food manufacturing company in the northeast,
there is no full-time diversity manager, but an Employment and Recruiting manager
works part-time on diversity while supporting an external diversity consultant (PD 40).
Here the main focus is on gaining something more than superficial support from
management, rather than implementing practices. In this case and others it is easy to see
the difficulty the respondent has with implementing programs, as they have no staff,
limited resources, and broad responsibilities beyond diversity efforts.
In the final category of implementation, “HR Disinterested,” organizations have
little more than an affirmative action plan or manager. In a handful of cases HR
managers charged with affirmative action are trying to move from a compliance to
diversity management focus, but this is only reflected in rhetoric about diversity rather
than concrete practice or even actionable steps. Among these firms, HR managers talk
about wanting to increase diversity, but cannot report any practices aimed at doing so.
Instead, these HR managers frequently blame external conditions, such as a lack of
qualified minority labor, as leading to their difficulty diversifying their workforce.
Predicting Decoupling
Now that I have outlined how I classified the types of diversity management
implementation in my sample, I consider whether my classification maps onto what the
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literature suggests predicts decoupling. First, I consider organizational size, as larger
more visible organizations will be under greater pressure to act to adopt practices. Next, I
consider government contractor status, as these organizations may adopt diversity
strategies for legitimacy concerns while at the same time decoupling them from core
practices. I also consider industry, as this may drive isomorphic behavior where firms
mimic the strategies and practices of successful peers. Finally, I consider whether top
management support is a necessary component of full integration and robust
implementation.
My results suggest that size is predictive of having a full-time diversity manager,
but that even among large firms we see much variation in implementation. That is, the
largest firms in my sample are the most likely to have a full-time diversity manager.
Large organizations were the first adopters of diversity management innovations and still
report a larger range of formal practices than do smaller organizations. However, firms
with full-time diversity managers vary greatly on the level of decoupling or integration in
their diversity management practices (i.e. represented in categories A, B, C in Table 4.1).
Looking across the first three categories of implementation, size is quite similar and thus
is likely not driving variation in decoupling.
Many of the firms in my sample are government contractors, which presumably
would make diversity management more legitimate and salient, as their government
contractor status makes meeting affirmative action goals a normal organizational activity.
However, having a government contract does not seem to be driving decoupling versus
integration. Government contractors were common across all five types of
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implementation, although they were somewhat overrepresented among the most
decoupled category (E).
I also consider whether industry plays a role in decoupling processes. Here I find
the category without decoupling, “Integration,” stands out in that most firms are either
food or electronics manufacturers. For the remainder of the categories, organizations in a
range of industries are represented. Looking in detail at the organizations in the
“Integration” category I found most of these organizations had strong branding efforts
targeting consumers, as opposed to being manufacturers focuses on business-to-business
markets. While only speculative, perhaps these organizations are focused on diversity
management not only due to their large size but due to broader organizational efforts to
expand into global markets or grow business with diverse consumers. These
organizations contrast with the manufacturing organizations in the “HR Disinterested”
category in Table 1, which are smaller manufacturers who largely sell components to
other manufacturers or businesses.
Given that firm size, contractor status, and industry do not explain variation in the
level of decoupling, I next consider the role of top management support. Looking at the
resources available to the diversity manager, I find lack of top management support
strongly predictive of decoupling, particularly when comparing the “Building Support”
and “Shifting Strategy” categories to the “Integration” category (see Table 4.1).
Diversity managers that report full, engaged support from top management have many
practices and less decoupling.20

20

It should be noted that I am not objectively measuring top management support. Rather, my interviews
with diversity managers capture perceptions of top management support.

177

Diversity Manager Strategies
While top management support is linked to more coupled diversity practices, as I
analyzed my data it was clear that diversity managers employ a number of strategies to
drive implementation of diversity efforts. Within “Integration” firms, I found two
important strategies (see Table 4.1), which I discuss below: broad ownership and full
institutionalization. In the case of broad ownership, a high power diversity manager
strategically chooses not to increase their own staff but to implement a strategy moving
the “ownership” of diversity management efforts to actors distributed across the
organization. In these cases, diversity managers focus on corporate strategy while
ensuring diversity management practices are distributed and integrated into the daily
work and performance expectations of managers throughout the organization (i.e. others
implement practices). In the case of one business services firm, the Director of Diversity
has no direct reports, but manages to implement a wide range of programs with
seemingly tight coupling. Goal measurement in this organization is very well integrated
into diversity efforts, with the use diversity scorecards. There was also tight
accountability as managers are “held accountable for reaching their workforce goals.”
This organization also had several diversity councils with the purpose of formally
evaluating programs and practices. Regional diversity councils use a standardized form to
report on their activities, which is reviewed at the corporate level, with awards or
recognition for “outstanding” councils. Scorecards track management demographics
(EEO-1 categories 1A, 1B, 2A, which is executive/senior officials and managers;
first/mid level officials and managers; professionals).
As another strategy among diversity managers in “Integration” firm, some
diversity managers have made considerable efforts to ensure diversity management is
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truly institutionalized within the organization. Here we see cases where there are formal
strategies to ensure the maintenance of diversity management as a core institution of the
firm (shared narrative of the history of diversity management, socialization of new
executives into diversity strategy, addition of diversity into core organizational values,
organizational identity as leader in diversity management, etc). In many ways these
organizations represent the best-case scenario for diversity management, and generally
have a long history of developing diversity initiatives. For one business services
company, there was a plan to ensure turnover in leadership didn't derail diversity
management strategies. Instead, these individuals were asked to join Executive Diversity
Task Forces:
We had a new chairman. There were some changes in management.
And what we wanted to make sure in 1995 was that as some of these
new people were coming in to our company at fairly high levels, they
had an appreciation of this rich history, this rich commitment [to
diversity]. And so we formed these task forces [of executives] and they
were formed around 8 constituencies... We said, we want you to go and
tell us what do we need to do for [company] to make them feel
welcomed and valued, what can we do to enhance their productivity
and what can we do to enhance [company's] presence within the
marketplace for that constituency (PD 92).

Diversity managers at “Building Support” firms used a different set of strategies
in attempting to reduce decoupling. These respondents frequently expressed a need to
gain resources such as staff and budget. They mentioned having little time to get things
done, and had much smaller staff than counterparts in the “Integration” firms.
Additionally, diversity managers at “Building Support” firms frequently cited lack of
engagement from top management as a barrier to their efforts. Among these eleven firms,
several characteristics stood out. While diversity managers cited the need for both
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additional formal resources and managerial support, the most common strategies
employed to drive diversity practice implementation could be best characterized as
efforts to build social capital. First, diversity managers were keen to cultivate a high
power ally, frequently on the board of directors, who would be able to drive increased
attention and resources towards diversity efforts. At a business services firm in the
Midwest, I spoke with Anna, the Global Head of Diversity (PD 63). On paper, Anna
would be considered high in formal authority, as she was a Vice President and reported to
the senior VP of HR who then reported to the Chief Operating Officer. However, Anna
had just one direct report and used found top leadership offered limited support for her
efforts. In an attempt to sway leadership opinion, Anna used the women’s leadership
network to drive bottom-up change efforts:
There is more of a grassroots push in the company in the employee
networks that are getting more vocal in terms of what they want to see
happening from management. In our case the women’s groups are
very active and so they seek meetings with the CEO and the COO
saying what are you going to do for women, why aren’t there more
women in leadership…And these people [in the women’s network] also
then have external facing roles the ones that are interested and so they
start creating events and activities around getting more women clients
involved. So then it becomes an external facing issue as well as an
internal facing issue so the pressure is on (PD 63).

Anna saw the lack of management support as a barrier to her efforts. While the
company had added diversity training about 18 months ago, it was not mandatory. In
explaining that she wanted to have the training be mandatory she explained: “No,
[diversity training is] definitely opt in. I would like it to be mandatory, to be honest with
you, but management support has been increasing. We were definitely not where it needs
to be in my opinion. So there wasn’t a huge push from senior management about that”
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(PD 63). I followed up by asking if management support was increasing, and she
explained that this was the first year where diversity was part of the Key Performance
Indicators (KPI) of the organization, “because now the board are responsible for
monitoring diversity in their areas” (PD 63). Given this increased attention from the
board of directors as well as internal coalitions, Anna was optimistic that diversity efforts
would grow. The board oversight is viewed as particularly important: “The KPI is
critical. And it’s starting at the highest level at this point, at the board level. So each
board member has been asked to submit their diversity objectives…as the focus on this
KPI is about gender equity, so increasing the role of women in leadership in the
company” (PD 63).
The second strategy employed by diversity managers at “Building Support” firms
had to do with gaining social capital by cultivating relationships during times of broader
organizational change or upheaval. Diversity managers in this category were able to
drive implementation by appealing to a new CEO, or revitalizing efforts during a merger
when HR practices were systematically evaluated across the organization. An example
of this strategy paying off could be seen in the case of Joan, the Director of Diversity and
Inclusion for North America. While the organization had diversity initiatives for a
number of years, it wasn’t until the latest CEO that a change occurred. While previously
the organization had been dedicated “financial and resource wise” to diversity, there was
a lack of engagement with efforts. However, this changes with the newest CEO. Joan
mentioned that she was able to “leverage the fact that we have a female CEO” (PD 64).
While this did not mean the CEO was initially “totally engaged” with all aspects of
diversity, the new leader was focused on work-life balance and women in leadership,
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giving Joan “the platform to discuss diversity.” After a bit of coaching, the CEO became
a “vocal advocate” for diversity efforts. This increased support allowed Joan to advocate
for a shift from having multiple diversity councils that included both senior and middle
managers to having the two main councils consisting of the senior management team and
reporting directly to the CEO on a quarterly basis. “If you are going in front of your
CEO, manager, boss and your peers, you don’t want to come to the meeting again and not
have any progress” (PD 64). After gaining the full, engaged support of the CEO and top
leadership, Joan was able to “go where the energy is” and identify business leaders who
were “diversity champions” to further her efforts.
For the next category of implementation, “Shifting Strategy,” I find two distinct
strategies diversity managers use to drive efforts: stealth coupling and redefining
diversity as inclusion or engagement. In stealth coupling, respondents make use of
behind-the-scenes change efforts, which I call stealth coupling. While I develop this idea
in more detail in the discussion section, these are cases where diversity efforts are
embedded within existing HR or organizational development practices rather than being
branded as part of diversity management. These hidden practices are shielded from
scrutiny from others within the organization, which is likely important due to the
persistent lack of support from top management. Additionally, since these diversity
managers have relatively small budget and few support staff, embedding their efforts into
HR practices is likely a savvy way to make the most of their limited resources.
In the second strategy found in “Shifting Strategy” implementation, there is little
managerial support and resources, and like the previous case also has little accountability,
but rather than try to measure and track success, the diversity manager actively resists
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quantifying results. In these cases, diversity managers argue that their efforts are about
increasing employee engagement rather than changing the demographic composition of
employees and managers. I find evidence that diversity managers who cannot overcome
resistance from management may move from one strategy to another, as I have a case of
a diversity manager who uses stealth coupling, but talked at length about future plans to
move to an inclusion framework that does not focus on demographic diversity. This
respondent felt the continual lack of support was stifling efforts and that a move away
from metrics and tracking and towards inclusion as a goal would be helpful (PD 49).
Even among the firms without a full-time diversity manager, I found evidence of
HR managers seeking to overcome their lack of resources and implement diversity
management. For the “HR Champion” type of implementation, HR managers viewed top
management resistance as a barrier to diversity strategy and thus set out to create an
internal coalition to support efforts. These HR managers identified other possible
“diversity champions” within their organizations and worked on bottom-up change
efforts.
For the “HR Disinterested” type of implementation, there were a small number of
HR managers were engaging in the first steps to shift from a compliance and legalistic
mindset toward a focus on managing diversity. These HR managers had relatively few
resources, lacking both managerial and employee support for their efforts. Rather than
propose the creation of new programs, the HR managers engaged in discursive work to
teach others about the benefits of diversity.
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DISCUSSION
Overview of Findings
In this chapter I analyze the implementation of diversity management practices in order
to understand variation in the coupling or decoupling of practices. In characterizing types
of implementation, I differentiate between whether practices are extensive, as measured
by a count of unique diversity practices per firm, as well as whether practices
demonstrate commitment to diversity, as measured by the presence of tracking and
metrics, formalization, accountability structures, and oversight. After grouping firms by
categories of implementation, I find that organizational size predicts the presence of fulltime diversity managers, but does not predict whether practices are decoupled. More
important than organizational size is top management support, with is strongly linked to
coupled practices. After demonstrating the importance of top management support, I
consider the various strategies diversity managers employ to drive further implementation
and coupling of efforts. Here I identify a number of distinctive strategies used to gain
support and overcome resource constraints.
Top Management Support for Diversity
Current perspectives on decoupling have argued it is a strategic response, an action
driven by top leadership’s desire to show conformity to field-level pressures and gain
external legitimacy while not impacting day-to-day operations within the firm. While
much of the decoupling variation in my data could be viewed as driven by top
management support, there was interesting variation in my respondents’ perceptions of
top management support for diversity across seemingly similar organizations. That is, if
top management strategically decoupled for legitimacy gains, you might expect to see
this process at similar rates across organizations subject to the same field-level pressures
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(i.e. large government contractors). Rather, I saw perceived top management support
varied across firms.
It is important to note that my interviews captured perceived top management
support by diversity managers, rather than an objective or standardized measure of
support. This distinction is important, as adequate top management support was voiced
by both the most coupled firms (i.e. those with the most extensive diversity practices, or
category A), as well as those firms with limited or no diversity efforts (i.e. affirmative
action only firms, or category E). This suggest that top management support may be
more salient or important to firms with emergent or growing diversity management
strategies, and perhaps less important as practices become institutionalized and routinized
as part of daily organizational practice.
Why might top management support be particularly key at firms where diversity
managers are actively seeking to grow programs? Those who are adept at making
connections with leadership have an easier time implementing programs, as managerial
support can be harnessed to increase formal authority and access to key resources in the
form of staff and budget. Additionally, active and engaged participation from top
management can spur other mid-level managers to devote greater attention to diversity,
as efforts are viewed as more of a strategic priority or organizational imperative. This
idea was echoed by multiple respondents in both the “Integration” and “Building
Support” categories, who told stories of forging relationships with new CEOs in order to
jumpstart their diversity efforts. As a whole, my findings suggest that in the case of
implementing diversity management, support from leadership can lead to both gains in
formal resources allocated to the diversity department, which may help drive the adoption
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of additional practices, but also in ensuring diversity concerns are integrated within the
larger operations within the organization, which may lead to greater commitment via
formalization and accountability structures.
Pathways to Implementation
My findings build on work exploring how decoupling processes work over time
(Espeland 1998; Hallet 2010; Tilcsik 2010). In considering both the current state of
diversity management implementation across my sample, but also narratives of the
history of diversity management within these firms, I find three main pathways by which
organizations move from limited implementation of diversity management efforts to
more robust, coupled efforts. The first pathway can be characterized as a punctuated
equilibrium model, where broader changes in the organization open up the opportunity
for the diversity manager to gain support from leadership. We see this both in cases of
CEO turnover, but also in cases where the firm is acquired or merges with another
organization. During these moments of upheaval, it is possible that diversity efforts may
be either discontinued or enriched, as my data contains examples of both. A new CEO
can lead to diversity managers having more or less social capital, depending on their
social skill and the particular situation. In my interviews I find evidence that diversity
managers had to continually work to ensure their message could be heard above other
concerns during times of turmoil or change. While new leadership alone does not appear
to drive change, the combination of a new leader and an activist diversity manager can
combine to create significant change. Savvy diversity manager are able to gain social
capital in these moments, appealing directly to new leaders. While the diversity manager
may be able to use this support from leadership to grow the formal authority and
resources of the diversity management department, what emerged as most important was
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the ability to immediately put diversity management on the strategic agenda for the
organization. This growth in attention, energy, and commitment from other
organizational actors seems to drive coupling processes more rapidly than gains in the
resources allocated to the diversity department. This first pathway from decoupling to
more integrated implementation echoes the findings of Hallet (2010) whose work on
decoupling in an elementary school found practices were coupled after a new principal
joined the school.
The second pathway to diversity management implementation involves more
gradual incremental change. This pathway is illustrated both in the cases of full-time
diversity managers that ally themselves with board members as well as HR managers
who as passionate about diversity who use bottom-up efforts to build coalitions and drive
change. This gradual shift can also been seen in cases of compliance concerns being used
to motivate diversity efforts. In several cases, compliance efforts could be viewed as
aiding in increase in support for diversity. For John, the Director of Diversity and
Compliance for a business services organization in the technology sector, initial diversity
efforts were motivated by compliance concerns and current practices could still be
created through the same compliance case:
So those business practices that we have done in relationship to
OFCCP have been very effective because it just moves the initiative a
little bit forward and again that’s your partner for diversity. You want
a woman’s leadership, well guess what, we are being audited, our
numbers for women aren’t what they should be…So there you have a
diversity initiative that really is driven by compliance…It helps me
when I go to management [to request support]
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Compliance motivated pathways to increased commitment to diversity did not
lead to the rapid change found in organizations where new leadership championed
diversity. However, this gradual increase in the formal authority and resources of the
diversity manager was enough to allow for program creation and in particular greater
attention to both tracking and metrics and formalization of efforts.
The final pathway to implementation is used in cases where diversity and HR
managers find themselves without adequate resources and with little prospect of gaining
managerial attention or support. These individuals do not have management support,
frequently citing leadership as hostile or at best lukewarm to diversity efforts. Thus these
individuals create change in a behind-the-scenes way. They use what I term “stealth
coupling” to add diversity goals and concerns to new or existing HR practices. For
instance, an HR manager may create a formal mentoring program for high potential
employees. While this program is open to all employees, based on being nominated
during the talent planning process, the HR manager ensures that diverse employees are
overrepresented in this pool of mentees.
An example of embedded diversity efforts into existing human resource practices
was found at hospital in the northeast, where I interviewed Elaine, the Director of Global
Employment. While her day-to-day role encompassed human resource strategy, she was
extremely knowledgeable about health disparities and passionate about remediating
inequality in healthcare access and outcomes. While the organization did not have a fulltime diversity manager, under Elaine’s guidance they have created a number of formal
goals related to diversity. However, there was a palpable lack of support from leadership
when it came to supporting diversity management, with Elaine even asking to go off the
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record to talk about how top management viewed diversity. When an employee survey
showed minority employees felt there was a lack of pathways to management, Elaine
created a mentoring program for high achievers. While on paper this program is open to
all high performers, in reality the individuals are selected with an eye for diverse
candidates. In several other cases, HR managers with a commitment to diversity were
able to ensure diverse candidates were selected to take part in a formal leadership
development programs.
Future Research
Boxenbaum and Jonsson (2008) suggest that while field-level factors and organizational
variables may both predict and mediate decoupling, we know little about whether
individual-level factors matter. Individual level factors have been shown to predict
institutional entrepreneurship (Battilana 2006) and I argue they are an important factor in
explaining practice implementation within organization. That is, while diversity and HR
professionals lack the power to prevent decoupling, they will vary in their responses to
the available resources within the organization and these responses may allows for
recoupling to occur. Here I consider how their resources--both the authority and formal
resources afforded to their position in the organization, but also their social capital—
predict the strategies they employ to drive practice implementation. I found evidence of
difference in how diversity managers viewed barriers to their efforts. While some
managers saw only the barriers, such as other priorities for the organization, a subset of
managers were able to creatively work past these. This suggests the need for further
attention to the role of professional identity, as well as social skill (Fligstein 1997) in
implementation strategies.
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This call to explore professional identity and social skill in the context if practice
implementation may also lead to the better understanding of the strategy I call “stealth
coupling.” While this strategy appeared to be a last-ditch effort to drive diversity
implementation in organizations with limited support for diversity, the actual efficacy of
the practice is unknown. Future research should consider how “stealth coupling” may be
more or less effective than traditional diversity management activities, particularly in
organizational contexts where diversity is not widely valued.

CONCLUSION
If decoupling allows organizations to gain external legitimacy while buffering their
internal operations from changes, practices adopted not for perceived efficiency gains but
due to regulatory concerns may be particularly prone to decoupling (Meyer and Rowan
1977). Thus diversity management is an ideal case through which to explore practice
implementation and decoupling processes. While the organizational change literature has
focused on the importance of top management support in driving change efforts, and the
institutional literature has instead focused on field-level pressures predicting adoption and
decoupling, my results demonstrate the importance of intra-firm dynamics in
understanding implementation of practices. While I find that top management support is
associated with highly coupled diversity management practices, diversity managers are
able to employ a number of distinct strategies to further drive implementation. I position
my work as complementary to the extant recoupling literature (Hallett 2010; Espeland
1998), which use case studies to explore how previously decoupled practices can shift to
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being coupled. I add to this literature by exploring not at a single organization, but
patterns of processes across a broad population of organizations.
My contribution to the literate on decoupling is two fold. First, I develop a
typology of decoupling that is more finely variegated to capture how extensive and
committed an organization is to diversity management. Second, I demonstrate how the
strategies employed by a diversity manager aid in buffering pressures to decouple, with
different strategies lead to somewhat different implementation. The particular strategies
used depend in large part on the resources available to the diversity manager, but perhaps
also to their level of social skill (Fligstein 1997). This is not to say that organizational
factors do not matter in predicting decoupling. Rather, litigation, compliance reviews,
CEO turnover, or acquisition frequently spur change. However, during these times of
transition, the direction taken depends in large part on the diversity manager. This
suggests that top management support may be viewed as one of several types of resources
available to diversity managers, rather than the causal explanation for coupling or
decoupling outcomes.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
In this dissertation I use in-depth interviews with diversity and human resource
professionals across the U.S. to provide an account of how diversity management is
enacted within organizations.

My work considers both the formal policies and practices

that constitute the building blocks of an organization’s diversity management strategy,
but also the cognitive elements of the institution, or how diversity management is
defined, theorized and legitimated by actors within firms. In exploring how organizations
manage diversity, and in particular the role of diversity and HR professionals in this
process, I generate theory about processes of institutionalization. My analysis is guided
by a keen interest in what occurs within organizations during processes of
institutionalization, which has received relatively scant attention when compared to
analysis of field-level change (Suddaby et al. 2010). Throughout the dissertation I focus
on acts of institutional maintenance, arguing that behind the seeming stability of the
institution of diversity management, diversity and HR professionals within organizations
are engaged in constant acts of institutional maintenance. These acts of institutional
maintenance have several consequences. First, acts to strengthen and maintain
institutions can in fact lead to incremental, bottom-up institutional change, blurring the
theoretical distinction between acts of institutional creation and maintenance. Second,
acts of institutional maintenance can also lead to unintended consequences. Thus not all
acts of institutional maintenance succeed in strengthening an institution. This points to
the importance of studying not only the outcomes of institutionalization projects, but also
those actions that do not succeed. Finally, acts of institutional maintenance can buffer
institutions from the tendency to be ceremonially adopted but decoupled from daily
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organizational activity. Overall, my research highlights the importance of individual
agency in reproducing (and changing) institutions. My findings suggest
institutionalization is a continual process, with acts of institutional maintenance
embedded in professionals’ day-to-day work of designing, implementing, and monitoring
practices (Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca 2009).
In this final chapter, I first review the main substantive findings of the
dissertation. Next, I outline the theoretical implications of my analysis. I conclude with
managerial implications, where I argue for the limitations of the “business case” for
diversity and provide suggestions for strategies to drive successful diversity management
implementation and organizational change.
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS
In chapter two, I argue that diversity management is a common organizational
practice that despite external legitimacy lacks internal legitimacy within organizations.
This lack of internal legitimacy leads diversity managers to undertake a number of
legitimacy seeking strategies to gain support for their efforts, including redefining the
very meaning of diversity, a kind of bottom-up institutional change. Additionally, I find
that while broad theorization occurs at the field-level, diversity managers also undertake
local, or firm-level, theorization in order to make diversity management a meaningful
organizational activity.
In chapter three I explore in detail another legitimating strategy, the removal of
affirmative action from the oversight of the diversity department. While my respondents
claim this shift will increase support for their efforts, by buffering diversity management
from the stigmatized institution of affirmative action, I find it instead has the unintended
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consequence of undermining diversity management. Firms where affirmative action has
been removed from the diversity department report fewer diversity practices and
experience no gains in managerial or employee support for diversity. I argue this
unintended outcome may be due to two factors. First, the legal and moral rationales for
diversity, while neglected in favor of the market or business rationale in the diversity
practitioner literature, may in fact lead to greater support for diversity management
(Apfelbaum and Amengual 2014; Bowman 2013; Smith et al. 2004). Second, situating
affirmative action outside of the diversity department may reduce managerial attention to
diversity by removing the associated legitimacy found in civil rights law.
In chapter four I address the implementation of diversity management, or the
formal policies and practices that make up an organization’s diversity management
strategy, with an aim of understanding variation in the coupling or decoupling of these
practices across organizations. First, in categorizing types of implementation, I consider
not only a count of distinct diversity practices, but also whether organizations
demonstrate a commitment to diversity, as measures by the presence of tracking and
metrics, formalization, accountability structures, and oversight. I find top management
support is a strong predictor of coupled practices. However, savvy diversity managers
display a number of strategies to drive implementation in the absence of managerial
support. Finally, I identify three distinct pathways to the implementation of diversity
management practices, building on extant work exploring how decoupling processes
operate over time (Espeland 1998; Hallet 2010; Tilcsik 2010).
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INSTITUTIONAL MAINTENANCE
Through an inductive approach to analyzing the current state of the institution of
diversity management, my research generates a number of implications for institutional
theory, the institutional work perspective, and studies of organizations. Institutions have
long been thought to be self-reproducing and stable, due either to their taken-for-granted
nature, or through regulatory mechanisms (Scott 1995). However, I argue that this
seeming stability is in fact a facade. As Lawrence and Suddaby argue, institutions
require maintenance in order to remain “relevant and effective” (2009: 8).
The idea of diversity management as distinct from existing Equal Employment
Opportunity (EEO) and antidiscrimination practices emerged in the late 1980s and early
1990s. A traditional account of the diffusion of a new practice would suggest that over
time, with increased legitimation and broad diffusion, there would be a general consensus
as to how the practice operates within organizations. However, I find that while diversity
management appears to be highly institutionalized, there is still a great deal of flux within
organizations with both ongoing work to legitimate diversity management as a necessary
organizational activity, as well as efforts to adopt and implement new practices as part of
an organization’s overall diversity management strategy. In this case, both the cognitive
and material elements of the institution are reinforced and at times reinvented. I argue
that this is likely true of other institutions. While institutions appear to be stable and
unchanging, beneath the surface there is constant institutional maintenance. While
previous work has pointed to the importance of institutional maintenance during times of
active contestation, I argue that institutional maintenance is important over the life of an
institution.
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Theorization and Legitimation
My work specifically addresses the idea of theorization aiding diffusion. Johnson, Dowd
& Ridgeway (2006) explain that innovations must be linked with existing cultural
frameworks in order for them to be accepted locally. At the local level where the
innovation is initiated, actors may explicitly justify this link thorough accounts or
justifications of how the innovation addresses an immediate organizational need in a way
that is consistent with the already accepted cultural landscape. Later, as these
innovations spread and become legitimate, less explicit justification in needed for them to
be adopted. I find much evidence supporting diversity management as a theorized
practice—there is a clear dominant account of the organizational failing and how
diversity management is a solution—but diversity managers must translate these broader
ideas into meaningful practices within organizations. Thus while external theorization
may lead to rapid diffusion, local actors must engage in theorization, translation and
legitimation processes in order for adopted practices to be successfully implemented
within organizations. This internal theorization may lead to variation in implementation
of a practice, as well as gradual change to the institution itself. That is, efforts to gain
and maintain internal legitimacy for a practice may lead to acts of “retheorization.” Thus
internal, or local, theorization is one mechanism for institutional change.
My work also has implications for broader understandings of legitimacy. The
concept of legitimacy features prominently in studies of the process of
institutionalization, however few have explicitly addressed how new ideas become
legitimated (Greenwood et al. 2002). Common throughout the institutional literature is
the idea that legitimacy follows with diffusion, particularly in the case of later adopters of
innovations, who are thought to adopt largely for legitimacy gains (Baron, Dobbin, and

196

Jennings 1986; Tolbert and Zucket 1983; Westphal and Zajac 1994). My findings
suggest a need for attention to not only the external but also the internal legitimacy of
practices, particularly when assessing adoption decisions and the subsequent
implementation of practices.
Institutional Maintenance and Institutional Change
One of my main theoretical contributions is the finding that acts of institutional
maintenance can in fact lead to gradual, bottom-up institutional change. What are the
conditions under which acts of institutional maintenance might be more likely to lead to
changes in an institution? Based on my findings I can suggest two conditions. First, we
might expect institutional change in situations where it is difficult to evaluate a practice.
That is, when there is a lack of understanding or consensus about the efficacy of a
practice. Second, we might expect institutional change in situations where widespread
external legitimacy does not lead to similar levels of internal legitimacy, or positive
legitimacy evaluations by all actors within the organization.
The first condition that may lead acts of institutional maintenance to result in
institutional change is when practices are of unknown efficacy: “in many cases, the link
between the structure and the intended outcome is quite distant, and demonstration of
impact exceedingly difficult” (Tolbert and Zucker 1996: 184). While few have directly
attacked diversity management, there is a common lament among diversity practitioners
of the difficulty in evaluating their efforts. This leads to an interesting puzzle: why has
this “business case” theorization sustained a practice that has not delivered on promises
of improved business performance? I argue this is due to continual institutional
maintenance by diversity managers to ensure that diversity practices are not abandoned.
Given that the current theorization and legitimation of diversity management hangs on its
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ability to deliver broad-based (if often vaguely specified) business returns, this lack of
clear connection between means and ends may be driving the frequent small-scale shifts
and local innovation in how to best “do” diversity management. When efficacy is
difficult to measure, advocates of a practice may “retheorize” the practice or otherwise
shift its means and ends to align with an outcome that is easier to achieve, thereby
ensuring the “success” of the practice and guarding it from being replaced by a new
innovation.
The second, and somewhat related, condition that may lead acts of institutional
maintenance to result in institutional change is when general external legitimacy
judgments do not map on to internal legitimacy judgments by actors within adopting
organizations. Particularly for organizational practices that cannot be buffered within a
single business unit or functional area, the need for other actors within the organization to
accept the practice means it may be necessary to use additional legitimation accounts to
gain support. Thus professionals seeking to strengthen an institution may both appeal to
the legitimacy judgments of multiple external audiences as well as link to alternate
sources of internal legitimation within the organization. In crafting these legitimation
accounts, professionals may need to subtly shift the means or ends of the institution to
better align with new legitimation accounts.
Decoupling and Recoupling
My findings provide a link between the literature on institutional work and neoinstitutional accounts of decoupling, whereby practices are ceremonially adopted for
legitimacy gains but do not alter existing work practices within an organizational (Meyer
and Rowan 1977). Institutional maintenance has been argued to constitute two main
types of activities: coercive and normative. Coercive actions aim to maintain institutions
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through fostering compliance with rules and regulation, while normative actions seek to
strengthen institutional norms and beliefs (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). I add another
form of institutional maintenance: buffering an institution from pressures to decouple. In
addition to this general argument, my findings have several other implications for studies
of decoupling, which I will address briefly.
Institutional work, as a theoretical perspective, has been argued to be distinct from
existing neo-institutional theory because it focuses not only on outcomes of
institutionalization, but also allows for failed outcomes and unintended consequences.
That is, institutional work not only considers institutionalization or deinstitutionalization
as outcomes, but any action where actors have intent to create, maintain, or disrupt
institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). However, these failed outcomes and
unintended consequences have received limited empirical support. In finding efforts to
remove affirmative action from diversity management lead to less attention to diversity,
my work offers one case of how an act of institutional maintenance can lead to
decoupling. This finding also has implications for theories of decoupling as a strategic
action. Much of the literature views decoupling as either a defensive action (Meyer and
Rowan 1977) or a strategic one (Hirsch and Bermiss 2009; Oliver 1997). Decoupling is
thought to allow organizations to respond to external pressures while not making changes
to their technical core, or in more recent accounts, to balance competing pressures and
institutional complexity. My finding that decoupling may also occur unintentionally
challenges this view and point to the need for further work to explore this type of
decoupling.
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Finally, my work advances the perspective that decoupling should not be viewed
as a stable outcome, but rather a transitory phenomenon (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2008;
Haack, Schoeneborn, and Wickert 2012; Tilcsik 2010). In my chapter on practice
implementation I identify three general pathways to the coupling, or robust
implementation, of diversity management: the rapid change of the punctuated equilibrium
pathway, the gradual change of the compliance or coalition building pathway, and the
incremental, shielded change found in instances of stealth coupling. In each of these
pathways, diversity professionals are able to overcome relatively decoupled
implementation and recouple diversity practices within their organization.
Implications for Future Research
Throughout the dissertation, I point to shifts in the diversity discourse and how diversity
practices are theorized, with relatively limited change to actual material practices. That
is, while there is local variation in the particular constellation of practices adopted by
organizations, we see little broad-based shift in the actual practices themselves. While
there has been attention to the discursive shift that created diversity management out of
equal opportunity (Kelly and Dobbin 1998; Litvin 1997), there has been relatively little
attention to the incomplete nature of this change. That is, while the discourse around
diversity has changed, this has not been accompanied by a large-scale field-level shift in
practices (Tatli 2011). This tension between the ideas and practices of an institution is
quite interesting and should be explored in more detail. While it is too early to ascertain
if the current trend toward redefining diversity as “inclusion” will result in a shift in
practices, a longitudinal study of the diversity profession might provide insight into
whether and how this tension may resolve.
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Finally, my research points to the need for greater attention to the resources,
social position, and skills required for actors to undertake institutional work (Lawrence
and Suddaby 2006; Zilber 2013). In my chapter on practice implementation, I find
diversity managers with different resource constraints vary in how they implement
diversity management. However, this finding is quite nascent and future work should
attempt to refine our understanding of factors that influence whether and how actors
undertake acts of institutional work. As Zilber (2013) argues, we should think about
resources as a part of institutional work, with research to “allow capturing the social
construction of merit, resource, and subject position” (p. 89).
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
Limitations of the “Business Case” for Diversity
My findings cast doubt on the efficacy of the “business case” rationale for diversity
management. This is particularly important to note, as the diversity practitioner
literature, as well as professional associations, continue to advocate for this business
justification as the best way to promote diversity. Shirley Davis Sheppard, VP of
Diversity and Inclusion at SHRM explains: “D&I needs to do a better job at becoming
integrated into the business and functioning less like a side unit. It’s still viewed in many
organizations has having its own agenda separate and apart from the business. It’s not
unlike the hurdles HR has faced—how to become a part of the business and have a seat at
the table” (Bridgeford 2013). This statement about integrating diversity into the core
functioning of organizations is telling. While the business rationale for diversity has been
prominent since the 1990s, leading diversity practitioners like Sheppard acknowledge
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that this view is still not reflective of attitudes at all organizations. Why then might the
“business case” for diversity be so difficult for all organizations to embrace?
Both my interview data and a review of the management and human resources
literature support my assertion that the business rhetoric for diversity is very broad and
encompasses a wide range of ways in which diversity management can increase firm
performance. While the “business case” rhetoric is dominant in the field of diversity
management, evidence as to effects of such practices (i.e. whether a diverse workforce is
actually more productive or successful) is decidedly mixed (see Richard et al. 2002 for a
review). Wright and colleagues (1995) found some performance differences between
diverse and less-diverse firms. However, this study compared firms with the best
diversity programs to those who had settled discrimination lawsuits. Research on small
groups and teams have found both positive and negative effects of diversity. For instance,
a pair of studies about top management diversity in banking found that more diverse
firms were more innovative (Bantel and Jackson 1989), but also had higher rates of
turnover among top management (Jackson et al. 1991). Recent work by Herring (2009)
suggests that racial diversity positively impacts firm financial performance, but it is
difficult to parse this causal relationship, as more successful firms may devote more time
and energy to diversity issues. The one point of consensus in this literature is that the
relationship between corporate diversity and business success is not as simple as lay
advocates for a "business case" for diversity imply. However, this has not stopped firms
from embracing the market-based rhetoric (Kochan et al 2003). Additionally, it has been
suggested that diversity management may risk becoming a managerial fad,
“simultaneously signifying anything, everything, and nothing” (Prasad and Mills 1997:
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17). That is, diversity may no longer be a change movement, but rather a buzzword
(Bergen, Soper and Foster 2002).
I am not the first to critique the business case for diversity. In an article targeting
HR practitioners, Thomas Kochan declares: “The diversity industry is built on sand…The
business case rhetoric for diversity is simply naïve and overdone. There are no strong
positive or negative effects of gender or racial diversity on business performance”
(Hansen 2003). In addition to arguments about overstating of the business rationale for
diversity, others have pointed to the potential negative consequences of only pursuing
diversity for organizational performance gains. That is, while the external legitimacy of
the business case allowed for the growth of the diversity management profession, this
particular framing is somewhat limited in scope. Of particular importance is the
argument that the business rationale for diversity does not motivate organizations to fully
address historical patterns of inequality in the labor market (Linnehan and Konrad 1999).
As Konrad (2003) outlines, this business approach to diversity has several key flaws: it
may ignore “institutional and interpersonal discrimination”; “ghettoize members of
historically excluded groups” into positions where they simply serve to aid in marketing
or community relations; support diversity only under the assumption diverse groups
outperform less diverse groups; and suggest diversity is only a concern for firms that rely
on “creativity and innovation” (p. 6).
My own data points to the potential dangers of the “business case” for diversity
which can be shaped to justify a number of things, many of which are not necessarily
linked to the intent of EEO/AA law. For example, during an interview at a health care
firm in the Bay Area, an HR Manager claimed that while he was supportive of diversity
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and felt it was important for the organization, most of the patients served by his
healthcare network were white and thus the business case for diversity suggested the
organization should seek employees who matched their customer base. Here we see that
the language and logic of the business rationale for diversity can be used in very different
ways to justify an apparent lack of structural support for diversity. I found another
similar account of the business case for diversity not actually supporting efforts to
diversify employees or customers at a hospital in Atlanta. In this instance, the hospital
top leadership team was concerned with minority group members’ lack of health
insurance, which they felt negated any business rationale to pursue diversity either in
workforce or community outreach efforts.
Additionally, a common theme across my interviews was a deliberate strategy to
focus on diversity as driving business performance rather than motivating diversity as
either being the “right thing to do” or supportive of affirmative action and equal
employment opportunity goals. This is quite striking, as many diversity professionals are
advocates for equality and certainly personally believe in the normative rationale for
diversity management. However, the professional trend is to move away from this
normative rationale for diversity, perhaps leading to diversity managers prioritizing their
professional identity over personal concerns with equity.
Strategies to Implement Diversity Management Practices
While my work challenges the reliance on the “business case” for diversity as a
one-size-fits-all rationale for the creation and implementation of diversity management
practices, my analysis also suggests several steps managers can take to drive meaningful
change within their organizations. First, top-management support is a strong predictor of
robust practice implementation, as this allows diversity managers not only access to
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social capital, but also greater formal resources such as staffing and budget. Top
management support must go beyond superficial attention, however, and be reflected in
support for implementation strategies such as measurement and tracking of diversity
indicators and employee demographics, formalization of diversity goals, accountability
structures for managers, and increased power (such as hiring and promotion oversight)
for the diversity manager.
In the absence of top-management commitment to diversity, a bottom-up
approach may be successful. Diversity and human resource managers that are able to
identify and engage a broad swath of employees may be able to create incremental
change through coalition building strategies. This is particularly successful when
diversity managers mobilize employees at all levels of the organization, as well as outside
audiences such as clients and business partners.
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