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Re-Think The Cultural Diversity Series 01

Diversity 
Beyond Gender 

“Australia’s multiculturalism is a success. But often it stops at food and festivals. We should be 
doing more to ensure cultural diversity also makes it beyond our lobby and lunchrooms, and into 
our corridors of power.”

Dr Tim Soutphommasane
Race Discrimination Commissioner, Australian Human Rights Commission
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The business case for cultural 
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Foreword

We live in an incredibly culturally diverse society. Many Australians are proud of the fact that their 
nation has been built by hard working peoples from all corners of the globe. The concept of ‘a fair go’ 
is woven into our national psyche and we approach life under the ethos that it doesn’t matter who 
you are or where you come from, if you apply yourself and work hard you can succeed. 

Scratch under the surface, however, and it becomes obvious that the rich cultural tapestry of our 
country fails to translate into proportionate representation in senior management, executive and 
board level positions in Corporate Australia. Further, below the ranks of management where cultural 
diversity is arguably more representative of our society in general, employees of different ethnic and 
cultural backgrounds report feeling undervalued, misunderstood and culturally ostracised. 

In this, the first whitepaper in a two-part series on Cultural Diversity in the Workplace, we unveil how 
diverse Australia really is, and explore the challenges employees from non-Anglo origins face while 
navigating the Australian workplace. We also discuss both the ‘moral case’ and ‘business case’ for 
addressing the diversity gap, and finally we share case studies on organisations that are harnessing 
the power of a culturally diverse and inclusive workplace for better business performance and a 
better society.  

The second whitepaper in the series will build on this research and focus on tangible tools 
organisations can utilise to take on the diversity challenge.

Cultural diversity in the workplace, and embedding a truly inclusive culture that supports it, is not only 
the right thing to do, but it is the smart thing to do. 

We need to re-think the way we do business.

We need to re-think cultural diversity in the workplace.

Greg Parkes
Executive General Manager
Autopia

Yassmin Abdel-Magied
Mechanical Engineer, Social 
Advocate, Writer
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Introduction 

1 (Zarya, 2016) 2 (Cox, 2001) 3 (Williams and O’Reilly, 1998) 4 (Thomas & Ely, 1996) 5 Short for cisgender, denoting or relating to a person whose sense of personal identity and gender 

corresponds with their birth sex. 6 (Herring, 2009). 

There are many definitions for the term ‘diversity’. Some 
scholars see it as, ‘the variation of social and cultural 
identities among people who work together in a defined 
employment setting’.2 Others characterise it as ‘heterogeneity 
among team members on specified demographic 
dimensions’.3 Some describe it as the ‘varied perspectives 
and approaches to work that members of different identity 
groups have’.4

In today’s business lexicon, ‘diversity’ has become shorthand 
for groups that are not part of the existing workplace norm, 
where the norm in Australian workplaces is heterosexual, cis5, 
white (Anglo-) and male. Terms like diversity and ‘diversity 
initiatives’ are often used to refer to policies, programs and 

practices that aim to increase the number of women in the 
workplace, particularly in positions of power (boards and 
senior executive positions) and in male dominated industries 
where women are under-represented.

The work towards equal representation for women, or 
at the very least, equal opportunities for women, is vital 
for prosperity and a more equitable society. However, 
the term ‘diversity’ in its entirety means more than 50/50 
representation for men and women in the workplace. 

‘Diversity’ is about creating an inclusive culture that 
values and uses the talents of all would-be members.6   

We have become accustomed to discussions about gender diversity. Platforms like the 
Male Champions of Change, Women in STEM initiatives and the #PanelPledge1 have 
gained significant popularity and social capital. However, there is more to the diversity 
discussion than that. If our workplaces are to be truly representative, if business is to 
make the most of every possible competitive advantage, and if companies are to live 
the values of being truly inclusive, then the conversation needs to move beyond only 
including women.

2



57 (Ely & Roberts, 2008). 8 (Ely & Roberts, 2008)

What does that mean? It means broadening our definition of 
diversity, and the way we approach it in our organisations.

The broadest view of diversity splits into two main spheres:

Social categories are those that are visual or are related to 
an individual’s belonging to certain social groups, sometimes 
called ‘bio-demographic’ – including race, gender, sexuality, 
disability etc. 

Functional diversity operates differently and is usually less 
obvious: this includes diversity of job roles, experience, 
education level etc.7

Both types of diversity are valuable, but they require different 
types of management, as their dynamics operate differently 
in a team.8 For the context of this whitepaper, we will focus 
on the social categories, and more specifically, ‘cultural 
diversity’. 

Further explanation of what this entails is included in the 
following sections.

It is important to note that diversity can be 
intersectional. Membership of different groups 
can lead to different outcomes and treatment. 
For example, a gay Anglo-male will have a 
different experience to a heterosexual Asian 
woman, although they are both members of 
social categories outside the norm.
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What is the problem? 3

You can’t categorise diversity based on what a person looks like. It’s what that 
person can do for the organisation.”
Charles K. Poole, Citi Group

The world has changed rapidly over the past decade. 
From the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), the advent of the 
smartphone and the political shift towards nationalism, our 
context is rapidly evolving. Deloitte describes 2014 as a 
turning point year; the time when the global recession ended 
and businesses began to plan for a new wave of growth. It 
points to opportunity.  

However, the world also looks very different to before the 
GFC of 2008. Companies that came out of the recession 
are adopting aggressive growth strategies, but in a changed 
landscape. There are new demographics, expectations 
and realities to contend with.9 Our context is more global 
and interdependent, the focus of business is shifting, and 
Millennials are reshaping the workplace with their demands 
and desires. The incoming generation of Millennials is 
projected to be 75% of the global workforce by 2025.10 That 
will have some impact, but it is clear that young people, like 
almost all employees, want to work for organisations they 
can be proud of, where they will be treated well and where 
their work is enjoyable and fulfilling.11

9 (Deloitte Consulting & Bersin, 2014)  10 (Deloitte Consulting & Bersin, 2014) 11 (Pfau, 2016)

“ Imagine you’re an Anglo-man going for an interview at a 
firm. While waiting in the lobby, you pick up the annual 
report and look at the names and faces of those on the 
board, in senior executive positions and throughout the 
company. They are all Indigenous women! Now – do you 
imagine you will think this is a place where you will likely 
succeed and be promoted to the top, or will you look at 
the photos and think: well it looks like you need to be 
a particular type of person to succeed here. This place 
probably isn’t for me?

Now open the annual report of almost every ASX200 
company in Australia. What do they look like? What is 
that implying to people who don’t look like that about 
their chances of success in those organisations?

Representation Matters.

Employees want to work in organisations where they feel their contributions 
are valued. This is incredibly difficult to achieve if a workplace is not culturally 
representative, and where employees who are not part of the traditional norm cannot 
see examples of themselves succeeding within an organisation. 



7

HOW DIVERSE ARE WE REALLY?

Terminology: 
Cultural diversity is also known by a number of 
other terms, depending on where and how it is 
being used. ‘Racial’ and ‘ethnic’ diversity can 
sometimes be used interchangeably, however they 
don’t encompass the full spectrum of experience.  

In the community sector in Australia, the phrase 
‘Culturally and Linguistically Diverse’ or ‘CALD’ is 
typically used to describe communities from non-
Anglo-Celtic origins.

Compared to 32.2% non-Anglo-Celtic in the general 
Australian community, the proportion of ‘culturally diverse’ 
leaders in the ASX200 are:

It turns out we’re very diverse. Of 
Australia’s 21.5 million people, 47% were 
either born overseas or have one parent 
from overseas.12 

However, being born overseas doesn’t automatically mean 
‘culturally diverse’, as 21% of those born overseas were born 
in the United Kingdom, and are largely of Anglo origins.13 

In order to narrow this down further, the Diversity Council of 
Australia did a study looking at those who are from ‘non-
Anglo-Celtic’ origins broadly (i.e. European, Asian, African, 
Middle Eastern and Pacific Islander origins) and then in 
ASX200 companies.14  

How well is representation, particularly cultural representation, 
done in Australia? Unfortunately, not very well at all.
 
Australians are proud of the multicultural fabric of the nation. 
This is clearly demonstrated in The Scanlon Foundation’s 
annual report on social cohesion, which shows a high 
percentage of respondents - 83%-86% in the 2013-2016 
surveys - agree that ‘multiculturalism has been good for 
Australia’. However, that multiculturalism hasn’t translated to 
the workplace, particularly senior positions in business.

Not only does that indicate that some members of the 
community may be unfairly disadvantaged, but it also 
means that businesses are losing out from a productivity 
point of view, and on the key competitive advantage 
multiculturalism provides. It also flies in the face of the 
Australian value of a ‘fair go’, where everyone is included.

As such, this whitepaper focuses on the social category of 
‘cultural’ diversity. Ely and Roberts (2008) define cultural 
diversity as differences among team members in race, 
ethnicity, gender, religion, nationality, or other dimensions of 
social identity that are marked by a history of inter group 
prejudice, discrimination or oppression.

Given Australia’s multiculturalism, and the potential benefits 
of truly culturally diverse workplaces, anything less than 
at least a representative balance of cultures across our 
workforce and our senior leadership is doing us a disservice.

12 (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2013) 13 (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2013)  14 (Diversity Council Australia, 2013)

13.5%

21.9% 

19.9% SENIOR EXECUTIVES

CEOS

CHAIRS

DIRECTORS

11.3% 

7%

11.4% 

9.7% SENIOR EXECUTIVES

CEOS

CHAIRS

DIRECTORS

Clearly, those who are from non-Anglo-Celtic backgrounds 
are under-represented in senior and leadership positions 
across the ASX200 companies. However, if we narrow 
the definition of ‘culturally diverse’, the picture painted 
becomes increasingly dire. Excluding people from North 
West European cultural origins due to their cultural similarity 
to the Anglo-Celtic sees the percentage of culturally diverse 
business leaders drop by at least half.

Compared to the 24.3% non-Anglo-Celtic/non-North West 
European in the general Australian community, the proportion 
of leaders from the same origins are:

“Almost two thirds (61%) of Asian 
talent feel pressure to conform 
to existing leadership styles in 
Australian organisations”
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Leaders with Asian cultural origins are particularly 
disadvantaged, given their proportion in the population.  
9.6% of the general Australia population has Asian origins. 
However only 1.9% of executive managers and 4.15% of 
directors have Asian cultural origins.

This particular phenomenon has been dubbed ‘the bamboo 
ceiling’.15 Given our geographical location in the world (Asia-
Pacific region) and our main trading partners (8 out of 10 of 
our largest trading partners are in Asia), the fact that we are 
under-utilising the natural advantage of a multicultural society 
is incredibly short-sighted.  

Commercial and professional sectors rank high in 
culturally diverse directors. Banking, transportation 
and automotive are the lowest.

Only 1 in 3 companies 
reach the critical mass 
of 28% culturally diverse 
leaders.

15 (AsiaLink, Australian Industry Group, 2011) 16 (AsiaLink, Australian Industry Group, 2011) 17 (Diversity Council Australia, 2014)   

30%22%

20%17%

strongly agree that their 
organisation uses their 

Asia capabilities very well

one in five are very 
satisfied with career 

progress and opportunities

strongly agree that 
they have worked in 

organisations that value 
cultural diversity

say they are likely to leave 
their employer in the 

next year17

CLOSER LOOK: ASIAN-ORIGIN WORKFORCE

For Australia, representation of Asian talent and cultures 
in our workforce is a strategic issue, given our economic 
dependence on the region, as well as our geographic 
positioning. Although Australia is culturally historically 
tied to the United Kingdom and the United States of 
America, understanding and engaging with the enormous 
opportunities on our doorstep is vital to continued growth 
and prosperity. AsiaLink and AI Group’s report into Australian 
companies engaging with Asia indicated that, more than half 
of Australia’s businesses currently operating in Asia, have 
little board and/or senior executive experience of Asia and 
Asia skills. This is a significant strategic gap.16 Further, if that 
is the situation in companies engaging with Asia, what of 
Australian companies focused domestically, but still serving 
and drawing from a significant Asian-origin demographic?  

The Diversity Council of Australia’s 2014 study, Cracking the 
Cultural Ceiling: Future Proofing Your Business in the Asian 
Century, looked into the challenges facing the Asian-origin 
workforce in Australia.  

84% of Asian-origin talent planned to advance to a very 
senior role in their careers. Yet, despite the fact that they 
describe themselves as very ambitious, perform incredibly 
well and are well represented at entry and mid-level jobs, this 
doesn’t translate into seniority as one would expect. 

Asian-origin talent feel unsupported, underleveraged, and 
don’t see their employers valuing their cultural diversity.

“
The challenge to us, as Australian employers, 
remains our ability to view the talent agenda 
through a wide-ranging lens, not only 
maximising the multicultural talent pool but 
actively addressing the bias, assumptions and 
stereotypes associated with the well-known 
term ‘bamboo ceiling’... By understanding, 
appreciating, and leveraging the cultural 
diversity Australia has to offer we will 
collectively advance local and global business 
opportunities for Australian businesses in the 
Asian Century.”

Giam Swiegers, CEO of Deloitte

22.2% 
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18  (Diversity Council Australia, 2014) 19 (Booth, et al., 2012)   20 (AsiaLink, Australian Industry Group, 2011) 21 (Diversity Council Australia, 2014) 
22 (Diversity Council Australia, 2014). 

Why did they feel this way, and what is stopping those from 
culturally and racially diverse origins from reaching senior 
levels – or even lower levels – within companies? Diversity 
Council of Australia’s research sheds light on some common 
themes: bias, westernised leadership models, lack of access 
to networks and a lack of belief in the value of cultural 
diversity across the board.

CULTURAL BIAS AND STEREOTYPING

The Diversity Council of Australia’s report indicated that only 
18% of Asian talent feel their workplaces are free of cultural 
diversity biases and stereotypes. 

This means that 82% of Asian-origin talent in Australian 
companies feel that their workplace is affected by 
cultural diversity biases and stereotype.18 
 
This particular phenomenon is not simply a perception, either. 
Studies have shown discrimination occurring due to cultural 
stereotypes and biases associated with people’s names. In 
a study run by the Australian National University, researchers 
sent out 4000 of the same resume with different names for 
entry-level hospitality, data entry, customer service and sales 
jobs. 

The results showed evidence that cultural bias and 
stereotyping was at work.

Typically, a Chinese-named applicant would need to put 
in 68 percent more applications than an applicant with an 
Anglo name to get the same number of calls back. A Middle 
Eastern-named applicant needed 64 percent more, an 
indigenous-named applicant 35 percent more and an Italian-
named applicant 12 percent more.19 Women from Asian 
backgrounds experience a ‘double disadvantage’ as they 
suffer from both cultural and gender bias.

WESTERNISED LEADERSHIP EXPECTATIONS

“Almost two thirds (61%) of Asian talent feel 
pressure to conform to existing leadership 
styles in Australian organisations”20 

This talks to the ‘dominant’ culture of a workplace. Even 
though there may be diversity in numbers of people of 
non-Anglo origin in a workplace, the dominant culture of 
the workplace does not change unless there is a shift in 
the overall percentages, and a critical mass of a particular 
minority group, allowing a new narrative to be built and 
valued. 
 
What does a western culture or leadership style look like?

“Over-valuing self-promotion and 
assertive direct communication, while 
under-valuing and misinterpreting 
quiet reserve, deference and respect for 
seniority.”21

One of the ways to deal with this is to openly discuss 
what ‘virtues’ are valued by the company, and have 
a clear understanding of whether they are Anglicised 
expectations of leadership, or culturally transferable. For 
example, if communication skills are imperative to a role, 
is the measure of success the outcome (allowing culturally 
diverse communication styles to be used), or is the measure 
of success the type of communication style (potentially 
reflecting an Anglicised norm) that is being used? 

LACK OF ACCESS TO NETWORKS 

The adage ‘it’s not what you know, it’s who you know’ exists 
largely because it is true. Affinity bias is a cognitive bias that 
means that we are drawn to people or inherently like and 
trust people who ‘look’ or appear to be like us. This leads 
to informal networks largely being based on affinity, rather 
than on professional experience or similarity, and unfairly 
disadvantages those who are not a part of the traditional 
norm.  

The DCA report found this to be true within Asian-origin 
employees: only one in four has access to mentors or 
professional networks.

“It takes twice the time for Asians to get 
to leadership positions compared to local 
born as Asians don’t have sponsors. Even 
if Asians sponsor other Asians, they are 
classified as biased – so then other Asians 
do not stand up to be sponsors.”22

ANGLO-SAXON NAME

MIDDLE EASTERN NAME 

100%

100%

100%

100% 64%

68%

12%

100%

CHINESE NAME

ITALIAN NAME

INDIGENOUS NAME

35%
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 23 (Diversity Council Australia, 2014) 24 (McKinsey & Company, 2015) 25 (AsiaLink, Australian Industry Group, 2011) 26 (Adler, 1980) 27 (Australian Multicultural Foundation, 2010)

CULTURAL DIVERSITY NOT UNDERSTOOD, 
OR VALUED.

“Only 17% of Asian talent strongly agree 
that their organisation uses their Asia 
capabilities very well, 15% that their 
organisation takes advantage of workforce 
cultural diversity to better service clients 
and 12% that their organisation effectively 
uses workforce cultural diversity to access 
new markets.”23

The prevalent sense within Asian-origin employees was 
that the culture was not valued in their organisation. This 
is despite the fact that Australia is uniquely placed to 
capitalise on our cultural advantage. This is further reflected 
in McKinsey research “Diversity Matters”, which reported in 
2015 that over half of CEO’s and leadership teams globally 
do not see the value of diversity, even though companies 
with greater ethnic diversity are 35% more likely to 
outperform their industry’s national median. This is a global 
phenomenon, so there is also an enormous opportunity to be 
in front of it and capitalise on the advantages of being truly 
culturally diverse.24

The reality is, our trading partners are overwhelmingly non-
Anglo, and we need every single insight into those worlds we 
can get. Three of Australia’s five largest trading partners – 
China, Japan and Korea – are in Asia and, together with their 
regional neighbours, account for almost half of Australia’s 
total international trade.25 

Clearly, there is a need for us to ensure we are as competitive 
as possible, and capitalising on our Asian-capability is only a 
start.  

“We should neither ignore nor minimise 
cultural diversity, but rather view it as a 
resource in designing and developing 
organisational systems.”26

Cultural diversity beyond the European is only 
relatively new in Australia, as White Australia Policy 
kept the population relatively homogenous for 
decades.

Successive governments began to dismantle the 
policies in the 60’s, but it wasn’t until 1973 that the 
Whitlam Government passed legislation to disregard 
race in immigration entirely. Recognising this history 
is important to understanding our current challenges 
and how best to overcome them.  

Further, it is important to recognise that not all 
migrants – or descendants of recent migrants – are 
the same or face the same challenges. Largely, 
people have migrated to Australia through one of two 
ways:

Voluntary migration: ‘Change by Choice’ – those 
who chose to leave their home country, and they can 
freely choose when they return. They tend to have 
stronger networks when they arrive, a strong sense of 
self-worth and identity and look forward.

Displacement: ‘Change by Chance’ – those who 
have been displaced from their home country (i.e. 
refugees/humanitarian arrivals) because they face 
persecution due to their race, religion, membership of 
a social group or their political opinion. They tend to 
arrive with little preparation and few networks, have 
a strong sense of self-reliance but a weaker sense 
of identity and belonging. As such, the issues that 
humanitarian arrivals face are slightly different to a 
voluntary migrant.

It should be noted that the intake of migrants into 
Australia is disproportionately made up of those who 
migrate voluntarily. In 2014 for example, Australia 
accepted 11,970 humanitarian arrivals, making up 
just under 8% of the total permanent migration intake 
into Australia for that year. Overwhelmingly, the 
intake is voluntary and made up of skilled migrants, 
business migrants and family reunions. Furthermore, 
the cultural diversity seen in Australia is not solely due 
to recent migration, as many racially and ethnically 
diverse communities have now been here for 
generations.27

SPOT
LIGHT: 
How did we become 
‘culturally diverse’?
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28 (Herring, 2009). 29  (Diversity Council Australia, 2013). 30 (Diversity Council Australia, 2013)

What is the benefit of 
cultural diversity?
So it is clear that in terms of cultural diversity, businesses in Australia are behind the 
8-ball when it comes to representation and further, truly valuing what cultural diversity 
can provide. So why be culturally diverse?  

There are two main approaches to the case for diversity: 
the business case and the moral case. The two cases 
represent different ethical frameworks. One talks to ‘good’ 
outcomes, the more utilitarian approach and one talks to 
‘good’ intentions. Although both frameworks have convincing 
arguments, they also both have drawbacks.

The business case has been researched extensively. There 
is evidence to show that cultural diversity is correlated to 
increased sales revenue, more customers, greater market 
share and greater relative profits.28 The case has been built 
in two distinct ways: at the organisational level and the
team level.

ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL

The Diversity Council of Australia looked at the organisational 
level and the most recent survey of ASX200 companies 
showed clear financial benefits, including:

• Innovation – Firms with highly diverse management 
launched 71 competitive actions compared to 9 actions 
out of companies with low diversity leadership.29

THE BUSINESS CASE

5

• Financial Performance – Publicly traded companies 
in the top quartile of executive board diversity have 
returns on equity which are on average 53% higher 
and earnings before interest and tax (EBIT) are 
on average 14% higher than those in the bottom 
quartile.30

These results are backed up globally, with McKinsey’s 
Diversity Matters report released in 2015, highlighting a 
similarly distinct correlation.

1Results show likelihood of financial performance above the national 
industry median. Analysis is based on composite data for all countries 
in the data set. Results vary by individual country
Source: McKinsey analysis

15% 35%

Gender-diverse 
companies Ethnically diverse 

companies

more likely 
to outperform

more likely 
to outperform

Diversity’s dividend
What’s the likelihood that companies in the top quartile for 
diversity financially outperform those in the bottom quartile?1
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Although McKinsey’s analysis shows a correlation rather 
than causation, it implies that the type of company that 
commits itself to diversity and diverse leadership will 
perform significantly better than those who don’t.31  

The report looked at 366 public companies across a range of 
industries in Canada, the US, UK and Latin America. It found: 

• In the United States, there is a linear relationship 
between racial and ethnic diversity and better financial 
performance: for every 10% increase in racial and ethnic 
diversity on the senior-executive team, earnings before 
interest and taxes (EBIT) rise 0.8%.

• Companies in the top quartile for racial and ethnic 
diversity are 30% more likely to have financial returns 
above their respective national industry medians.

• The unequal performance of companies in the same 
industry and the same country implies that diversity is a 
competitive differentiator shifting market share toward 
more diverse companies.

While certain industries perform better on gender diversity 
and other industries on ethnic and racial diversity, no 
industry or company is in the top quartile on both 
dimensions.

31  (McKinsey & Company, 2015) 32 (Kamal & Ferdousi, 2009). 33 HP, 2016 - http://www8.hp.com/us/en/hp-information/about-hp/diversity/success.html  34 (Kamal & Ferdousi, 2009). 
35 (Cox, et al.,1991) 36 Although this study is largely US focused, the American and Australian Anglo- cultures are similar enough for the results to be analogous. 37 (McLeod & Lobel, 1991)  

TEAM LEVEL

Although the above reports show a correlation between 
cultural diversity and an increase in performance broadly, 
that does not talk to the direct effect of such diversity in 
teams. Empirical studies by scholars, however, have shown 
that cultural (or in this research, specifically ‘ethnic’) diversity 
does have an impact on the outcomes produced by the 
group.35

  
The study took a homogenous group of Anglo-
Americans and compared their performance in a task to a 
heterogeneous group of Asian-Americans, African-Americans 
and Hispanic Americans.36 

The task was called ‘The Tourist Problem’, a task well 
known and used in the literature to measure group creativity, 
allowing for ease of benchmarking.37 The task was simple: 
the group was asked to generate ideas on how to get more 
tourists to visit the United States. This was a brainstorming 
task and the objective was to generate as many relevant 
ideas as possible.

The results demonstrated a clear difference. Although there 
were no significant differences in the total number of unique 
ideas produced, there was a clear difference in the quality.

Case Study:
Hewlett-Packard

Kamal & Ferdousi, 2009

60s -70s 80s 90s 21st century

Equal 
employment 
opportunity 

Establishing a workplace free of 
discrimination

Initiating proactive behaviours 
and actions in making EEO a 
reality for everyone

Creating an inclusive work 
environment that values all 
employees

Putting differences to work in 
the marketplace, workplace and 
community

Affirmative 
action

Work force 
diversity

Global 
diversity

HP have historically been a company that prides itself on 
values that are inclusive and open. HP was responsible 
for pioneering the famous ‘open corporate culture’ 
(OCC) concept in the 1940s, as Bill Hewlett and David 
Packard developed a new management style called 
‘management by walking around’.32 They are also an 
example of a multinational company that adjusted its 
diversity management style over the years to respond to 
a changing market and workplace. The diagram below, 
via their website, highlights the framework shift.

In terms of concrete results, Hewlett-Packard Australia’s 
diversity strategy reduced labour turnover from 25% 
to 8% per year over a 3-year period, and the global 
organisation consistently receives awards recognising 
their commitment to diversity and inclusion.33 It would 
appear at the root of this is the ‘HP way’, a culture where 
both diversity and inclusion are seen as key drivers for 
innovation, creativity and invention.34



1338 (McLeod & Lobel, 1991) 39 (Cox and Blake, 1991) 40 (McLeod, et al., 1996) 41 (Cox and Blake, 1991) 42 (Thomas & Ely, 1996)  43 van Dijk et al. 2012 44 (Diversity Council of Australia, 2016)  

Case Study:
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

The Commonwealth Bank launched its cultural diversity 
network, Mosaic, in 2014, with a commitment to strengthen 
cultural inclusion in senior leadership. The 52,000-strong 
company ensured it set measurable targets, setting a goal 
around cultural representation.

The target is for the cultural diversity of senior 
leaders to match the cultural diversity of the 
Australian population by 2020.44

By March 2016, 40% of employees reported having an 
ethnic background other than Anglo [Australian] reflecting the 
diversity of the customers, 38% of whom are born outside 
Australia.  

Although stories like this may not immediately link to a 
business or financial outcome, it does have an impact on the 
individuals in the team, and a flow on effect that is long term.  

I started wearing a hijab to work at the 
Commonwealth Bank 7 years ago and I have seen 
a lot of positive change in that time. Wearing a 
corporate hijab at work allows me to be open 
about my faith and culture, and the work of 
MOSAIC supports all our people to do this. I’m 
proud to work for an organisation that raises 
awareness about the importance of cultural 
diversity in the workplace through education and 
storytelling.”  - Rima Yassine, Risk Coach

“

The heterogeneous, or culturally diverse groups all 
produced higher quality ideas. They were judged to be 
‘more effective’ and more ‘feasible’ than the suggestions 
put forward by the all Anglo- groups.38 Why does this 
happen? There are a number of reasons presented by 
researchers for why cultural diversity helps teams make 
better decisions. These include: 

• Difference between individualistic and collectivist 
mindsets: as growth and innovation depend on the 
tension between divergent ideas and mindsets, the 
two distinct societal frameworks provide naturally 
divergent starting points and perspectives from which 
to approach the same problem.

• There is some evidence to show that people who are 
bilingual have higher level of divergent thinking than 
those who are monolingual,39 and divergent thinking 
enables higher levels of creativity in the group.  

Another study40 looked at ethnic diversity over a longer 
period of time and found that in the early stages of group 
development homogenous teams worked better, but 
as time went on and communication styles and so on 
converged, the heterogeneous teams outperformed the 
homogenous.  

DRAWBACKS 

Cultural diversity is only as good as its 
implementation and management.

The business case’s drawbacks are in the nuance and 
implementation. Firstly, although cultural diversity has 
been proven to correlate with improved performance, 
it’s not a hard and fast rule. Cox and Blake argue that 
simply increasing the number of people from diverse 
backgrounds without an appropriate integration strategy 
and consideration of the context means there is potential 
for harm to the cohesion of the group.41 This suggests that, 
like many a strategy, cultural diversity is only as good as 
its implementation and management.      

Taking this further, the business case implies that diversity 
is only good so long as it improves the financial bottom 
line. As such, it may only be supported if it increases 
competitive advantage and profit. Members of culturally 
diverse groups (people outside the norm) are then seen as 
only a means to an end, and not valued as individuals. As 
such, employees are treated like assets and although this 
may be fine in the short term, it does not provide the safe 
environment employees value. When a business regards 
employees’ experience as useful only to gain access to 
narrow markets, those employees may feel exploited.42

THE MORAL CASE 

The moral argument (equality case) takes the other end of 
the spectrum and argues that so long as the intention is 
good, anything that balances the playing field (individual 
development programs, quotas, etc.) is good, regardless 
of the impact it has on the business. Although this is the 
human-rights approach, it tends to ignore the reality of the 
business context and can cause unintended side effects, 
like resentment in the organisation. Further, the equality case 
rests on the assumption that inequality is wrong.43 However, it 
could be argued that for most companies the most important 
things are shareholder values, competitive advantage and 
profitability and so although equality may be important, it 
isn’t a priority. In companies where the equality case has 
been the main reason for a diversity push, it has often 
been spearheaded by a single individual leader within the 
organisation, rather than institutionalised as a ‘way of doing 
things’ in the business. When the leader leaves, the diversity 
focus falls away.  
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45 (Kirby, 2005)

Across 20 years of research, it has been 
recognised that strong values were one 
of the common links between high 
performing companies.45

This framework identifies virtues as the characteristics 
that individuals espouse, and values as the organisational 
reflection of that. Further, values highlight the way an 
organisation does business and what it chooses to be 
excellent in. 
 
The reality is that there is no perfect causal link. The research 
has shown that ‘having a diverse workforce alone’ isn’t 
going to instantly reap the benefits of a diverse workforce. 
It takes the right management and patience for long term 
results. However, in a world that is becoming increasingly 
globalised and complex, we need to have a more nuanced 
understanding of how performance of an organisation can be 
improved, and what a competitive advantage looks like.

Organisations should move from viewing diversity as a linear 
and simple relationship to one that is about values. If a 
business truly values diversity, particularly cultural diversity, in 
the same way that it values safety for example, it will actively 
pursue a culture of inclusion through the systems, policies 
and process that are set in place to support that value. 

By combining the business case and the moral case and 
underpinning it with a values approach, the real benefits of 
cultural (and all!) diversity can be appreciated. This means 
moving diversity from a policy position into a system and a 
‘way we do business’.  

The second whitepaper in the “Re-Think: Cultural Diversity 
Series”, will build on the research in this paper, providing 
recommendations on how to increase cultural diversity and 
effectively live the values of a truly inclusive workplace.

Where to from here?
Achieving cultural diversity in the workplace is as much about doing the right thing - 
giving everyone a ‘fair go’-, as it is about doing the smart thing -realising the business 
opportunities and positive impact that cultural diversity has on many key aspects of 
an organisation’s performance. However, to create a workplace that is not just diverse 
but also truly inclusive, companies need to compliment the business and moral 
approaches with the ‘virtues and values’ framework.  
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