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ABSTRACT 

With increasing diversity at the workplace, it becomes essential for businesses to find out how 

that diversity can be used as a competitive advantage. Addressing a gap in the literature, this thesis 

explores how diversity in companies may be leveraged through dialogue: what are the benefits and 

challenges, and how may it be done in practice?  

Taking a critical realist approach, the theories of Thomas & Ely (1996) on diversity and of 

Isaacs (1999) on dialogue are linked as the basis for qualitative research in three knowledge heavy 

companies within banking, tech and pharma, where 10 managers and employees have been 

interviewed.  

The findings indicate that dialogue is being used to leverage diversity with great corporate 

benefits, but rarely methodologically and systematically. The companies also encounter challenges, 

several of which may stem from business rationales that are at odds with rationales inherent to a 

dialogical approach, and we have applied the concept of institutional logics to shed light on this. The 

findings further suggest that a more conscious, strategic use of dialogue combined with inclusive 

thinking may increase the benefits of diversity.  

Future research may include what it may mean to the shape and form of dialogue that 

employees are often spread over large geographical distances and how that, in turn, may affect the 

effectiveness of dialogue. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Globalization has created increasingly diverse societies as well as increasingly globalized 

companies, often with great diversity among employees and customer base (Dass & Parker, 1999; 

Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mor Barak, 2015; Thomas & Ely, 1996). The trend of growing diversity in 

companies is further driven by legal requirements of non-discrimination and a push for social 

responsibility (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Mor Barak, 2015). In this situation, it becomes vital for 

companies to deal with a diverse workforce so it does not impede business but is instead made into a 

competitive advantage. 

Scholars are divided as to whether diversity has potential to create benefits for businesses or 

merely causes conflict and tension. In a reality of growing diversity this makes it pertinent to explore 

both how conflict may be minimized and how diversity may be leveraged, that is: how diversity may 

be put to use for the benefit of the companies and what those benefits may be. Much literature that 

claims to address the issue of leveraging diversity actually focuses on setting the scene for such 

leveraging of diversity through increasing acceptance and understanding or mitigating conflict. Even 

though the literature calls for active usage of diversity it stays mainly abstract and does not address 

what practical methods can be used to achieve this. 

Wording from the assumption that dialogue can be a means of leveraging diversity, we ask 

the following research question: “How can diversity in companies be leveraged looking through the 

lens of dialogue?”. In other words, in this thesis we explore how dialogue may be used as a specific 

method to leverage diversity, which benefits and challenges may be encountered, as well as 

limitations and requirements to use it as a method. We do so by linking Thomas & Ely`s (1996) 

framework of three paradigms of diversity with Isaacs’ (1999) model and method of dialogical 

capacities. We have found no empirical research on this and aim to contribute to fill in that gap in the 

literature. We have conducted ten interviews with managers and employees in three knowledge heavy 

companies from three different industries: banking, tech and pharma. The findings of this paper may 

thus have implications for academic research in terms of a new focus and for corporate practice in 

terms of what benefits and challenges to expect from leveraging diversity through dialogue and which 

practical implications to be aware of when attempting to put dialogue into practice as a leverage of 

diversity. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter will start out by giving some background to the topic of this thesis, namely why 

it is important for companies to be able to leverage diversity. From this perspective, literature on 

diversity is considered, followed by literature on dialogue, ending up with a new way of combining 

the two fields with the purpose of leveraging diversity in organizations. 

2.1 Background: Why leveraging diversity is important for companies 

Diversity has become increasingly important for contemporary organizations. During recent 

years, societal and demographic changes have evoked a steadily increasing interest in the field of 

diversity within organisations and provoked a growing interest of managers and management scholars 

(Dass & Parker, 1999; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 

1999; Pless & Maak, 2004; Riccò, 2012; Thomas & Ely, 1996). The growing interest in diversity is 

further spurred by the assumption that diversity is a crucial asset for contemporary organizations as 

it can lead to increased creativity, innovation and consequently competitive advantage (Bassett-Jones, 

2005; Díaz-García, González-Moreno, & Sáez-Martínez, 2013; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mensi-

Klarbach, 2012; Nathan & Lee, 2013; Pelled et al., 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Therefore, diversity 

is not only seen as social obligation or legal requirements in response to societal and demographic 

changes, but indeed as critical business rationale if its potential is leveraged. 

2.1.1 Diversity as a means to comply with legislation 

Through public policies and legislation in the US as well as in the EU a more equitable work 

environment has been established (Danowitz & Claes, 2012; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Mor Barak, 

2015). By virtue of a combination of antidiscrimination laws and affirmative action programmes, 

more members of ethnic and racial minorities, older people, women and members of other 

marginalized groups now reflect the contemporary labour force (Mor Barak, 2015). The diversity of 

the changing workforce is intensified by globalization of the organization as well as new and 

emerging markets (Danowitz & Claes, 2012; Lattimer, 1998). 

Legal requirements in the shape of Affirmative Action (AA) and Equal Employment 

Opportunities (EEO) focus on attributes that are legally protected: While EEO assures that decisions 

regarding pay, promotion and employment are made without consideration of legally protected 
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attributes, namely national origin, sex, religion, race etc., AA seeks to rectify discriminatory 

behaviour from the past by taking proactive measures in order to counter present discrimination 

(Jayne & Dipboye, 2004). 

2.1.2 Diversity as a business rationale 

Over time, the concept of diversity is expanding its scope beyond a focus on legally protected 

attributes to encompass a broader spectrum of individual differences (Aghazadeh, 2004; Jayne & 

Dipboye, 2004; Kreitz, 2008) which are the base for the business-case for diversity (Mensi-Klarbach, 

2012). Through globalization and expanding markets organizations are facing increasing competitive 

pressures and a growing diversified customer base resulting in the need to make full use of all 

resources including diversity (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Konrad, 2003; Lattimer, 1998; Saxena, 2014). 

According to Lattimer (1998), around 60% of operating costs in a “typical organization” are related 

to the human component. This corresponds with Saxena’s (2014) assumption that physical resources 

and capital by themselves cannot lead to an improvement in efficiency or contribute to a higher rate 

of return on investment. Moreover, it is assumed that achieving competitive advantage through 

traditional means has become highly difficult and effective competition will vastly rely on the 

innovation and creativity of the diverse workforce (Austin & Devin, 2010; Lattimer, 1998). 

Therefore, the concept of diversity is moving from a social ideal to a crucial business component and 

a second notion becomes increasingly prominent, namely that a more diverse workforce has the 

potential to increase organizational effectiveness (Aghazadeh, 2004; Bassett-Jones, 2005; Jayne & 

Dipboye, 2004; Lattimer, 1998; Saxena, 2014; Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

However, not everyone agrees that there is an invariably competitive advantage to diversity, 

claiming that diversity destroys teamwork and leads to conflict (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Fujimoto, 

Härtel, & Azmat, 2013; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Pelled et al., 1999). We will go into these claims in 

further detail later in section 2.2.4.2. 

In terms of the historical development of the importance of diversity for organizations, it is 

clear that an increasing number of organisations devote resources to diversity measures because they 

perceive diversity as a business imperative. For example the global corporation ISS states that 

diversity adds millions to their bottom line and diverse teams generate 3.7 percentage more income 

(ISS Facility Services A/S, 2016). Another example is IBM who ascribe their innovative power to 

their diverse workforce (IBM, n.d.). 
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Based on the above, diversity has become increasingly important for contemporary 

companies, not only due to legal requirements and social prudence, but also for competitive reasons 

as supported by some research and several large corporations. The claim that diversity is detrimental 

to business because of conflict makes it even more pertinent to discover not only how that conflict 

may be reduced or alleviated (which is not the focus of this paper), but in particular how diversity 

may be leveraged to produce benefits which is where dialogue comes into the picture. 

In order to explore how diversity may be leveraged through dialogue, it is important first to 

define the concepts of diversity and dialogue. 

2.2 Diversity 

To explore how diversity may be leveraged this section will first outline the concepts and 

theories of workplace diversity, the different approaches a company may take on, the tools for dealing 

with it in an organizational context and lastly its link to performance. 

2.2.1 What defines Workplace Diversity: Concepts and Theories 

Before delving into the approaches and tools a company takes on to use diversity, the 

following section will set the scene by delineating the different understandings of diversity as well as 

its conceptualization in an organization. 

2.2.1.1 Different understandings of diversity 

Diversity literature is characterised by different understandings. 

Diversity is represented by the variety, dissimilarity and heterogeneity of people (Hanappi-

Egger, 2012; Hofmann, 2012). Depending on the particular context, the term has a vast range of 

definitions (Hofmann, 2012), and these in turn influence the approaches an organization takes and 

the tools it uses in order to incorporate diversity and leverage it. 

The term diversity can be interpreted as a variety of social and cultural identities, for instance 

as belonging to specific groups. According to Cox (2001), this belongingness significantly influences 

the life experience of an individual. A similar perspective reinforces this notion by defining diversity 

as the sum of various experiences, backgrounds and accesses to knowledge (Kreitz, 2008; Thomas & 

Ely, 1996). Various approaches to the topic of diversity can be identified, but a uniform and clear 

definition of diversity is still missing (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Shore et al., 2011). Despite this lack, 
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two opposing main schools of thought can be recognized. Loden & Rosner (1991) regard diversity as 

a difference, following the difference-oriented approach. This definition rests upon social categories 

as a classification system that groups individuals in relation to social categories such as ethnicity, age, 

gender etc. (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). As opposed to this, the intersectional/anti-categorical approach 

emphasizes the interplay of similarities and differences (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

Even though the interpretation of diversity solely stemming from the individual differences 

in the difference-oriented approach appears quite straightforward, it is frequently criticized for 

enforcing a relatively static differentiation between individuals (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). This is 

supported by Krell (2004), who argues that differences within a group are suppressed whereas 

simultaneously differences among distinctive groups acquire more weighting. Through this, all the 

other intersecting elements that make a person unique and thus form a particular perspective are 

neglected. 

However, to overcome this rather restrictive understanding it is suggested that diversity is a 

result of the similarities and differences, which is characterized by separate but also connecting 

characteristics (Thomas & Ely, 1996). The idea of including an intersectional aspect, leading to the 

concept of intersectionality, is defined by the assumption that categories can exist in a connected way. 

Thus these categories can intensify, weaken and change each other (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). 

According to Krell (2004), following this concept makes the understanding of diversity less 

vulnerable to stereotypes as well as generalizations and should be considered as a necessity for 

reciprocal respect and appreciation. Moreover, this understanding taps into the whole variety of 

perspectives and approaches individuals can have in an organization (Riccò, 2012). 

Still, in research this intersectional approach is widely applied, but it has been criticised as 

hard to operationalize in an organization due to its high complexity. 

2.2.1.2 Diversity management and organizational practice 

In order to operationalize diversity in an organizational context, the concept of diversity 

management has been created. This can be interpreted as a way of dealing with diversity with an 

economic rationale. The basis for this conception is the belief that if properly utilized, diversity can 

generate an organizational environment, which is more productive. In order to do so, this environment 

must make all employees feel appreciated by using their talents, consequently achieving the 

organizational goals (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mensi-Klarbach, 2012; Shore et al., 2011). 
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 From a corporate point of view the relevance of diversity is mainly defined by its 

organizational value. Hence diversity management can be understood as “planning and implementing 

organizational systems and practices to manage people so that the potential advantages of diversity 

are maximized while its potential disadvantages are minimized” (Cox Jr., 1994, p. 11). 

Research has increasingly defined inclusion as the concept to make use of organizational 

diversity and integrate diverse individuals (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Pless & Maak, 2004; Shore et al., 

2011; Thomas & Ely, 1996). This stream of research is particularly focused on how work 

environments are created, so that diverse employees feel included and intersectional elements are 

considered (Bilimoria, Joy, & Liang, 2008). Generally, the rationale of diversity should be regarded 

inclusively, implying that “the definition must make it obvious to employees that everyone is included 

and therefore everyone’s diversity is valued” (Loden, 1996, p. 13). Hanappi-Egger (2012) proposes 

that a culture of inclusion is crucial in order to uncover the full potential of diversity in the workforce. 

Through the concept of inclusion, diversity is put into action by allowing all employees in the 

organization to effectively and fully contribute (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). The establishment of 

organizational structures that support inclusion is the basis for bringing together resources as well as 

diverse forces in a beneficial and engaging way and is critical for attaining the business benefits of 

diversity (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mensi-Klarbach, 2012). This is supported by Pless & Maak (2004) 

who argue that the full potential of workforce diversity can only be unleashed in the context of a 

culture of inclusion, which provides a structural framework for the contribution of the individual. 

Without a culture of inclusion, employees may feel inhibited from expressing divergent opinions 

freely or from communicating their crucial insights to the workplace (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). Some 

argue that inclusion is essential to leverage diversity (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Shore et al., 2011), yet 

the concept remains rather fluffy because the means to enable all perspectives to be included and 

individuals to contribute are missing (Shore et al., 2011). 

Various understandings of diversity can lead to different approaches to diversity in an 

organization, some of which leverage diversity, some of which do not. This will now be further 

expanded upon. 

2.2.2 Different approaches to diversity 

The approach to diversity influences to which extent diversity can be leveraged and not just 

represented. 
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Even though the majority of organizations acknowledge that diversity is part of the 

organizational reality, how to deal with such diversity is still controversial (Sadri & Tran, 2002). The 

approach a company takes on is strongly influenced by the type of diversity, the pressure for its 

implementation and the present managerial attitudes (Dass & Parker, 1999). 

In that context, Thomas & Ely (1996) propose three different paradigms that they identified 

through a qualitative study with companies from several fields. The paradigms are: 1. the assimilation 

paradigm, 2. the differentiation paradigm and 3. the integration paradigm as illustrated in Figure 2.1. 

The first paradigm is displayed by the discrimination-and-

fairness perspective, which approaches workplace diversity as a 

measure to eliminate current discriminatory behaviour and provide 

equal opportunities. With its attention vastly drawn to equal 

treatment, it requests that everyone is the same and undermines 

essential differences. This inhibits an organization’s ability to put 

the employees’ differences to use to actually enhance its practices, 

processes and strategies. In accordance with this perspective on 

diversity, the measures an organization takes are defensive (Dass & 

Parker, 1999). Tools, that accompany this paradigm are often quotas 

a company sets for the representation of minority groups. Albeit, 

solely increasing diversity representation through recruiting more 

individuals from identity groups that are traditionally 

underrepresented, does not lead to a beneficial contribution of 

diversity (Thomas & Ely, 1996). It can even harm the organization 

and heighten the probability for conflict to arise (Pelled et al., 1999). 

To move from an assimilation perspective to a view that values the differences, the second 

paradigm is represented by the access-and-legitimacy perspective. This accommodative strategy 

values the diversity of the workforce in terms of gaining entry to new markets as a result of hiring 

employees who show similarities to customers (Dass & Parker, 1999). The motivation for this often 

stems from a reactive response to immediate needs. This results in an emphasis of cultural differences 

which are merely used to reach specific markets. This aligns with the understanding of diversity 

according to the difference-oriented approach (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). From this perspective the full 

understanding of the capabilities of a diverse workforce is subverted and it is not analysed how those 

differences are truly affecting the work that is done and how they could contribute to the whole 

Figure 2.1 
Thomas & Ely’s (1996) three 
paradigms of diversity in 
organizations. In paradigm 2 
and 3 diversity may be 
leveraged, whereas paradigm 1 
merely ensures that it exists. 

Three paradigms of diversity 
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organization. Furthermore, in this approach employees may find it challenging to fully engage in the 

work they do as well as in their relationships in the workplace, which can lead to resentment and 

misunderstanding impairing productive work (Thomas & Ely, 1996). This stems from the fact that 

individuals are reduced to specific differences and are put into categories rather than being seen as 

complex humans with intersecting elements (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Only 

particular differences are leveraged to gain insights into unknown markets (Dass & Parker, 1999; 

Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

Finally, the integration paradigm, also called the integration-and-learning perspective, 

follows the inclusionary notion of diversity as a vehicle to rethink processes and task of the 

organization. It specifically connects diversity to approaches to work (Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

Adopting this proactive paradigm can lead to tapping into the true benefits of diversity where the 

different perspectives and experiences of a diverse workforce are incorporated and fully respected. 

According to Thomas & Ely (1996, p. 86), it internalizes differences in the workforce in order to 

“learn and grow because of them”. Employees are encouraged to contribute with their own 

background to widen the pool of knowledge and experience. Through the enabling and valuable 

utilization of different experiences and perspectives, creativity can be promoted and a competitive 

advantage can be realized (Bassett-Jones, 2005). This approach links diversity to work processes, 

making it a critical resource for learning and change. Solely under this paradigm an inclusionary 

environment can unfold and diversity be fully leveraged (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Thomas & Ely, 

1996). In order to ensure that the integration-and-learning perspective unleashes its full potential, it 

is important that efforts are implemented systematically, meaning with a high level of integration and 

consistency, instead of episodic efforts that only occur once in reaction to a critical situation (Dass & 

Parker, 1999). A systematic implementation of efforts is thus often connected with the need of a shift 

in prevalent institutional logics, which are 

“the formal and informal rules of action, interaction, and interpretation that 

guide and constrain decision makers in accomplishing the organization’s 

tasks and in obtaining social status, credits, penalties, and rewards in the 

process [...] a set of assumptions and values, usually implicit, about how to 

interpret organizational reality, what constitutes appropriate behavior, and 

how to succeed” (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, p. 804). 
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Consequently, the approach a company takes strongly influences which tools are used for 

working with diversity and the inclusionary approach shows most promise of being suited to leverage 

diversity fully. 

2.2.3 Tools for dealing with diversity 

There are several tools that are used in order to tackle diversity in an organization, but none 

that focuses on leveraging the whole potential of diversity (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Shore et al., 2011). 

Quotas, resource groups, workforce diversity training and mentors display the common tools 

that are applied in diversity efforts. Even though quotas and resource groups can support the 

representation and empowerment of minority groups in an organization, they simultaneously may 

lead to a segregation from the rest of the organization, thus disabling an open exchange (Hanappi-

Egger, 2012). Workforce training mainly focuses on facilitating acceptance of different personalities 

as well as ideas or thoughts of others (Sadri & Tran, 2002). These trainings and effective 

communication strategies can assist in fostering equality in the organization and lessen prejudices as 

well as resistance (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Wong, 2008). Still, these tools do not focus on the 

capitalization and usage of diversity as a business rationale that can yield an economic benefit. Even 

though mentor and mentee relationships can support employees from underrepresented groups to gain 

insight and bring their perspectives forward in the organization, this effort is targeted at a small 

number of people. Therefore, it is not useful in terms of leveraging the potential of the diverse 

collectivity in an organization (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). In section 2.2.3 we will consider dialogue as 

a potential tool to leverage diversity. 

2.2.4 Link between diversity and performance 

The assumption of diversity as a crucial business rationale that goes beyond the belief that in 

a multicultural society the concept of diversity “is simply the right thing to do” (Jayne & Dipboye, 

2004, p. 410), can also be observed in practice (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Dass & Parker, 1999; Hanappi-

Egger, 2012; Mensi-Klarbach, 2012; Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

Following the general underlying hypothesis that “diversity is good for workers, the 

organization, and clients and customers” (Mor Barak, 2015, p. 84), it is crucial to examine the 

relationship between diversity and performance. It is often suggested that diversity is a substantial 

source of creativity and innovation that can yield a competitive advantage (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Díaz-

García et al., 2013; Nathan & Lee, 2013). 
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Extensive studies over the past decades, striving to scrutinize this link, have led to 

contradictory and ambiguous results (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, & Jonsen, 2010). This ambiguity 

points to the challenge faced by those who are trying to foster productive diversity among work 

groups. 

2.2.4.1 Advantages 

The positive implications of diversity usually entail the opportunity of a larger pool of 

resources to draw from in order to generate ideas, combining and critically evaluating them (Bassett-

Jones, 2005; Konrad, 2003). Thus, diverse groups are less likely to develop group-think, thereby 

overlooking important details (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Konrad, 2003). Adding to that, Thomas & Ely 

(1996) showed that experiential and cognitive diversity contributes to the already existing 

perspectives in an organization, improves clarification and combines diverse ideas to accomplish 

goals. Furthermore, Donnellon (1993) and Tushman (1977) could identify that work groups 

characterized by diversity possess the ability to acquire access to larger networks, which allows them 

to obtain information which strengthens their responsiveness to changing needs and demands, 

internally and externally. This is emphasised by Konrad (2003) who argues that in a global economy 

diversity can result in an increased market share. 

Furthermore, workforce diversity is frequently linked to innovation and creativity (Bassett-

Jones, 2005; Chua, 2018; Díaz-García et al., 2013; Nathan & Lee, 2013; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013). 

However, innovation research shows that some kinds of diversity are more crucial than others 

(Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013). According to Chua’s study (2018), multicultural networks boost creativity 

of thought. In another study, Díaz-García et al. (2013) found that hiring women and assembling 

culturally diverse team members, improves an organization's capacity to innovate. This is based on a 

research project conducted in R&D teams of 4277 Spanish companies. Through the usage of 

statistical models, they could observe that organizations comprising more women and cultural 

backgrounds show a greater likelihood to introduce radical innovations. 

Consequently, diversity in work groups can lead to improved decision making as well as an 

increased ability to solve problems and foster innovation. This can be especially crucial for 

knowledge-heavy companies (Bourke & Dillon, 2018; IBM, n.d.). 

2.2.4.2 Disadvantages 

As the likelihood of conflict increases in a diverse workforce an effective method to mediate 

this conflict is crucial. 
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 According to Fujimoto et al. (2013) as well as Jayne & Dipboye (2004), the negative 

implications are predominantly relational conflict and less social cohesion. This argument is 

supported by research showing that work groups consisting of highly diverse members in terms of 

their gender, age, tenure and race display various difficulties such as conflicts and communication 

breakdowns (Milliken & Martins, 1996). Research proposes that different types of conflict may result 

from different types of diversity. In a study related to diversity, conflict and performance with a 

sample of 45 teams, Pelled et al. (1999) observed that discrepancy in functional background and 

tenure intensifies task related conflict. This for example encompasses dissent about key decisions, 

goals and best course of action. Race and gender diversity on the other hand raises emotional conflict. 

Deriving from that it could be observed that emotional conflict had predominantly negative 

associations whereas task related conflict had a positive relation to group performance. 

This leads to the conclusion that effective conflict management is an essential requirement 

while managing diverse work groups, because the diversity in team members will most certainly raise 

the probability for circumstances in which opinions and perspectives collide (Pelled et al., 1999). 

Channelling conflict deriving from diversity effectively and harnessing its creative potential is 

therefore crucial to enhance team performance and creativity (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Pelled et al., 

1999). According to Jayne & Dipboye (2004), managers need to obtain skills in order to facilitate 

constructive conflict as well as effective communication. 

2.2.4.3 Diversity as competitive advantage 

Management scholars conclude that a diverse workforce can gain more access and react more 

appropriately to a diverse customer base (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Adding to that, 

research indicates that diversity can provide a base for competitive advantage by being an extensive 

source of creativity and innovation (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Lattimer, 1998; Mor Barak, 2015; Thomas 

& Ely, 1996). This stems from the ability of a multicultural organisation to present various 

perspectives as well as interpretations in dealing with sophisticated issues. A diverse workforce can 

entail an enhanced ability to derive expanded meanings, hence being better at problem solving 

processes (Saxena, 2014). This argument is supported by various areas of research. For example 

Moss-Kanter’s study of motivation in organizations (referred to in Lattimer, 1998) reveals that the 

most innovative enterprises set up heterogeneous teams deliberately in order to “create a market-place 

of ideas” (Lattimer, 1998, p. 9), thus pinpointing that a multiplicity of views is needed to tackle a 

problem effectively. Employees from various backgrounds are contributing with individual talents 
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and experiences, thus presenting a larger pool of ideas and experiences. In this context an important 

prerequisite to creating such a pool is that they feel comfortable in communicating their perspectives 

(Saxena, 2014). Nevertheless, it should be noted that a diverse workforce in itself does not inevitably 

establish an environment in which this potential can unfold (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mensi-Klarbach, 

2012; Shore et al., 2011) and that diversity can also increase conflict (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Pelled 

et al., 1999). 

In conclusion, establishing a diverse workforce can yield in enormous opportunities for 

organizations to tap into different ideas, potential contributions and creativity, which can serve as a 

catalyst for productivity and innovation (Aghazadeh, 2004; Hanappi-Egger, 2012). Still, in order to 

use the full potential of diversity and incorporate the amount of experience and perspectives different 

individuals may bring to the table, organizations need to create an environment and use practices 

through which positive effects of diversity can be developed and channelled and negative effects like 

conflict can be mitigated. 

2.3 Dialogue 

Dialogue appears to hold the potential to leverage diversity in alignment with Thomas & Ely’s 

(1996) third paradigm and the concept of inclusion, enabling diversity to be lifted beyond conflict 

resolution to be utilized for organizational learning, improvements and innovation (Benner & Pastor, 

2017; Cook, 2014; Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 1993; Nielsen & Nielsen, 

2013; Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, & Switzler, 2012; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 

1999). But because “dialogue” is perceived in many different ways, there are two points of particular 

interest if it is to be used to leverage diversity: how dialogue is defined as distinct from other forms 

of communication, and whether dialogue can be created and thereby become a method for leverage 

or cannot be generated intentionally as indicated by Buber (Arnett, Fritz, & Bell, 2009) in which case 

it is not very useful as a tool. In the following, dialogue will be considered as a concept and as a 

method and lastly in terms of the ways in which it may or may not leverage diversity. 

2.3.1 Dialogue as a concept 

Dialogue in the conceptual form of Isaacs (1999) is a distinct mode of communication that is 

particularly suited to leverage diversity by enhancing it rather than overcoming it. The concept has 

been shaped continually throughout the last century and further specified by Isaacs. This section 



19 

 

presents the historical background of dialogue briefly and goes on to distinguish it further from other 

forms of communication with which it is regularly mixed up. 

2.3.1.1 Brief historical overview of the concept of dialogue 

The understanding of dialogue as a form of communication – as opposed to a literary style 

building on Plato’s Socratic dialogues (Stewart, Zediker, & Black, 2004) – emerges during the 20th 

century, perhaps as an attempt to retrieve a quality of relationship in conversation that may have been 

diminished by the Carthesian world-view of subject-object relationship (Stewart et al., 2004). 

The philosopher Buber (1878-1965) writes of dialogue as a moment of deep connection and 

understanding between people that cannot be created, but is a gift when it emerges (Arnett et al., 

2009). For Buber, our very identity emerges out of the I-Thou (subject-subject) relationship 

exemplified by dialogue as opposed to the Carthesian I-It relationship where the other is perceived as 

object rather than as subject. 

A few years later, the philosopher and literary critic Bakhtin (1895-1975) describes dialogue 

as the polyphony of many voices and perspectives, as opposed to the monophony of an author’s voice 

dictating what is the right view (Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017). 

The philosopher Gadamer (1900-2002) sees dialogue as a “fusion of horizons” (Southern, 

2005, p. 70; Stewart et al., 2004, p. 29). Like Buber, he views dialogue largely as something emergent 

because he considers truth and methods to be irreconcilable (Stewart et al., 2004). Yet Gadamer does 

set up what might be seen as the beginnings of a framework for dialogue by noting that it is necessary 

to take seriously “the truth claim of the person with whom one is conversing” (Gonzales, 2006, p. 

323). This is closely related to having respect for the other, which is a trait of dialogue that is stressed 

repeatedly in literature (Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Rose-Redwood et 

al., 2018; Southern, 2005). 

The theoretical quantum physicist Bohm (1917-1992) moves one step further towards a 

framework for creating dialogue with his claim that in order for dialogue to take place participants 

must be able to suspend their judgements and actions (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Stewart et al., 2004) 

while contemplating their own thoughts and seeking to understand those of the other. Bohm believes 

that successful dialogues could overcome what he perceives as an increasing fragmentation in the 

world (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Isaacs, 1999; Stewart et al., 2004). With this view, dialogue begins to 

take on the shape of a method that can be used for leverage. 



20 

 

Isaacs, philosopher and co-founder of MIT’s Organizational Learning Center, is deeply 

inspired by Bohm’s thinking and creates a framework and method for enabling dialogue to emerge 

and starts putting it into practice. Others have joined him in this endeavour to create dialogue and a 

shared understanding of dialogue may slowly be developing among practitioners and academics 

(Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999). 

This brief and selective historical overview points to dialogue as a form of communication 

where people meet as equals in the sense of subject to subject rather than subject to object, where 

many voices is the norm rather than agreement, and where a wish to understand the other as well as 

reflect on one’s own assumptions prevails. The scope moves from Buber focusing on dialogue 

between two people to Bohm and Isaacs mainly considering dialogue in larger groups (Bohm & 

Nichol, 1996; Isaacs, 1999; Stewart et al., 2004). Stewart et al. (2004) argue that Buber, Bakhtin, 

Gadamer and Bohm have in common an approach to dialogue that looks for connections rather than 

focusing on narrow analyses and that assumes dynamic processes rather than static states. These 

assumptions are also at the core of Isaacs’ (1999) approach which we use as our theoretical framework 

for dialogue in our research and shall expand on shortly. 

2.3.1.2 Dialogue as distinct from discussion and debate 

Dialogue is not always used in the above meaning of the word. Stewart et al. (2004) note that 

there is enormous variety in the connotations attached to the word. Rose-Redwood et al. (2018) use 

the terms dialogue and debate interchangeably in an article ostensibly about dialogue. Wright (2018) 

writes about dialogue yet does not define her understanding of dialogue at all. This confusion about 

the content of the concept may lead to the assumption that it is not a distinct form of communication 

at all.  

Adding to the brief historical overview above it is helpful to join Isaacs (1999, 2001) in 

turning to the etymological roots of three concepts that are often used interchangeably, namely 

dialogue, discussion and debate, in order to create a useful distinction. 

The origins of the word dialogue are the Greek “dia” = “through” and “logos” = “meaning”, 

“word” or “discourse” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2019; Oxford English Dictionary, 2019b). As 

such “dialogue” means “through words” or “through meaning”. It does not imply a conversation 

between two people as opposed to monologue; dialogue can be between any number of people. 
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Discuss derives from “dis” = “apart” and “quartere” = shake; to shake apart (Oxford English 

Dictionary, 2019c). Here, according to Isaacs (2001), the topic is shaken apart into its various 

components. 

Debate comes from Latin “dis” = “apart” and “battuere” = “beat”; that is to beat apart (Oxford 

English Dictionary, 2019a). Isaacs interprets this as beating down the argument of the other. It does, 

in any case, have a sense of something aggressive. 

This brief etymological explanation provides a basis for understanding dialogue as a means 

of exploration and learning through words and meaning as distinct from discussion as dismantling 

topics into their parts or debate as beating down the other’s argument to win. 

The profusion of uses and understandings of dialogue may well continue. Yet the historical 

(and continual) development of the concept of dialogue along with etymology constitute a basis for 

considering dialogue to be a distinct form of communication (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Isaacs, 1993, 

1999, 2001; Patterson et al., 2012; Schein, 1993; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999). It may even 

be considered a form of communication that works particularly well with diversity because dialogue 

does not aim for a winner and attempts to find meaning that may go beyond and above the topic rather 

than shaking the topic into its parts. The interest in dialogue over the past century has led to attempts 

to design methods for creating dialogue which further develops dialogue as a distinct concept. 

2.3.2 Dialogue as a method 

Much literature on dialogue is theoretical and most empirical literature we have found is 

highly contextualized and built around cases rather than wider epistemological research (as 

exemplified in section 2.4). Consequently, there is a need for a structured and fairly general approach 

to dialogue if the concept is to be useful as a method. Such an approach has been outlined by Isaacs 

(1999). This section considers dialogue in the light of Isaacs’ model. 

2.3.2.1 A structured, workable approach to dialogue 

We have chosen to centre our approach to dialogue on that of Isaacs (1999) for two reasons. 

First, Isaacs has moved beyond a philosophical approach and developed a framework for dialogue 

which makes it possible to attempt to practise it as a discipline or use it as a method rather than merely 

hope that it might emerge. Secondly, Isaacs and others have used that framework with some success 

in corporate settings (Isaacs, 1999; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990) and therefore there is some evidence, 
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if not quantifiable then at least based on several cases and by different researchers, to back up the 

theory. 

Although Isaacs (1999) concedes with Buber and Gadamer that dialogue cannot be created 

on demand because dialogue requires a will to understand the other and reflect on one’s own thought, 

he argues that elements can be employed that increase the likelihood of dialogue taking place and 

backs up his argument with cases. In keeping with Stewart et al.’s (2004) interpretation of Isaac’s 

forbearers in the field of dialogue, Isaacs (1999) perceives it as a continual, dynamic process. As such 

he does not expect it to be nailed down with his or other models, but presents his model as a way for 

more people to start utilizing dialogue both for its benefits and as further steps towards understanding 

how it arises and how it works. 

Isaacs describes the potential of dialogue this way: 

“Dialogue, as I define it, is a conversation with a center, not sides. It is a way 

of taking the energy of our differences and channeling it toward something 

that has never been created before. It lifts us out of polarization and into a 

greater common sense, and is thereby a means for accessing the intelligence 

and coordinated power of groups of people” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 19 italics 

original). 

Amongst other things, Isaacs’ model presents four capacities that are shared by other literature 

on dialogue if not always with exactly the same connotations: Listening (Arnett et al., 2009; 

Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 1993; Patterson et al., 2012; Rose-

Redwood et al., 2018; Schein, 1993; Southern, 2005; Wong, 2008; Yankelovich, 1999), Respecting 

(Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Rose-Redwood et al., 2018; Southern, 

2005), Suspending (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson 

et al., 2012; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999) and Voicing (Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 1993; 

Patterson et al., 2012; Yankelovich, 1999). The role of these four capacities is to create what Isaacs 

(1993, 1999, 2001) calls a “container”, a space within which dialogue may emerge. Once the 

container is established the dialogue is likely to move back and forth through various phases. These 

play a major role in the writings of Isaacs, but due to the scope and methodology of this paper, we 

concentrate on the four capacities that may enable dialogue. Isaacs’ model fits well with other models. 

One is Arnett et al.’s five “dialogic coordinates” (2009, p. 88): learning from listening, refraining 

from the demand that dialogue take place, being aware of bias, recognizing that not all communication 

is or should be in the form of dialogue, and keeping content and learning foremost. Another is 
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Yankelovich’s (1999) equality, empathic listening and open assumptions. Isaacs’ model, however, is 

more specific and thus more applicable as a method. 

In Isaacs’ (1999) definition, Listening means both listening to others without judgement and 

listening to what is happening inside oneself during the process. Respecting means acknowledging 

the position of the other as valid while recognizing that one will never fully understand the other. 

Suspending means setting aside one’s own assumptions while being open to that of the other(s). And 

Voicing means speaking of what one sees as essential, whether from oneself or from what appears to 

be emerging from the dialogue. 

Isaacs’ model (1999) still has its limits as a method for creating dialogue. As mentioned, while 

indicating ways to make dialogue more likely to take place the model still does not secure that 

dialogue will happen. Considering the emergence of dialogue as a concept outlined in the historical 

overview (2.2.1.1), it may be inevitable that dialogue can only be created by consent. The question 

then becomes how to create the best conditions for willing participation to take place. This is what 

Isaacs seeks to do through his four practices. 

However, Isaacs’ (1999) model merely focuses on face-to-face dialogue which comprises 

only a small part of the conversations that take place in businesses of today. Rose-Redwood et al. 

(2018) and Wright (2018) do mention written dialogue, but sadly they do not present a method for 

dialogue and are not even clear on its definition. 

Isaacs’ model is a work in progress, even according to Isaacs himself (1999) and the empirical 

data is still very scarce. Yet the model of Isaacs is comprehensive, has been applied to organizational 

settings, and does have some empirical backing albeit largely from researchers at MIT (Isaacs, 1993, 

1999, 2001; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990). 

2.3.3 Uses of dialogue 

Dialogue can be used in different ways as illustrated in Figure 2.2. First and foremost it is 

used as a way to resolve conflicts (Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Schein, 1993; 

Simmons-Welburn, 1999; Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). Beyond that it can also 

enable organizational learning, improvement and innovation (Isaacs, 1999; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013; 

Patterson et al., 2012; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999) through constructive use of 

diverse perspectives (Isaacs, 1999; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013). These different uses will be considered 

below followed by a deliberation of major criticisms of dialogue. 
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2.3.3.1 Making constructive use of tension and conflict 

Dialogue is a way of dealing with and potentially making constructive use of tension or even 

conflict in or between groups. 

The largest body of literature on dialogue in practice (as opposed to merely theory) deals with 

dialogue as a means to overcome tension and conflict (Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 

2012; Simmons-Welburn, 1999; Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). Mostly the focus is 

on ethnic and/or social divides, and mostly on intergroup dialogue rather than intragroup dialogue 

(Benner & Pastor, 2017; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Suransky & Alma, 2018) which dialogue 

within an organization could be considered to be. The way of defining and using dialogue, however, 

is fairly consistent across the field with a few exceptions such as aforementioned Rose-Redwood et 

al. (2018). There is general consensus that dialogue, properly employed usually through facilitation, 

is a useful method to tackle tension and conflict (Benner & Pastor, 2017; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 

2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Rose-Redwood et al., 2018; Simmons-Welburn, 1999; 

Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). It does so by constituting a safe and respectful space 

within which to voice one’s own view and gain an understanding of the other’s, not with the purpose 

of convincing each other, but with the purpose of creating a greater shared base of meaning about 

topics of mutual concern as indicated in the Isaacs quote in 2.2.2.1. 

Yet much literature shows that dialogue has the potential, not to alleviate all tension, but to 

resolve conflict and make constructive use of tensions to come up with solutions that participants 

apart from each other are not likely to have thought of (Benner & Pastor, 2017; Cook, 2014; 

Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 1993; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Southern, 

2005; Yankelovich, 1999). This may lead to both organizational learning and innovation as will be 

presented in the following two subsections. In the words of Benner et al. (2017, p. 30) “There is 

Uses of dialogue 

Figure 2.2 
According to literature, but with little empirical evidence – primarily 
single cases or practitioners’ anecdotes – dialogue may enable 
organizational learning and innovation which are ways of leveraging 
diversity, as well as tackle conflict. 
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something about knowing together that helps you grow together.” Dialogue, in other words, presents 

a way to resolve or ease conflict, yet stay with the tension and view it as fertile soil out of which 

something can grow. 

2.3.3.2 Creating organizational learning  

Dialogue is a way to create organizational learning with the potential of continual 

improvement and adaptability. 

Both Senge (Kofman & Senge, 1993) and Schein (1993) refer to dialogue as a necessity for 

the creation of organizational learning and Schein refers back to Isaacs (1999) in his description of 

dialogue. Rose-Redwood et al. (2018) and Suransky et al. (2018) also view dialogue as a means of 

sharing knowledge and learning, although they do not call it organizational learning. Schein (1993) 

argues that in a complex organizational reality dialogue is a necessity for good management and he 

furthermore claims that dialogue is always better that debate or discussion. In this respect, Schein 

goes further than Isaacs (1999, p. 44) who writes that “skilful discussion” has its merits in some 

situations as a means of better understanding elements in order to understand the whole. 

Southern (2005, p. 55) distinguishes between “communicative learning” as opposed to 

“instrumental learning”: the first being a process that attempts to get at the underlying meaning as 

opposed to the second just exchanging information – much the same distinction that Buber makes 

between “true dialogue” and “technical dialogue” (Arnett et al., 2009). Through the exploration of 

the deeper meanings, learning is taking place, but the benefits go further than this: the deeper 

understanding of each other and each other’s perspectives that emerge through dialogue creates a 

coherence that enables those involved to act from a basis of shared understanding – though not 

necessarily agreement. This in turn enables an organization to be flexible and adaptable in an ever 

changing and complex environment in a way that no action plan can accomplish (Isaacs, 1999). 

2.3.3.3 Spurring innovation 

One potential of dialogue that is related to organizational learning, but arguably goes beyond 

it, is its ability to lead to innovation. In Isaacs’ book “Dialogue – the Art of Thinking Together” he 

distinguishes “thinking” from “thought” (1999, p. 60), defining the latter as drawing upon memory 

and habit and the former as becoming aware of the new that could emerge. Through this distinction 

he equates “thinking” with innovation (Isaacs, 1999, p. 61). Literature and research on innovation 

repeatedly suggests that diversity with its implicit tension (Pelled et al., 1999) is important for the 

ability to innovate because it may spur creative thinking (Amabile, 1998; Harvey, 2014; Nielsen & 
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Nielsen, 2013; Storey, 2014). Dialogue helps people stay with that tension with respect for the other 

and curiosity as to what may unfold from the tension rather than seeking to resolve it as fast as 

possible. This makes dialogue a tool for innovation; not a quick fix tool, but one that can help create 

out of diversity the kind of approach, thinking and interaction from which innovations are born 

(Amabile, 1998; Harvey, 2014; Isaacs, 1999; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013; Storey, 2014). Dialogue thus 

enables a group to use tension and conflicts for thinking together, by Senge (1990) called “creative 

tension”, which may lead to innovation. Interestingly, Rose-Redwood (2018, p. 113) refer to dialogue 

as “embodied action”, suggesting that dialogue, while verbal, may be more akin to action than to 

mere talk. 

2.3.3.4 Criticism of dialogue as a method 

With all the promises of dialogue also comes criticism. Interestingly, this tends to take the 

shape of criticism of dialogue as a whole rather than of its ability to accomplish the above claims – 

which may indicate either that there is a general consensus that those promises are realistic or that not 

enough research has been done on the matter yet. As the criticism is aimed at dialogue as such, we 

have collected it here rather than trying to forcibly fit it with the points above. 

2.3.3.4.1 Emergent or on demand? 

A point raised already by Buber and supported by other writers (Arnett et al., 2009; 

Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999, 2001; Southern, 2005) is that dialogue cannot be created at demand. 

If it cannot be created on demand, it obviously may prove very unreliable as a method. If mutual 

respect and the capacity to listen to each other with the aim of understanding the underlying meaning 

and reflecting on one’s own perceptions are lacking, dialogue simply will not take place (Arnett et 

al., 2009; Cunningham, 2011; Rose-Redwood et al., 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). Isaacs (1999, 2001), 

however, suggests that conditions can be created that makes it more likely that dialogue will take 

place as described in 2.2.2.1. Since the time of Buber, Isaacs and others such as Yankelovich (1999) 

and Patterson et al. (2012) have developed frameworks and methods with the aim of making dialogue 

into viable tool and have successfully used it on this basis. This limitation may therefore be mediated 

through skilful use of methods, although it cannot be entirely removed. Some of the reasons for this 

become clear through limitations mentioned below in relation to power. 
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2.3.3.4.2 Power relations 

Difficulties potentially presented by the relative power relations of participants in dialogue 

give rise to several points of criticism (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Dessel, 2011; Rose-Redwood et al., 

2018; Wright, 2018). 

One point refers to whether dialogue may render destructive views legitimate by giving them 

space (Rose-Redwood et al., 2018) and whether going into a dialogue means accepting the logic 

behind the situation in which it takes place because dialogue always takes place within a context 

(Wright, 2018). Rose-Redwood et al. (2018) pose the question whether it is therefore sometimes 

acceptable to refuse to enter into dialogue and Wright (2018) in her response argues that power may 

be enforced through dialogue and therefore rules for dialogue are needed. Although Rose-Redwood 

et al. (2018) and Wright (2018) focus on academic dialogue, potentially through various media rather 

than face-to-face, and do not define “dialogue”, three points of interest may be picked up upon from 

their articles. First, it is worth being aware that the word “dialogue” may be used with an 

understanding of the concept different to the one that we have chosen to focus on in this paper. 

Secondly, dialogue, the way Isaacs (1999) defines it, cannot be forced. People can be forced to sit 

together, but they cannot be forced to use dialogue: If destructive views are given space without being 

mediated, participants are likely to either attack or withdraw (Cunningham, 2011) and thereby the 

dialogue comes to a halt; it may turn into discussion or debate, but it is no longer dialogue in the sense 

that Isaacs (1993, 1999, 2001) along with most dialogical literature uses the term (Arnett et al., 2009; 

Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Cook, 2014; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; 

Yankelovich, 1999). Thirdly, rules for what dialogue is and how it is conducted are central to creating 

dialogue among people with very different perspectives which is just what Isaacs and others are 

attempting to provide (Arnett et al., 2009; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Yankelovich, 1999). 

Another point relating to power relations is whether it is possible to have open dialogue 

between people with different power status (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Dessel, 2011; Rose-Redwood et 

al., 2018; Wright, 2018): Can participants be honest with someone with greater power than 

themselves – maybe even power over them? If all participants in a dialogue must have equal status, 

the scope of dialogue will certainly be minimized. Furthermore, it will be necessary to evaluate the 

relative power of participants before starting a dialogue which may be difficult as illustrated by an 

example may be drawn from Isaacs (1999): Is management more powerful than the workers when 

those workers are unionized? The question is whether there is ever an entirely power free space per 

se. If this criticism of power difference is valid, then dialogue should rarely work, and yet there are 
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many reports that it works even between people of different status (Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; 

Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). The clue to this may be summed up by Cunningham: 

“Equality is “to participate as equals” (Yankelovich, 1999): an understanding that the higher-

ranking participants will remove their badges of authority and participate at the same level as every 

other person involved.” (Cunningham, 2011, p. 215) 

Isaacs claims that “Dialogue enables a “free flow of meaning,” which has the potential of 

transforming the power relationships among the people concerned” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 395) so that 

which in theory seems impossible due to power differences is possible in reality (Isaacs, 2001). It 

thus appears that unequal power status can prevent dialogue from happening if it is not set up in a 

supportive way, but is not a limitation if a safe space is created and the participants are willing to 

engage as equals. 

A final concern to be addressed here in regard to power is who is included in the dialogue and 

who is left out (Rose-Redwood et al., 2018). This is obviously a way of wielding power, consciously 

or not, and an important point to take into consideration whenever starting up a dialogue. We have 

not found literature expanding on this. 

2.3.3.4.3 Scope 

According to Bohm (1996) dialogue should not have a predefined purpose, and Rose-

Redwood et al. (2018) ask whether the aim of dialogue is agreement or constructive disagreement. If 

dialogue may not have a predefined purpose, it arguably becomes less interesting as a method for 

businesses. However, Isaacs’ (1999, 2001) model focuses on dialogue around an issue of shared 

interest, and while that may not be construed as a purpose, it certainly sets some kind of agenda and 

other literature supports this approach (Cunningham, 2011; Patterson et al., 2012; Yankelovich, 

1999). Whether the outcome is agreement or constructive disagreement is not defined. To some extent 

this question may be obsolete in Isaacs’ view because dialogue is seen as ongoing and dynamic rather 

than static and as such there is never a final outcome, but merely steps on the road of unfolding 

understandings and events (Isaacs, 1999). To sum up, although it is not possible to predict the 

outcome of dialogue, most dialogues centre around a shared area of concern, and in as far as finding 

a way forward in regard to an area of concern can be construed as a purpose, dialogues can and mostly 

do have a purpose. 
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2.3.3.4.4 Speed 

Another critique of dialogue that may have particular relevance for its use in businesses is 

that it is slow, at least in the short run (Isaacs, 1999; Schein, 1993; Southern, 2005). By slow is 

generally meant slower than creating an action plan (Isaacs, 1999; Southern, 2005). In businesses 

where pressures for quick action to ever-changing circumstances abound this critique may be very 

serious.  

An argument that potentially modifies this critique at least in the longer run is that dialogue, 

when used as a continual process over time, is more effective and makes for more flexibility and 

innovation than action plans which are easily made irrelevant by changing circumstances even before 

they have been transformed into action (Isaacs, 1999; Southern, 2005). Dialogue may therefore save 

time in the long run. So while the criticism of slowness has merit if a quick fix is needed, it appears 

to be less pertinent for organizations that are able and willing to invest time in order to reap the 

benefits of establishing dialogical processes. 

 

Based on this section on dialogue (2.2), dialogue may be considered both a distinct mode of 

communication and a practicable method in regard to conflict resolution, organizational learning and 

innovation, albeit not one that can be used forcibly, but one that requires willingness from the 

participants. This leads us on to the potential of dialogue to leverage diversity in companies. 

2.4 Leveraging diversity through dialogue 

Dialogue can be used as a method to leverage diversity in companies by constituting a space 

in which different perspectives can emerge as well as be put to use. 

A bulk of research-based diversity literature suggests the importance of diversity as a leverage 

for businesses (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Díaz-García et al., 2013; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Mensi-Klarbach, 

2012; Nathan & Lee, 2013; Pelled et al., 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996), but does not specify how to do 

so. 

The majority of literature on dialogue within a diverse setting focuses on intergroup dialogue 

(Benner & Pastor, 2017; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Yankelovich, 1999) with the aim to create 

understanding between various groups and limit tensions rather than on leveraging diversity to create 

benefits (Pelled et al., 1999; Wong, 2008). There is also a tendency to focus on either society as a 

whole (Benner & Pastor, 2017; Dessel, 2011), very specific areas such as scholarly dialogue (Rose-
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Redwood et al., 2018; Wright, 2018) or single cases such as one of dialogue between student groups 

from different parts of the world (Suransky & Alma, 2018). 

We have found that empirical research explicitly focusing on leveraging diversity through 

dialogue is not existent, only anecdotal cases accumulated by practitioners (Isaacs, 1999; Southern, 

2005; Yankelovich, 1999). Still, looking at both streams of research, literature shows several 

correlations. 

One correlation in both research streams is displayed by literature on innovation in which 

scholars emphasize the importance of diversity to create an innovative organization (Amabile, 1998; 

Harvey, 2014; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013; Storey, 2014) on one hand and imply dialogue as a tool to 

spur innovation on the other hand (Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 1993; Yankelovich, 1999). 

Moreover, a part of the dialogue literature focuses on dialogue as a way to organizational learning 

(Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Southern, 2005) which depict a crucial part in inclusionary approaches 

to diversity (Dass & Parker, 1999; Pless & Maak, 2004; Thomas & Ely, 1996). 

As already stated in section 2.2.3, several tools exist to increase understanding and acceptance 

for a diverse workforce. If diversity is to be leveraged rather than merely accepted, it is, however, not 

enough that people understand each other. A form of communication must be established that not 

only breaks through barriers of prejudice and misunderstandings, but actually allows the contribution 

of different experiences and perspectives of diverse people to emerge and be appreciated. This 

argument is supported by Hanappi-Egger (2012), Thomas & Ely (1996) and Wong (2008). Adding 

to that, Pless and Maak’s (2004) conceptual framework of inclusion emphasises the necessity of a 

form of communication that is characterized by stand-point plurality and mutual enabling. In order to 

capitalize on the potential of diversity it is crucial that a form of communication is established that 

focuses on knowledge-sharing in a diverse team (Gilson, Lim, Luciano, & Choi, 2013) as well as 

giving the different perspectives a space to emerge and contribute (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Jayne & 

Dipboye, 2004; Thomas & Ely, 1996; Wong, 2008). 

In literature, dialogue is proposed as a form of communication that enables the contribution 

of people with various and even opposed views (Arnett et al., 2009; Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Cook, 

2014; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Rose-Redwood et al., 2018; Schein, 1993; 

Senge, 1990; Simmons-Welburn, 1999; Southern, 2005; Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 

1999). Further, with its wide use in connection with conflict resolution (Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; 

Patterson et al., 2012; Simmons-Welburn, 1999; Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999) 

dialogue largely presupposes diversity and provides a means of making constructive use of the 
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tensions commonly inherent in diversity (Pelled et al., 1999), enhancing rather than overcoming 

diversity (Benner & Pastor, 2017; Cook, 2014; Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Kofman & Senge, 

1993; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999) which is a crucial part of 

leveraging it. 

This leads to the essence of this thesis. 

Diversity literature indicates inclusion as the way to 

best leverage diversity fully in organizations, but is 

not clear on how this can be done in practice 

(Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Pless & Maak, 2004; Shore et 

al., 2011; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Dialogue literature 

while mostly focusing on conflict resolution also 

indicates that dialogue can be used to create 

organizational learning and innovation, but little 

empirical evidence has been gathered about this. The 

assumption behind our thesis is that diversity 

literature, exemplified by Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 

three paradigms, may be combined with dialogue 

literature to present a practicable way forward in 

terms of leveraging diversity in companies. As 

illustrated in Figure 2.3, our assumption is that 

dialogue can work to put inclusion, paradigm 3 into 

practice. Dialogue may, of course, also be used for 

conflict resolution in order to alleviate the tensions 

stemming from diversity as illustrated by paradigm 1 

and in this case it may pull the company toward leverage by transforming those tensions into 

organization learning and innovation.  

Southern sheds light on how dialogue contributes to inclusion: 

“These conversations enable people to see each other differently, as real 

people, rather than as the roles they fill in the organization.” (Southern, 2005, 

p. 63) 

“Dialog creates an open space where we can share and explore our ideas and 

come to new understanding. It allows for questions to be asked that have not 

Figure 2.3 
The assumption behind this thesis is that 
Thomas and Ely’s (1996) paradigm theory 
(triangle) and theories about dialogue 
(circle) can be combined. Dialogue may 
thus be a way to make paradigm 3 work 
in practice as well as pulling an 
organization from paradigm 1 towards 
paradigm 3 (green arrows) by 
transforming major parts of the tension 
created by diversity into organizational 
learning and innovation. Our assumption 
is that dialogue is particularly relevant in 
paradigms 1 and 3. 

Combining theories of diversity and 
dialogue 
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been asked before. It provides an opportunity to say what we have never 

before said. The process invites people into a shared inquiry, a learning 

conversation that is dynamic and creative. Dialog by nature is collaborative 

process. As people think together, take risks by raising questions and 

challenging assumptions, they develop closer relationships that appreciate 

diverse perspectives” (Southern, 2005, p. 54). 

As literature indicates a correlation between the two concepts of “leveraging diversity” and 

“dialogue”, but has not explored it empirically, we strive to shed light on the following research 

question: How can diversity be leveraged in companies, looking through the lens of dialogue? We 

consider the “how” both in terms of what are the benefits and challenges of using dialogue to leverage 

diversity and in terms of how dialogue is used for that aim. Informed by the literature covered in this 

chapter we conduct our research under the working assumption that dialogue is a suitable means to 

leverage diversity. 

The following quote may sum up the essence of this literature review: 

“Often conflicts in diverse organizations prompt a return to previous 

approaches as an attempt to reduce ambiguity and conflict. This kind of 

conflict has a non-productive negative effect on innovation, leading to 

regressive and defensive approaches that fail to focus on innovation and 

creative means [...] For organizations seeking improved solutions to issues, 

dialogics offers the opportunity to explore the antecedents and outcomes of 

proposed change and innovation while melding the constructs of “difference,” 

“learning,” and “inclusion.” In other words, healthy communication in the 

face of chaos and change takes the form of dialogue as this form tends to 

create calming, non-demanding, and tension-reducing interactions” (Cook, 

2014, pp. 306, 310). 

  



33 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The presentation of our methodological approach in this chapter provides an outline of the 

chosen research design as well as insight into how the design was carried out. It will start by 

considering the selected ontological and epistemological underpinnings and is followed by a 

description of the actual design of the study as well as the reasoning behind it. Therefore, this chapter 

part will depart in the very abstract and slowly move towards the more concrete, from a discussion 

of the philosophical assumptions to an exploration of the specific techniques and instruments that 

were applied in the research for this thesis. 

3.1 Philosophical assumptions 

Because different philosophical assumptions determine what data is differently and thus affect 

the criteria for assessing the relationship between data and theory as well as the quality of the research 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015), we will first establish the underlying philosophy of 

science in our research.  

Being aware of the philosophical 

understandings and the linkages they entail 

constitutes a crucial part of research. Following 

Easterby-Smith et al.’s (2015) “Four Rings 

Model” (Figure 3.1), these understandings are 

based on the ontology, namely the 

philosophical assumption about the nature of 

reality. From that follows the epistemology 

which encompasses the theory of knowledge 

that assists the researcher in understanding the 

most appropriate ways of inquiring into the 

nature of the world. Attentiveness to these 

underlying understandings is essential in order 

to identify the right research design, including 

the more visible and obvious features in a 

research project which comprises the 

Figure 3.1 
Model according to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015). 

Four ring model of our critical realist approach 
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methodology as well as methods and techniques. Only through fully grasping these philosophical 

assumptions a researcher can make a useful contribution to their respective fields (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015). 

Our applied approach follows the notion of critical realism. It begins with a realist ontology 

that the truth exists, but it is obscure (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). We are moving in a realist domain 

as we are trying to understand a mechanism and recognize that social conditions have real 

consequences irrespective of their observation. By incorporating a relativist thread the notion of 

critical realism furthermore acknowledges that social life is created by the act of individuals as well 

as having an external effect on them (Ackroyd & Fleetwood, 2000). One of the main ideas of critical 

realism is that of a “structured ontology” which includes a differentiation between three levels: the 

empirical domain, containing the perceptions and experiences people have; the actual domain, 

consisting of events and actions that take place, but are irrespective of their observation; and the real 

domain, comprising causal mechanisms and powers that cannot be directly observed, but still have 

real consequences for society and people (Bhaskar, 1978).  

Epistemologically, critical realism can be characterized as a position between the stronger 

versions of positivism and constructivism however emphasizing more on the former (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2015). Positivism adheres to the concept that only factual knowledge which is gained through 

observation of a large group is trustworthy and the explanation must demonstrate causality (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). Constructivism, on the other hand, represents the view that reality is not exterior 

and objective. Instead it is socially constructed and focuses on the different ways in which individuals 

make sense of the world. Furthermore, explanations aim to increase general understanding of the 

situation through appreciating the various experiences people have and are achieved by analysing 

smaller sample sizes in greater depth (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

This leads to a key feature of critical realism, namely the existence of causality as the potential 

correlation of events rather than automatic correlation which is connected to strong positivism 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Critical realism promotes greater awareness of the underlying causes 

and leads to a reification through creating a social world that has an impact (Ackroyd & Fleetwood, 

2000). Due to its placement close to the philosophical middle ground, the application of critical 

realism permits a diverse approach to research methods (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 
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3.2 The seven stages of interview investigation 

We have chosen qualitative research as the best methodology for answering our research 

question, as we wish to explore how our interviewees go about leveraging diversity through dialogue, 

what kind of benefits and challenges they face and what their experiences are around it. We hope to 

discover new aspects to add to our knowledge and understanding.  

Because the literature on dialogue that implies a potential to leverage diversity is either purely 

theoretical or refer to practitioners’ cases, we have chosen to try to add to literature by conducting 

interviews in three different companies in order to get triangulated data through a different method 

than those already existing. Our research methods are therefore based on the approach of qualitative 

research interviews. Our main resource for gaining knowledge about this methodological approach is 

the extensive work of Kvale (2007). As his background can be categorized as social constructivism 

some of the language will be tied do this, even though we follow an epistemological approach that is 

situated more in the philosophical middle ground and could be described as detached positivism as 

stated above.  

Qualitative Interviews can be seen as a key venue for inquiring the ways through which 

individuals understand and experience their “lived reality” (Kvale, 2007). Through the interview 

subject’s own description of experiences, activities and opinions, a particular access to their perceived 

reality is provided (Kvale, 2007). The main purpose of this approach is to “obtain descriptions with 

respect to interpretations of the meaning of what is described” (Kvale, 2007, p. 19). In this context, 

Kvale (2007) proposes two underlying metaphors representing the role of the interviewer, namely as 

a miner or a traveller. These in turn represent the different epistemological understandings of 

interviewing as a process of knowledge collection (positivist epistemology) or as a process of 

knowledge construction (constructivist epistemology). In alignment with the critical realist approach, 

we follow the miner metaphor as we understand knowledge as buried metal waiting to be uncovered 

(Kvale, 2007), but still acknowledge the reality and importance of meaning (Bhaskar, 1978). The aim 

of our interview investigation is to find out how dialogue is actually being used in the process of 

leveraging diversity and what experiences as well as benefits and difficulties are being encountered. 

We strive to generate insights rather than a generalizable result and expect to go more in depth with 

our research as well as to discover new elements that have not been noticed yet in literature. 

According to Kvale (2007), research interviews are conversations with a structure and 

purpose which are controlled as well as defined by the researcher. Through these, we aim to capture 

views and actions with a real life impact from the interviewees. In order to outline our interview 
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investigation we draw on Kvale’s (2007) framework of the seven interrelated method stages: 

thematising, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analysing, verifying, reporting. 

3.2.1 Thematising 

This stage relates to the significant work that must be conducted before the actual interview 

(Kvale, 2007). It entails the formulation of a research question as well as a theoretical clarification of 

the chosen topic.  

Our working assumption is that dialogue is a method that can be used to leverage diversity 

and from this we derive our research question: How can diversity be leveraged in companies, looking 

through the lens of dialogue? We consider the “how” both in terms of what are the benefits and 

challenges of using dialogue to leverage diversity and in terms of how dialogue is used for that aim. 

The initial inspiration for that topic is significantly shaped by two theoretical understandings that 

were presented during the course of the Master programmes Organizational Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship and Diversity & Change Management. In terms of dialogue we are particularly 

inspired by Isaacs’ (1999) “Dialogue and the art of thinking together”. Our understanding of 

leveraging diversity, however, is greatly influenced by Thomas & Ely’s (1996) “Making difference 

matter: A new paradigm for managing diversity”. 

 As we recognize a gap in literature in regard to our chosen topic, we aim to produce new 

insights about the potential of dialogue to leverage diversity in companies, and to complement the 

already existing theory about both fields through researching a potential linkage.  

We mainly take an explorative approach, but as our framework is based on literature, we do 

have a working assumption: that dialogue can leverage diversity. However, in alignment with our 

underlying philosophical approach the interview investigation shall not only test whether dialogue 

can leverage diversity, but how it does so and which experiences the interviewees have gathered in 

their corporate contexts.  

In order to develop a theoretical and conceptual understanding of the subject and its respective 

research fields and to create an essential pre-knowledge base to pose relevant questions to the 

interviewees, we started our research with a comprehensive literature review. Furthermore, we strove 

to grasp our research topic in its full complexity and to highlight it from several angles. According to 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015, p. 13) a literature review provides an “understanding of how the topic 

has developed over time and what remains to be investigated”. Additionally, it serves a dual purpose: 

it depicts, consolidates and appraises the scholarly structure of the chosen field of study as well as 
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authorizes the researcher “to develop the existing body of knowledge further” (Tranfield, Denyer, & 

Smart, 2003, p. 208).  

As our main search platforms to identify research relevant material, we employed 

Copenhagen Business School Libsearch as well as Google Scholar and HBR’s database. These two 

search engines offered great access to various databases such as Business Source Complete and thus 

to a large pool of peer-reviewed journals, books and articles within the fields of business management 

and organization. Consequently, the chosen search engines provided us with initial access to the 

literature apart from the two above stated theoretical understandings. In regard to the time, field or 

country of origin we imposed no limitations in our search. 

We separately searched for following keywords: “dialogue leverage diversity”, “dialogue 

leveraging diversity”, “dialogue + leveraging diversity + literature review”, “dialogue + leverage 

diversity + literature review”, “dialogue + diversity”, “dialogue + Isaacs”, “diversity + Thomas & 

Ely”, “leveraging diversity”, “diversity + literature review”, “dialogue + literature review”, 

“organisational diversity”, “organisational dialogue”. The keyword search started out with being very 

specific to our research focus and after identifying an evident gap in literature, extended to the 

research fields of diversity and dialogue respectively. This allowed us to grasp diverse viewpoints on 

the studied topics and get insight to how they relate to each other. Finally, we searched for literature 

from 2018 in order to gain insights into the latest material on the subject and the sources that were 

referred to. Potentially relevant material as well as searched keywords were filled into a shared list in 

order to obviate overlaps in our separate search rounds and maximize the outcome.  

We had to go through several rounds of exclusion. The first was based on the materials’ 

abstracts and the information we retrieved through skimming them. This allowed us to diminish the 

amount of material greatly and determine which articles were significant for clarifying our research 

question. We further traced citations and references in relevant publications to recognize key scholars 

around our chosen topic and thus accumulate additional material which we initially reviewed again 

through focus on the abstract. 

In order to structure the potentially relevant material, we constructed a shared table to create 

an overview of the references, their main points and potential usage in regard to our research question, 

along with critique and field (Appendix A). On the basis of the key points we conducted another 

round of exclusion and simultaneously narrowed down the focus of the searched literature in order to 

further align it with our research question. The final round of exclusion was based on the full text of 
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the remaining potentially relevant material and led us to the theoretical knowledge on which we base 

our understanding of our topic.  

This theoretical knowledge provides the ground for the design of the interview (Kvale, 2007). 

3.2.2 Designing  

The Design of an interview study revolves around the planning of the procedures and 

techniques to obtain the knowledge (Kvale, 2007). 

For our research we decided to collect qualitative data through semi-structured individual 

interviews with the aim to acquire descriptions of the interviewee’s experience to help us interpret 

the implications of the phenomena that are described (Kvale, 2007).  

As we not solely aim to generate multiple insights, but also intend to achieve more meaningful 

results we decided to interview three companies from diverse industries. Through this triangulation 

we hoped to gather various perspectives and overlaps in order to increase confidence in the validity 

of our observations. 

 However, the chosen companies are connected through specific characteristics that 

constituted the selection criteria. Firstly, we only considered companies who realize the concept of 

diversity, claim to be inclusive and actively work to leverage their diversity beyond sole acceptance. 

This even led us to reject one company that – despite a website indicating efforts to leverage diversity 

– turned out not yet to be at a point of leveraging diversity but only about to embark on the point of 

creating acceptance. Secondly, the companies did not have to explicitly use dialogue. We based this 

decision on the assumption that people have different interpretations of what dialogue is and therefore 

dialogue might already be a part of their efforts not yet recognized as a method in itself. This 

assumption was supported by literature as well as by an external diversity consultant we contacted. 

Lastly, we decided to only interview knowledge heavy companies as they are facing similar 

challenges and thus increasing comparability.  

Starting our sampling strategy and in order to get insights into which companies may comply 

with this selection criteria, we contacted a Copenhagen-based diversity consultant who inter alia 

works with dialogical tools. The meeting with her shed light on the status quo of measures to leverage 

diversity measures in Denmark and resulted in a few potential contacts to companies. These were the 

first companies we contacted and it resulted in our first participating company. The other companies 

we contacted were based on diversity research we did on their public websites after being made aware 

of them through media recognition in relation to their leverage of diversity (such as nomination for 
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the Diversity Prize) and through acquaintances. In our initial letters to the managers (example shown 

in Appendix B), we asked to interview one manager responsible for leveraging diversity as well as 

two to three employees who experience these efforts to get insight into the result in their daily work 

life. This approach aimed to collect various perspectives and demonstrate efforts and the intention 

behind them (from managers) as well as the experienced consequences of these efforts (from 

employees), making our research more valid.  

We chose not to make any requirements of diversity when it comes to our interviewees, but 

were curious to see whom the companies would point to as diversity manager and whom that manager 

would point to as relevant employees as that in itself might give an indication of the actual diversity 

in the companies. Furthermore, it allowed us to speed up the data collection process. 

This resulted in the following ten interviewees in Figure 3.2: 

It should be noted that we use the term manager to denote the three people in each respective 

company, who have the main responsibility for leveraging diversity in the company. Even though we 

asked for employees, IE 2, IE 4 and IE 6 are also managers, but not with diversity as a main 

responsibility. Therefore, in order to simplify the classification they will be denoted as “employees”. 

The interviews of the managers had an average duration of 75 minutes and the interviews of the 

employees around 50 minutes. The rationale behind the longer interviews of managers was that they 

would have thought through the processes and issues of leveraging diversity whereas the employees 

may not have thought so much about it, but could tell us of their experiences. 

As the potential knowledge that is produced depends on the social relationship of interviewee 

and interviewer (Kvale, 2007), we decided to conduct the interviews with the premise that the 

Figure 3.2 
Overview of interviewees according to industry, role, sex, age and nationality. 

Overview of interviewees 
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interviewees stay anonymous in our reporting to create a stage were the interviewee is safe and free 

to talk about events. This leads to the next stage “interviewing”. 

3.2.3 Interviewing 

Setting the interview stage is crucial for the outcome of the interview and entails several 

elements (Kvale, 2007). The setting should “encourage the interviewees to describe their points of 

view on their life-world and experiences” (Kvale, 2007, p. 51). 

As already established in the interview design we followed the approach of semi- structured 

interviews, which are guided open interviews. They are based on a list of topics as well as open-ended 

questions which are addressed in a semi-flexible manner (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

The Interview Guide was based on the knowledge we accumulated through the literature 

review as well as our two main theoretical frameworks from Isaacs (1999) and Thomas & Ely (1996). 

By revisiting our insights from the literature, our research question and our research design, we 

created a topic guide comprising a list of topics we intended to gain knowledge about. Using that as 

a starting point, we created two interview guides: A longer Interview Guide A for the managers 

(IE1,E5,9) and a shorter Interview Guide B for the employees (IE2,3,4,6,8,0) (Appendix C). This is 

motivated by our research design to identify how the dialogical efforts to leverage diversity are 

experienced by the employees as well as to potentially distinguish the perceived consequences for 

managers and employees. 

We followed Kvale’s (2007) approach of creating two versions of the Interview Guide, 

namely an academic one that is aimed at what we want to know and a reformulated version that 

comprise the actual questions that will be asked in the interview (Appendix C). Following the concept 

of a semi-structured interview guide we aimed to focus our interview on particular themes without 

tightly structuring it with standard questions nor leaving the interview completely open and non-

directive (Kvale, 2007). 

In accordance with our research topic we focused on diversity, leveraging diversity and the 

role of dialogue in terms of leveraging diversity with a specific focus on the dialogical practices as 

well as benefits and challenges that can be encountered. Through open questions the interview 

focused on the topic of research yet provided the interviewees with ample opportunity to bring 

forward the dimensions they perceive as most important. While phrasing our questions we tried to 

encourage the interviewees to describe specific situations and experiences in order to get a deeper 

insight and gain nuanced descriptions representing a qualitative diversity (Kvale, 2007). Following 
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our epistemological understanding and critical realist approach we sought to collect knowledge about 

a social world that has a real impact. 

The structure of our interview guide can be categorized in three phases: (1) opening questions 

and ice breaker, (2) key topic questions and (3) questions to close the interview enabling the 

interviewees to ask questions and ourselves to express gratitude. 

Before the interviews took place, we reached out to the interviewees in a timely manner in 

order to brief them for the interview and prepare them for the topic (Appendix D). Further, the briefing 

aimed to inform the interviewees about the purpose and the procedure of the interview. As it was 

pointed out to us at the first participating company that it would be helpful for the interviewees to 

additionally get broad interview questions beforehand in order to come up with specific experiences, 

we slightly adapted our briefing for the next interviewees (Appendix E), making the interview process 

as transparent as possible. 

Another step that was taken before the interview was the decision concerning the interviewer 

and the setting in which the interview takes place. We decided to equally distribute the number of 

interviews between us as interviewers to stay sharp and conducted the interviews in the offices of 

each respective company. 

We divided each interview between a main interviewer and an observer/secondary 

interviewer taking notes. This gave us the opportunity to write down first valuable insights right away 

and to pick up on aspects at the end of the interview which the main interviewer might have missed, 

without distracting the flow of conversation. To create an informal atmosphere between interviewer 

and interviewee, we arranged these two around the corner of the table. The observer/secondary 

interviewer sat across from the interviewer to be visible yet a bit out of the way. 

Referring to the actual execution of the interviews, we started by giving a short introduction 

to our topic and the interview procedure. We further mentioned confidentiality information 

comprising who will have access to the interview and the recording of the interview as well as 

anonymity. After receiving their consent, we started with a minor introduction of ourselves and the 

questions presented in our interview guide. We refrained from approaching the interviewees with a 

“data extraction mindset” (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p. 407). Rather, we strived to create a 

meaningful conversation by avoiding questions that were not suitable, adjusting and refocusing 

questions depending on the interviewee’s previous answers as well as by giving the interviewees 

room and inviting them to add anything that was not yet covered at the end (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). Due to this approach, we hoped to increase the interviewee’s information sharing and 
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engagement as well as fostering a pleasant experience for everyone involved. In order to reduce 

ambiguity, we asked follow up questions throughout the interview and sought to clarify the answers. 

After the interview followed a debriefing in which we informed the interviewees about the 

next steps of our research. We further proposed to the companies to give a presentation about our 

findings once we have finished the thesis. This was accepted by all three companies and will take 

place in October. 

In order to document our first thoughts about each interview we had a 15 min break between 

each interview. This leads us to the next stage: “transcribing”. 

3.2.4 Transcribing 

The first post-interview stage consists of transcribing the knowledge that was revealed 

throughout the interviews (Kvale, 2007). Through the transcription, the oral interview conversation 

is transformed into a written text which is later used for the analysis (Kvale, 2007). 

Before the interview took place, we decided that our method to record the interviews for 

documentation would be sound-recording as well as notetaking. As our focus is on what is being said 

rather than on the non-verbal communication that takes place, sound-recording was a suited method 

for our process. Recording the interview enabled us to concentrate fully on the topic and dynamics of 

the interview while conducting it. In order to ensure a proper recording, minimizing the probability 

of technical failure and incomplete material, we employed two recording devices. Additionally, to 

guarantee that the recorded conversation was audible for the transcriber, we tested both devices 

including the quality of the audio file in advance. After the interview the audio files were transferred 

directly to a computer and to Cloud where they can be retrieved at any given time. 

Relating to the actual process of transcription, we distributed the interviews equally between 

us. Furthermore, we applied “Speechmatics”, an automatic speech recognition software. Through this 

we gained an initial transcription. This initial transcription served as a base for our final transcription 

as we listened through all the recordings and corrected the text when needed. This process enabled 

us to double-check the transcription and consequently led to an enhancement of the reliability of the 

written material. Moreover, we got the timings through the automatic speech recognition, which 

facilitated the process of re-listening to particular text passages. The final transcription of the 

interviews is close to verbatim descriptions, but filler words as well as repeated words were deleted, 

thus making the final product more comprehensible and amenable for the analysis. Although the 
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transcription is in itself an initial analysis (Kvale, 2007), the next stage delves into the process of 

“analysing”. 

3.2.5 Analysing 

At this point, the transcripts are examined and their content is structured in an organized way 

in order to determine the essential features of the data (Kvale, 2007). The process of analysis is not 

only crucial to gain useful research insights, but also fundamental to building credibility as a 

responsible qualitative researcher (Kvale, 2007). According to Kvale (2015, p. 253, our translation), 

to analyse means “to separate something into parts or elements”. 

The chosen method for the analysis should already be established in advance of conducting 

the interviews in order to ensure a suitable interview situation (Kvale, 2007). We could already 

achieve a first interpretation during the interview by asking for clarification and additional 

information if a situation did not seem clear to us. Through the transcription stage on which we 

elaborated above we could structure our interviews for a following textual analysis (Kvale, 2007). 

Even though no standard methods exist for analysing interviews, we still followed specific 

techniques that are proposed in order to reach essential meanings as well as deeper implications 

(Kvale, 2007). We decided to follow a hybrid technique of concept driven and data driven coding 

(Kvale, 2007). Coding as a technique focuses on the meaning of what is said rather than on the 

linguistic forms through which meanings can be expressed (Kvale, 2007). In a qualitative interview 

investigation, coding is “how you define what the data you are analysing is about” (Gibbs, 2007, p. 

39). It is a process of identifying particular text passages including searching for and recognizing 

concepts as well as discovering relations among them (Gibbs, 2007). Hence, coding not just evolves 

around labelling, in fact, it is linking data to the research topic and to other data (Gibbs, 2007). Adding 

to that, coding supports us in making sense of the data as well as facilitating the analysis and 

exploration of our working assumption. In alignment with our epistemological basis, analysing the 

interview through meaning coding is close to Kvale’s (2007) miner metaphor of interviewing, namely 

the attempt to bring out what is already in the interview texts. 

We coded the data utilizing the Nvivo Software and our coding procedure was divided into 

several steps. We started out by a concept driven coding approach that follows a deductive method 

by creating an initial coding system before the analysis. Our initial structure consisted of the following 

eight codes (Figure 3.3) which were based on the essense of our literature review and interview guide: 
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• Isaacs’ (1999) four dialogical practices, in order to examine our data according to this 

pre-existing framework; 

• Benefits as well as Challenges of leveraging diversity through dialogue, to investigate 

our working assumption in depth; 

• Non-dialogue-related diversity, to delve into the concepts of diversity; 

• and a code called Undefined, to give room for data that would not be suitable for the 

other codes but still might be relevant. 

To facilitate and align the coding between the two researchers we created the following 

document entailing short descriptions of the meaning of each code (Gibbs, 2007), listed in Figure 3.3: 

Secondly, to further break down the data and thus generate a basis for a profound level of 

analysis, we started to derive children codes inductively from our eight initial codes. For this 

procedure each researcher coded two different interviews and subsequently checked each other’s 

coding to prevent coder variance right from the beginning. These four initially coded and checked 

interviews, constituted the foundation for the development of the derived data- driven children codes. 

This procedure depicts the hybrid coding technique we employed, namely abduction. Abduction 

describes the method to start the analysis with a set of codes that are generated deductively and 

continue adding further codes that are discovered inductively through working with the data (Gibbs, 

2007).  

Figure 3.3 
Our eight initial codes with descriptions. 

Initial codes 
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To get a broad spectrum of ideas, each researcher proposed different children codes on post-

its which we compared and tried to concatenate. In this process it became clear that the majority of 

our ideas for children codes were akin and overlapping, thus demonstrating our alignment and the 

strength of the codes. After the development of the children codes (Figure 3.4), we deleted all the 

previous codes and assigned the new codes to each interview in NVivo. Through the previously 

described confirmation of alignment in our coding, we decided to split the interviews equally and not 

double code the interviews. 

Subsequently, we aimed at reducing the number of children categories and transform the 

rather messy coding structure into a tighter and more coherent product which later would serve as 

final structure for the data section. To achieve this, we each developed a document (Appendix F) in 

which we condensed the meaning of each code by developing abridgements of the meanings which 

were indicated by the respective interviewees. This allowed us to compress long statements into 

shorter formulations through rephrasing the main sense into briefer statements (Kvale, 2007). 

Therefore, we first read through all the full statements under each code to get an overview followed 

by extracting the dominate meaning which we have put into the context of our research topic. On the 

basis of these condensed meanings we each strove to go beyond what was directly said to work out 

relations and structures of the meaning which were not immediately apparent in the various interview 

text before (Kvale, 2007). Together, we created a final working table entailing the code name, the 

key points and an identification of which interviewees support each point in this code (Appendix G). 

By discussing our individually developed analyses with each other, we could move categories around 

and assign similar statements to codes. This enabled us to merge codes, detect overarching and 

consistent themes as well as the subcategories that support these themes. Further, the data coding 

process along with the extraction of the dominant meaning as well as the discussion evolving around 

the relations and structure of the meaning, led us to the conclusion that not all the data we collected 

through the interviews was relevant for the purpose of our research. As our interviews followed a 

semi-structured approach, we assume this to be expected outcome. In order to evaluate if a category 

is relevant for our research purpose, we went back to our research question and discussed if specific 

categories are supporting dominant themes. If we assessed categories and statements as relevant, we 

included them in the data section. The process can be illustrated by a coding tree as seen in Figure 

3.4. 
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Coding tree (Figure 3.4) 
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According to Kvale (2007), an appropriate way of verifying the interpretations of the analysed 

interview texts is to check them with the interviewees afterwards. As we are constricted by time this 

is outside the scope of our work and leads to the next stage “verifying”. 

3.2.6 Verifying 

The verification of an interview investigation comprises the concepts of reliability, validity 

and generalization which relate to the strength, trustworthiness and transferability of the produced 

knowledge (Kvale, 2007). Consequently, these concepts should be pertaining the whole interview 

process. 

Reliability relates to the trustworthiness as well as consistency of the research findings (Kvale, 

2007). The concept, in particular, raises the question if the process is replicable, meaning that the 

reproduction of the process creates identical results. According to Kvale (2007), this is especially 

significant in the transcribing and analysing stage. 

In order to increase the reliability of our transcripts as well as our analysis we checked several 

times with each other if we came up with the same results. As already described in the transcription 

stage we strove to create uniform rules before starting the transcription to ensure relatively identical 

results. Further, we compared notes right after the interview in order to examine that our initial 

thoughts were coherent. Regarding the analysis we checked the way we went about the interviews 

after each researcher coded two interviews. This showed us that the way we coded was very much 

alike. Moreover, we tried to avoid coder variance by establishing descriptions for our initial codes. 

Adding to that, the children codes were generated through comparing ideas and extensive 

conversation about what they entail before coding the interviews again to guarantee similar results. 

In connection to the actual interview, we alternated the role of interviewer continuously between 

Figure 3.4 (previous page) 
The coding tree shows our process of analysis. 1st level shows the initial eight codes, the two last with 
both initial titles and an arrow to the later, more specific titles denoting the actual content. 2nd level 
shows the 32 sub-codes that emerged from the initial eight. When all interviews had been coded 
according to the 32 codes, it became clear that the content of “Tips & Tricks”, more appropriately 
renamed “Practices in the companies”, and “Setting for dialogue” were similar across the four categories 
where they appeared. The red lines show how these sub-categories were consequently collected and 
made into main categories (1st level). 3rd level shows the points that were covered within each category 
and how that was then somewhat simplified. The last column of 2nd level shows the final simplification of 
the subcategories.  
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interviewees, but still achieved akin results. As a last step we aimed to make our interview research 

more reliable by reporting as detailed as possible on our taken steps throughout this chapter. 

Validity on the other hand, refers to the strength and correctness of the statement. It reflects 

the degree to which a method investigates what it is intended to investigate (Kvale, 2007). Following 

this definition, particularly the quality of the knowledge that is produced becomes central (Kvale, 

2007). Adding to that, the emphasis is on a continuous validation (Kvale, 2007). Throughout our 

interview investigation we tried to use various ways to ensure validity. Firstly, we checked for rich 

descriptions of experiences in the interview as well as asking for clarification if something appeared 

unclear to the interviewer. Furthermore, we interviewed initiators (managers) as well as participants 

(employees) about dialogic measures to leverage diversity. Secondly, to make our results more 

profound we employed triangulation by interviewing three different companies which fulfilled 

specific criteria (3.2.2). Thus, we could compare and check the data against each other as well as 

receive broader insights. Moreover, we independently extracted the meanings in our analysis process 

and subsequently checked our findings against each other and the theory we drew on. Lastly, we will 

present our findings to the participating companies and get their responses. 

The concept of generalization considers the extent to which a research result is transferable 

to other situations or subjects (Kvale, 2007). Following our applied approach of critical realism, we 

strove for insights rather than generalizable results. However, we aimed to create insights that may 

inform other companies as well as incite them to reflect on the processes and results in their respective 

organizational context. 

In order to ascertain the scope for the findings of the interview as well as their trustworthiness, 

it is crucial to report on the methods and procedure of the interview in a transparent and detailed way 

which leads to the last stage “reporting”. 

3.2.7 Reporting 

This stage refers to the presentation of the results (Kvale, 2007). In order to present a 

substantiated thesis with valuable insights we strove to establish a detailed and transparent report 

about all the steps we took to reach our findings. We especially paid attention to achieve coherence 

between our philosophical underpinnings and our methodological approach. Furthermore, we attempt 

to present the analysis in a transparent way where the reader can easily get an overview of which 

interviewees alluded to which points under each category and subcategory, enabling the reader to 
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distinguish between managers and employees as well as between companies and draw their own 

conclusions. The transcripts are available for the reader in (Appendix H). 

In terms of reporting to the participating companies, we will develop specifically tailored 

presentations that focus more on the practical elements of our findings as this was requested by them. 
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4. ANALYSIS 

In our analysis we shall start off by setting the scene of the understanding of diversity and of 

dialogue in the companies. We then move on to analyse the benefits and challenges of using dialogue 

to leverage diversity as our interviewees perceive them. We view our data through Isaacs’ (1999) four 

dialogical capacities. Doing so reveals details about the Setting in which our interviewees believe 

dialogue is most likely to take place as well as the Practices that are used in the companies to enable 

dialogue between diverse people. Towards the end we present findings beyond the four dialogical 

capacities that appear to help maximize benefits and minimize challenges of using dialogue to 

leverage diversity. Finally, we present differences and similarities across our data and a summary of 

elements of particular interest. 

For the sake of analysis, we have categorized our findings. The process has made it clear that 

many categories overlap, and some elements could easily have fitted into several categories although 

we have put them into one (Figure 3.4). Reality is highly interconnected and the findings in the 

analysis will indicate this as similarities appear across several categories. 

The data indicates that the amount and kinds of diversity that our interviewees experience in 

their workplace is not only dependent on the company, but also on the department they are in. For 

example, a male-dominated company may have a female-dominated communications department 

(IE8) and a multi-ethnic company may have an almost exclusively Danish department (IE3). 

When we henceforth refer to dialogue between people of diverse backgrounds, we shall 

abbreviate it DD (Diverse Dialogue). Interviewees are abbreviated IE. Companies are abbreviated C. 

In the sections pertaining to our core areas of research, namely benefits and challenges of 

using dialogue to leverage diversity and the ways dialogue may be enabled, tables summarize our 

findings. Asterisks indicate which interviewees mention each point. The yellow columns indicate the 

managers. Interviewees 1-4 are from C1, interviewees 5-7 are from C2 and interviewees 8-0 are from 

C3. 

4.1 Understanding of diversity and of dialogue 

As a background for the rest of the analysis, this subchapter briefly presents the general 

understanding of the concepts of diversity and dialogue in the companies. Sources may be found in 

Appendix G. 
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4.1.1 Perceptions of diversity 

As part of our interviewees’ perceptions of diversity as such, three aspects appear: their 

understanding of the meaning of the concept itself, their perception of general challenges inherent to 

diversity, and as a specific point the challenges posed by diversity in terms of hiring and retaining 

employees. 

4.1.1.1 Understanding of diversity 

All of our interviewees view diversity in the organization as positive although none of the 

companies has a budget specifically aimed at diversity (IE1,5,8). This attitude may be seen in the 

light of Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 1st paradigm where simply having diversity at the workplace is a 

goal in itself whether for legal reasons or out of a sense of social responsibility. However, from the 

interviews emerge several elements that are considered to be potential benefits of having diversity in 

the organization in terms of achieving business opportunities. 

Diversity is used to gain knowledge about and communicate with specific markets through 

employees being responsible for contact to markets that correspond to their own background 

(IE3,6,8). “So if we don’t listen to what is being said in the other countries then we basically 

haven’t… we’re losing touch with the client sitting in that other country because they probably in 

Norway know more about what Norwegian clients are thinking than we do in Denmark” (IE6). It thus 

becomes possible to cater better to external needs and create more business which corresponds with 

Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 2nd paradigm. 

By having diverse employees, the companies also find that it is possible to get new 

perspectives and different approaches on how to tackle problems and find solutions (IE2,3,4,5,7,8,0). 

As an extension of this, diversity is seen as a competitive advantage. This view is strengthened by the 

experience that as technology becomes more sophisticated, the human factor becomes more essential 

(IE5). This broader view of diversity as a factor shaping the very way of doing business aligns with 

the 3rd paradigm (Thomas & Ely, 1996). A perk of diversity in the eyes of some interviewees is that 

the more diverse the organization, the more potential employees are attracted to it so the company 

may have its pick of suitable employees (IE 5,8). 

Many kinds of diversity are mentioned in the companies: Gender (IE5,6,7,8,9), nationality 

(IE1,3,5,6,7,8,9,0) age (IE5,6,7), education and professional background (IE2,4,5,6,8,9,0), 

personality types (IE1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9), family status (IE5,6) and disability (IE8,9,0). It appears that 

the companies focus most on the kinds of diversity that they experience they lack or that are 
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particularly relevant to their field of work such as a particular kind of disability is to products of C3. 

Yet their general approach to the concept is one of inclusion where the company attempts to be 

generally sensitive to differences and thus aligned with Thomas & Ely’s (1996) paradigm 3. This is 

further stressed by their emphasis on “inclusive leadership” (IE0) as well as being inclusive in some 

of their decision-making processes (IE6). As such, diversity is seen as a corporate culture (IE5,6), 

where room is created for everybody, taking the varying needs seriously, and helping employees to 

use their strengths and turn their weaknesses into advantages (IE1). 

4.1.1.2 Challenges of diversity 

A few interviewees mention different needs and comfort zones resulting from diversity as 

sources of tension in the interaction. One example stemming from national diversity comes from IE3: 

“For example the basic thing of addressing someone by their first name. I don’t get it. I feel so 

uncomfortable doing it”. 

Another challenge is that there is sometimes resistance to diversity, because it requires more 

energy to make it work when people do not intuitively understand each other and prejudices are still 

at play. As IE1 says, it is a challenge that you have to learn continually. 

4.1.1.3 Hiring and retention 

For the two companies (C2,3) who struggle to get diversity in terms of gender it is a major 

challenge to find qualified candidates who match their wish for diversity: “No women on the A and 

B list this year” says IE5, referring to the fact that neither the list of the most qualified or of the second 

most qualified candidates included any women. Nevertheless, there is a sense that it is necessary to 

hire for diversity and open-mindedness as well as for skills (IE2) and one manager aims to double 

their percentage of women over the coming years (IE5). 

Once people from a minority group have been hired, the challenge is to retain them which 

requires that the corporate culture adapts to accommodate the diversity (IE7,8). C3 is particularly 

aware of this by creating social and networking initiatives aimed at making it a good workplace for 

all, the minorities in particular (IE8). 

4.1.2 Perceptions of dialogue 

The perception of dialogue displayed by our interviewees falls in two main parts: what they 

understand dialogue to be as a concept and which forms of communication they perceive as dialogue. 
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4.1.2.1 Understanding of dialogue 

None of our interviewees has a perception of dialogue that matches the one we use for our 

analytical framework. The terms “discussion”, “dialogue”, and “conversation” are used 

interchangeably. “I would say a dialogue is sort of the overall concept of people communicating, and 

discussion would be part of having a dialogue” (IE1). Although no one uses the dialogical method as 

such consciously, they all stress the centrality of dialogue in the emergence of different viewpoints 

and to making anything whatsoever work: “of course dialogue is the most important thing. How you 

build an atmosphere in which this is… the norm. You know, an openness” (IE2). 

4.1.2.2 Forms of dialogue 

Although their focus is on face-to-face dialogue and dialogue via Skype or similar media, our 

interviewees sometimes refer to digital dialogue. “99 percent of our people today will be sitting 

behind the computer having some kind of dialogue or conversation with other people. And that's a 

very different way in terms of also managing diversity because I think people are less aware about 

diversity when writing or sitting maybe not [with] people in front of you. There's another kind of 

respect around being present physically with the people in a room where you just sort of relate... to 

the way you write. I think the written language is much more harsh and more direct, more square than 

face to face conversation” (IE1). 

4.2 Benefits and challenges 

In this section of our analysis we look at what the companies perceive to be the benefits and 

challenges of using dialogue to leverage diversity. 

4.2.1 Benefits of using dialogue to leverage diversity 

The companies recognize a number of benefits of using dialogue to leverage diversity, each 

of which has several elements. The basis for these benefits is the use and active engagement of 

different perspectives through dialogue. Table 4.1 shows the benefits and the elements that they 

contain. 
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4.2.1.1 Better decision-making 

Every single interviewee mentions that DD makes for better decision-making. 

DD enables people to put the various perspectives and pieces of knowledge on the table so it 

is possible to get to the core issue before rushing to solve a perceived problem enabling the companies 

to make more efficient decisions that solve problems at root level (Table 4.1-A.1). All three 

companies indicate that DD helps see the bigger picture so problems can be tackled at the core instead 

of being dealt with at more superficial levels several places at once. “The more people coming 

together and discussing things, the more holistic picture and a better result” (IE9). This creates better 

solutions that work for more people and enables the companies to align their efforts and resources to 

tackle the greatest needs rather than scattering them across many local issues. As IE5 comments: “and 

then they find out there’s so many common problems that can be solved”. Some of the effects of this 

improved decision-making are better strategic positioning and better results (IE6) by tackling more 

issues with fewer resources. 

Besides creating positive results, diversity in the dialogue is crucial for avoiding results that 

can jeopardize the company (Table 4.1-A.2) and it is stressed that including a wide range of 

perspectives leads to a more substantial dialogue (IE5,2). C2 has experienced a serious external crisis 

and C3 a serious internal crisis that they put down to blind spots or group think caused by too little 

diversity and dialogue involved in their decision-making. “there are so many things that we... that the 

business could benefit from if we just coordinated. […] we could fix so many things and prevent so 

many problems from happening if we just talked more together” (IE8). “in some cases we have missed 

out something or we had a black spot or a blind spot and we didn’t… we didn’t put enough focus on 

this particular issue that the employees see” (IE5). The different perspectives thus also help the 

companies to reflect on their self-image and avoid serious pitfalls that occur when people of the same 

background end up supporting their shared view. “I would say it’s very very important for us that 

there’s some people who can hold up a mirror once in a while” (IE6). 

Finally, using DD as a means to reach decisions creates bigger buy-in in those decisions, 

increasing collaboration and responsibility (Table 4.1-A.3). “if it’s a group decision there is a bigger 

buy-in because then you’re not being told that this is the result we want” (IE9). It is, however, 

important to note that the DDs are not always used to reach decisions, but also as a means of taking 

various perspectives into consideration before a decision is made. 
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4.2.1.2 Improvement 

Improvement refers to the adaptation, alignment and improvement through which the 

companies are enabled to continually adjust their approaches and practices both internally and 

externally. Three areas transpire from the data. 

DD improves the internal collaboration and organizational learning in and between 

departments and countries and helps them to align and develop (Table 4.1-B.1). All managers and 

most employees mention that DD enables improved performance and outcomes because people can 

supplement and learn from each other and “maximize their strengths and mitigate their weaknesses 

together as a team” (IE4). Examples given include getting the necessary insights into products to 

improve sales and support (C3) and improvement of processes (C1,2). We perceive this 

organizational learning with its consequent improvements of existing outcomes, also termed 

incremental innovation, as distinct from innovation of something new, radical innovation, which is 

mentioned separately (4.2.1.5). 

The managers in all three companies see DD as a very important way to align core values, 

approach and strategy and create understanding for each other (Table 4.1-B.2). Some, C2 and to some 

extent C3, primarily do so amongst the managers whereas others, C1 and to some extent C3, involve 

the entire organization. The way they do so differs. C1 attempts to create a framework that allows for 

much flexibility to make space for diversity, whereas C2 attempts to reach consensus amongst 

management on specific value-based practices. Common for all is the necessity of clear values that 

all managers and employees are expected to adhere to. DD is used as a way to negotiate what these 

values mean in practice. 

In terms of alignment and adaptation to the external environment, all three companies find 

that DD helps them adapt to external trends and to clients and that this gives them a competitive 

advantage (Table 4.1-B.3). Having employees from different segments in the dialogue creates an 

understanding for the various needs in the market: “But I mean I'm not saying I'm perfect at what I 

do, but what I mean is that they spotted that this person has experience in terms of where she comes 

from, from that region” (IE3). This use of diversity in terms of segments relating to their own segment 

falls within Thomas & Ely’s (1996) paradigm 2 which leverages diversity, but not in an inclusionary 

way. 
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4.2.1.3 Belongingness 

DD also creates a feeling of belonging in the company because it makes people feel that they 

are heard and that their diverse perspectives are taken into account (Table 4.1-C.1). IE3 describes it 

as a “family feeling” and IE8 says “I think it boosts moral. I mean it makes me proud of working for 

such a company where we’re so different. I mean it’s good that we have different outlooks on the 

world, it’s good that we can get those perspectives in”. A particular finding in this connection is that 

by making room for one minority group you may make more groups feel that there is space for them: 

“So the interesting part here is actually that when you try to make room for women by creating a tone, 

you create room for young people” (IE5). 

An important side-effect of employees feeling that they belong is that it creates greater 

identification with and thus bigger buy-in in the company and, as a consequence, greater retention 

(Table 4.1-C.2). “It’s much more fun because people feel that they are part of... not, you know, a 

narrow sprint” (IE5). 

4.2.1.4 Saving money and time 

As an effect of all the above, DD enables the companies to save money and time in the long 

run by investing time in DD early on (Table 4.1-D.1). Decisions that create better results, positioning 

and allocation of resources, alignment that creates organizational learning and continual 

improvements, and belongingness that creates lower turn-over all result in saving time and money. 

“we still end up where we want to end up. We just end up there in a different way. Where we use less 

resources, by the way. This [DD] is a very resource light way of working” (IE5). Further, they 

emphasize the fact that similar problems can be identified and solved together instead of being 

resolved separately (IE4,5): “so now we have one project solving two problems instead of two project 

solving two problems” (IE5). Adding to that IE7 says that you “don’t have to start from scratch”. 

4.2.1.5 Innovation 

We here distinguish radical innovation from improvement (incremental innovation) which 

has been described above (4.2.1.2). 

All the managers and several employees mention that DD may help new products and 

processes to emerge (Table 4.1-E.1). “a lot of times when you create a new process or when you look 

into a process, I think you benefit a lot from having all the people in the room” (IE4). Disagreement 

can foster knowledge sharing and new ideas and questioning the status quo can therefore push for 
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new products or processes. Although our interviewees only mention products and processes, it may 

be assumed that services are part of this, as two of the companies are service companies, but talk 

about their services as products. 

Beyond products, services and processes, DD may also enable the companies to “make 

business in a completely different way” (IE2), understood as an entirely different approach and 

different way of interacting compared to what happens without DD (Table 4.1-E.2). This corresponds 

closely to Thomas & Ely’s (1996) third paradigm where diversity is enabled to shape the very way 

of working. IE2 points out that working in a diverse environment using dialogue for many years 

affects one’s very way of interacting. IE2 experiences that DD actually changes one’s way of thinking 

and interacting in such a way that collaboration with many different people from different 

backgrounds becomes easier and more fruitful, opening up for an entirely different way of running 

the business. 

4.2.1.6 Trust 

IE1 says that DD can be used to establish and increase trust (Table 4.1-F.1) and that trust in 

turn makes it more likely that people address concerns or problems that should be taken into account 

and also makes it easier for managers to address delicate topics (IE1). IE4 uses dialogical capacities 

as a facilitator to enable trust to emerge in new teams: “If you put a new team together you need to 

build this foundation and this kind of trust that they would actually... at least certain characters... that 

they would air their concerns. If you have very introverted people you need to give them the 

possibility to speak out and the extroverted you might need to put a bit aside” (IE4). Trust comes up 

later in the analysis in a different role (4.4.2). 

4.2.2 Challenges of using dialogue to leverage diversity 

The companies notice a number of challenges in regard to using dialogue to leverage diversity, 

each of which has several elements, summarized in Table 4.2. 
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4.2.2.1 Time & Cost 

The overarching and primary challenge to using dialogue to leverage diversity is the time it 

takes and, by extension, the money it costs. This is mentioned by all interviewees but one. 

The norm in all three companies is to move fast and reach a solution quickly, and if one wants 

to align or at least consider a number of different perspectives through dialogue it takes time (Table 

4.2-A.1). It also takes time to deal with the misunderstandings that often arise when working with 

diversity (IE2). “You want to move fast. You don’t have time for that” (IE3). “It’s time-consuming” 

(IE6). “It takes quite some time sometimes to get people stating what they think” (IE1). “It takes 

much longer maybe to have a decision” (IE4). “It takes a long time, but I think it’s worth it” (IE0). 

If having DD is slow, creating a new corporate culture is even slower (Table 4.2-A.2). IE7 

says there has been a positive change in the diversity in C2 during the years s/he worked somewhere 

else, but that it is far from the goal yet “and I think that [the change of corporate culture] is something 

that has been worked on for years” (IE7). Dialogue is easily forgotten in going about the daily 

business: “it's very much about what we know and how we apply this knowledge to the processes that 

we use and then sometimes we forget and neglect the way we do things” (IE1). 

One manager sees DD as risky when there are tight deadlines and decisions have to be made 

quickly because of the time DD takes (Table 4.2-A.3). He mentions Brexit (which at the time of the 

interview was supposed to happen one month further on) as an example of something that will not 

wait for C2 to find a way to adjust to reality through slow dialogue. “Brexit is 29th of March so you 

can’t really say to the world: Hey, we’re not ready. The Brits are doing that [exiting the EU]. So yeah, 

it’s not risk free [to use dialogue]” (IE5). 

In terms of face-to-face dialogue, the direct cost of dialogue is also viewed as a challenge by 

C1 and C3 (Table 4.2-A.4) because their employees are situated in different countries, so the cost of 

bringing them together for dialogue is great and something that can only be done occasionally if at 

all. Although they do try to meet up face-to-face at intervals with those they work with directly and 

find that this helps the subsequent communication (IE1,2,4,9), much dialogue is through media such 

as conference calls with or without video. There is, however, general agreement amongst our 

interviewees that not being physically together makes it harder to have a meaningful dialogue. IE1 

explains that more things are left unsaid when people are not face-to-face: “[there] are more elephants 

in the room on a phone conference than in a normal conference where people are face-to-face”. 
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4.2.2.2 Complexity 

Another major factor that challenges the use of dialogue to leverage diversity is the 

complexity that arises from bringing people with different backgrounds and divergent views together 

in a dialogue. By complexity we mean more things to take into consideration. 

First of all, DD brings to light differences (Table 4.2-B.1) that may otherwise be covered over 

by a positive attitude (IE4). Interestingly, although diversity and different opinions are sought for in 

all three companies, those who challenge the majority opinion or the status quo are talked about as 

the “negative” ones, albeit with a little smile, in two of the companies (C1, C2). “obviously it's a risk 

[to say something different to the majority] because there will be some saying: Oh it's always him. 

He's so negative” (IE1). Although what is expressed in the interviews is appreciation of other views, 

the reality that shines through the statements is that people voicing such views are often perceived as 

“negative”. There is also an element of norm to this: “My biggest fear is that if you don't have that 

much of a tradition for actually [having ongoing discussions] then if there are things that you disagree 

with then that also becomes more controversial, basically, because if you're not used to having an 

ongoing dialogue about a lot of these things, it sticks out a bit more when you do it” (IE7). 

When different voices are heard, different needs also become apparent (Table 4.2-B.2). 

Taking those needs into consideration adds another thing to deal with in daily life and adds to the 

perceived complexity because needs may be opposed to each other. In C2 some people have a need 

to finish meetings at 4pm whereas others think it signals lack of quality and commitment to clients 

not to be available later in the day. A particular challenge in this connection is to avoid discriminating 

against some in the attempt to accommodate others (IE5). 

Another challenge is that in contrast to the general procedure of creating an immediate plan 

to an immediate problem, DD is perceived to be chaotic because the specific outcome is not known 

ahead of time but grows out of the process (Table 4.2-B.3). This is experienced as disturbing and 

uncertain in an environment where most courses of action must have a clear plan and goal in order to 

be sanctioned. “The other way of working [DD] is – to me at least – it’s a little chaotic in the beginning 

and you really need to have faith because you can’t really track anything. It’s a little blur and then all 

of a sudden it’s there” (IE5). 

4.2.2.3 Willingness to participate 

Every single interviewee mentions willingness – or lack of willingness – to actively 

participate in DD as a major challenge (Table 4.2-C). 
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Personality and culture stand out as one of two major reasons for not engaging in DD (Table 

4.2-C.1). “The challenge [for people to] find out it's acceptable to speak up to raise your hand” (IE1). 

Some people, by our interviewees commonly referred to as “introverts”, do not like to speak up in 

groups. Although they may be part of a DD, they refrain from contributing to the dialogue not because 

they lack important perspectives, but because they feel uncomfortable speaking up in a group setting. 

“she is a very quiet… she is Danish, but she is very quiet and she doesn’t like… she is so smart, but 

she doesn’t really come forward” (IE9). In companies where part of the diversity consists of different 

national cultures, cultural background is also mentioned as a reason that some people do not speak 

up, particularly in front of superiors. “We have Germans and they tend to be… now I am 

generalizing… what’s it called in English… authority scared” (IE6). The feeling of mutual respect 

and safety in the DD setting is also regarded as affecting the degree to which people are willing to 

engage in the dialogue. Both the level of trust, the sense of equality among the participants and the 

general sense of support for voicing one’s perspectives are elements in this feeling of safety (IE3,4,6). 

We will return to this in 4.4.2. 

The other major aspect influencing willingness to actively participate is whether the 

participants see the value of the DD (Table 4.2-C.2), both in terms of deeming the content to be 

relevant to them and recognizing the value of diversity and collaboration at all: “you can clearly see 

the positive impact that it has on business and has on people. So I think that's the main challenge to 

make sure that everybody sees that” (IE8). If (potential) participants do not regard the topic to be 

important or relevant for them or do not feel that they have anything to contribute with, DD is easily 

perceived as a waste of precious time. In this respect, the ability to use dialogue to leverage diversity 

appears to be connected to the level of interdependence in the company. If people are just responsible 

for their specific area they do not see the necessity of getting other perspectives. “They all have their 

own work and their own goal. But by giving them the possibility to actually meet and exchange what 

they do in their different projects they could actually learn from each other and they got... I mean you 

could really feel that they grew and that they started to talk about things even if they didn't work on 

the same project” (IE4). Unless there are shared goals and tasks that require collaboration, people 

tend to focus on their individual responsibilities – these are usually the ones on which they are 

measured – and do not prioritize spending time on DD. “People are busy. People are really focused 

on getting the job done” (IE8). Being interdependent and relying on each other may also take up more 

time as one person is waiting for the other in order to do their work (IE3). 
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4.2.2.4 Who is invited? 

The balance between having a good level of diversity in a dialogue and having too many 

participants – too many either in terms of financial viability or in terms of the participants finding the 

dialogue relevant for them – turns out to be hard to strike. “here in R&D we are very driven by 

timelines project timelines and you cannot always invite everybody” (IE4). Those who are not 

outspoken are often overlooked and not invited although they may have valuable input (IE9). Time 

and space also guide who is invited and who is not. These elements mean that people from a broad 

circle of diversity are not always invited to the dialogue. Furthermore, different people expect 

different levels of involvement: IE1 experiences that Swedes expect everyone to be involved until 

consensus is reached while people from the US expect little involvement. This also affects who is 

invited to take part. 

Another concern is that those who are not invited to a particular dialogue may miss out on 

information that is important to them in their work. It is a challenge to ensure that those who are not 

part of a particular dialogue are kept in the loop instead of being left out. “I think everybody should 

be included in a conversation who can at least benefit from the information that’s being shared or if 

there’s important decisions being taken and if not… like if you can’t… OK… if you can’t invite 20 

people to a meeting I think those decisions should be communicated outwards” (IE0). 

 

Having analysed our data in terms of benefits and challenges of using dialogue to leverage 

diversity, we move on to view the data through the looking glass of specific dialogical capacities. 

4.3 Dialogical capacities as a looking glass for the data 

In this subchapter we use Isaacs’ (1999) four capacities of dialogue as a framework to analyse 

how dialogue is used to leverage diversity in organizations. We find that beyond the points pertaining 

specifically to each of the four capacities, many practical implications turn up which work across the 

four capacities or appear to support them in the minds of our interviewees. We therefore analyse first 

the separate findings for each of the four capacities and then the practical implications which have 

fallen into two categories, Setting (4.3.2) and Practices (4.3.3). These will be explained in the relevant 

sections. 
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4.3.1 Isaacs’ four dialogical capacities 

Viewing our data through Isaacs’ (1999) four capacities reveals points under each practice. 

Even here, many points could fit into several of the capacities because they are interlinked as Isaacs 

(1999) indicates, but we categorize the data according to what we find it gravitates towards. In this 

connection, we have specified it as “Own voicing” as the Voicing of others has been categorized 

under Listening to others. 

Interviewees are as quick to mention when these capacities are not being used or the opposite 

is done to the detriment of dialogue as when they do take place, so that aspect is included in this 

section. 

An interesting finding comes out in this section. When our interviewees talk about leveraging 

diversity through dialogue much of what they say cannot be fitted into the dialogical capacities, but 

are still mentioned as relating to the areas that the capacities cover. We are therefore going beyond 

our analytical tool in its strictest sense because it reveals points of importance for our interviewees. 

We thus include data that although it does not address the four capacities in the strict sense is still 

relevant to the concept because it is linked in the minds of our interviewees. 

In our data, the information pertaining to Respecting (Table 4.3-C,D) thus falls into two 

groups, one we call Acceptance that is about attitude (aligning with Isaacs’ (1999) concept of 

dialogical capacity), and one we name Legitimization that is about action (going beyond, but linked 

to Isaacs’ (1999) capacity). Going back to the other capacities with these findings in mind shows up 

a similar – albeit less marked – tendency for Listening (to others) and Suspending. It appears that 

when our interviewees mention things that relate to these three capacities, their relevance is tied not 

only do formal dialogue situations, but also to actions happening sometimes in the dialogue itself, but 

just as often in the organization at large outside the formal dialogue. There is thus an indication that 

Listening (to others), Respecting and Suspending all have an attitude aspect and an action aspect in 

the perception of our interviewees, although it is most noticeable under Respecting. Table 4.3 

summarizes our findings. Where relevant it is noted in brackets whether is falls under attitude or 

action. 

 

  

Table 4.31 (next page) 
Four dialogical capacities and related actions (letters) and points within each category (numbers). The 
asterisks show which interviewees mention which points. The yellow columns denote managers. IE 
(interviewee) 1-4 are from C1 (company 1), IE5-7 from C2 and IE8-0 from C3. 
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4.3.1.1 Listening 

The practice of Listening to others by trying to understand the underlying reasons and taking 

the points of the other seriously – “try to understand the root of the problem and where it is coming 

from” (IE0) – surfaces in various ways, both attitude oriented and action oriented. 

Some interviewees display the attitude of Listening to others (Table 4.3-A.1) as well as 

Listening to self (Table 4.3-B.1): “he always opens my eyes because he always brings a very 

interesting perspective on things that you really start thinking about” (IE8). 

Instances of not Listening to others also abound in the data, exemplified by IE3: “So I hear it 

a lot in meetings, saying: this is the way it has always been” and by IE5 citing the reaction of 

colleagues: “Typical [Name] – why is she always so negative!”. 

The practice of Listening to others is taken into action (Table 4.3-A.2) by actively inquiring 

with genuine interest, such as the managers in all three companies directly asking their employees for 

opinions (IE1,5,9) or one manager turning over with employees how best to enable the “introverts” 

to share their knowledge without making them uncomfortable (IE3). Others point to actual 

organizational practices that have been modified as a consequence of Listening to others, such as 

changing the tradition of late afternoon meetings to only having meetings before 4pm to 

accommodate employees who have to pick up children from their institutions (IE5). 

Isaacs’ practice of Listening to self to explore and become aware of own reactions and values 

is less obvious in our data (Table 4.3-B.1), though it is apparent in the IE8 quote above. It does, 

however, turn up in connection with the mention of courses in which the participants have to learn to 

listen to themselves (IE5, IE6) and in the remark about someone openly disagreeing with what had 

been stated in the group, thereby spurring people to reflect on what they actually thought about the 

issue rather than just follow the majority (IE1). 

4.3.1.2 Respecting 

The data on Respecting falls into two clear categories, Acceptance and Legitimization (Table 

4.3-C,D). 

Acceptance is about attitude (Table 4.3-C). It involves believing that there is relevance and 

value in every contribution and being respectful (Table 4.3-C.1): “if you respect people and you see 

everybody has something to give” (IE8). “But it’s never totally irrelevant [what people say]. The 

worst thing that can happen is that you’re back to where you started and just made a small detour” 

(IE5). All interviewees mention the importance of acknowledging that everyone has a significant part 
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to play in the organization: “everyone is part of the puzzle” (IE3). Everyone also has their weaknesses 

(IE6). Seeing collaboration as valuable for creating good results (4.3.2.2; Table 4.4-B.2) complements 

this view by enabling the contributions to come together and overcome weaknesses. 

Acceptance also involves not being in agreement: “It’s not a given that we should choose A, 

not B because there will always be arguments on both sides” (IE6) (Table 4.3-C.2). This is not easy 

for everyone: “I think that I'm a little sort of different from others in [Company name] in that respect 

that I truly value when people are disagreeing with me” (IE5). 

Being sensitive to differences (Table 4.3-C.3) comes up in many different ways and is 

mentioned by most interviewees, including being sensitive to people’s different preferred ways of 

working (IE3, IE0). “I honestly think that [Company name] as such is very sensitive to people coming 

from other nationalities and countries and they're also very encouraging. There are many many times 

where I would say I felt very safe to be here both as an Indian, as a woman, as an extrovert person, 

as who I am. It seems to be an organization who respects what you do and where you come from” 

(IE3). 

Our interviewees are also showing the opposite of Acceptance despite the fact that all of them 

give the impression of aiming to respect their colleagues. It reaches from experiencing off-hand 

dismissal or overruling (IE3) to the statement “Just because people come and complain about 

something it doesn’t mean that they have a point” (IE1). This last quote does not indicate a capacity 

to appreciate that everyone’s position has integrity, but appears very dismissive. IE1 may choose not 

to heed someone else’s point, but it is not in line with the dialogical capacity of Respecting to dismiss 

that they have one and considering the interview with IE1 (Appendix H) as a whole s/he does not 

seem to be aware of doing so. 

Legitimization, the second part of Respecting emerging from the data, is about action (Table 

4.3-D). In all three organizations the attempts to cater to the different needs that are part of a diverse 

group of people are seen as legitimizing the differences and are perceived as an important part of 

Respect (Table 4.3-D.1). This Legitimization does not necessarily have anything to do with the job 

itself. In two of the three companies, the food served in the canteen has an impact on whether 

employees feel truly respected or not: “I feel sort of left out in one way that I'm a vegetarian. [...] we 

now have a vegetarian day and that's my happiest day in the canteen. So... but... before that I actually 

did face a lot of issues because you know we might laugh it out thinking it’s such a... come on it's just 

lunch... but we fail to realize how much it affects you” (IE3). A more work-related kind of 

Legitimization is exemplified by people adjusting their communication to cater for minority groups, 



68 

 

such as writing internal messages in a particular way to cater for handicapped people (IE8) or 

speaking English instead of Danish when in the presence of colleagues from other countries who do 

not understand Danish (IE3). “one of the guys I knew in my team he is blind, so obviously 

remembering when you send out material to do it in an accessible way or if you’re showing something 

on the screen, like explaining what you actually show him because he can’t see it, but obviously the 

rest of the guys in the meeting can. So just keeping that in mind to cater to his needs as well” (IE9). 

It is remarked, however, that “respect goes both ways” (IE3); not just from majority group to minority 

group, but also the other way around. 

Clear communication of corporate values that support Respect and upholding those values is 

also viewed as Legitimizing diversity (Table 4.3-D.2) and aiding the creation of inclusivity. When, 

for example, managers do not accept disrespectful behaviour and are even prepared to fire people for 

prolonged disrespectful behaviour, it is viewed as support for the diversity (IE7, IE9), whereas 

avoiding to take action because the disrespectful person may be a valuable worker is perceived as 

undermining Legitimization (IE7). “if management is willing to also say for the people who make the 

[company] a lot of money, like, well, that [discriminatory] behaviour is unacceptable… I think that 

those are the types of things how you can stop these” (IE7). 

4.3.1.3 Suspending 

Suspending as setting aside one’s own assumptions for a while also appears in both an attitude 

and an action form (Table 4.3-E). 

One example of Suspension as an attitude (Table 4.3-E.1) appears in the willingness to dare 

embrace entirely different perspectives and be open to learn. “You are not as narrow minded and you 

see that people are actually different and that it’s OK to be different. I think that’s a valuable [...] 

thing for me at least to get that input. It makes my horizons… they make my horizons wider. And 

that’s just really good, I think” (IE8). It takes on a more externalized expression when a manager 

questions his co-managers’ rebuff of a “negative” colleague by referring to how that colleague has 

been right in the past and may be leading the way to the desired future for the company (IE5). The 

courses mentioned under Listening to self (4.3.1.1) may also contribute to Suspending. 

Situations where Suspending is not happening are for example when questions are perceived 

as attacks (IE9) (which links to the topic of Trust) and when people with expertise, knowledge and/or 

long tenure do not listen to colleagues with different backgrounds or tenure (IE2, IE3, IE4). 



69 

 

Suspension as action emerges in sometimes daring to experiment to see if the other 

perspective works without laying blame on that person if it does not (IE5) (Table 4.3-E.2). It is 

primarily the role of the leader to allow mistakes within a given framework and give room for people 

to try out new things without repercussions in case things do not work out as hoped. “I say it’s also a 

view of leadership that encompasses all aspects of openness: of trying new ideas, of not punishing 

anyone in any way for doing something that was wrong, because they were taking initiative” (IE2). 

One manager furthermore suggests the importance of the manager overtly taking the risk for such 

experiments (IE5). 

One case of Suspension as action is the conscious practice of hiring people with different 

backgrounds specifically in order to bring in new perspectives that may shake up the dominant ones 

(IE5, IE9, IE8) (Table 4.3-E.3). “we have algorithms to do this stuff that we had humans to do before. 

So what is left is the human factor. And here it's not necessarily who's the best number guy. But it 

could be who is the best guy at presenting numbers or making long term relationships or presenting 

it in a different context etc. So therefore we benefit from hiring people that are not grown out of 

finance schools” (IE5). 

4.3.1.4 Voicing 

The category of Own Voicing – as opposed to the Voicing of others, which we have grouped 

under Listening to others (4.3.1.1; Table 4.3-A) – in our data typically concerns the ability or 

willingness to Voice (Table 4.3-F.1). There are indications that it depends on personality (“introvert” 

or “extrovert”), cultural background, age, experience, tenure, managerial status, self-confidence, 

knowledge of own ability to contribute and whether the topic is perceived as important. “I can allow 

myself to have an opinion. If I was new to the organization and I didn't have 25 people reporting to 

me it might be difficult for me to have this role. I can allow myself to raise my hand and ask questions. 

I think that's expected of me” (IE1). 

Some perceptions of the potential consequences of Voicing also emerge (Table 4.3-F.2). One 

is that if you Voice a divergent perspective you may be viewed as “the negative one” (IE1,4,5). 

Interestingly, our interviewees do not relate these negative reactions to the difficulty of getting 

everyone to participate actively in dialogue (Table 4.2-C.1). Another perception is that if you do not 

push to get your Voice heard, you get side-tracked in the organization (IE7). Finally, if no action 

comes from the Voicing, the willingness to Voice may be lost: “you don't want to spend your time 

giving people advice who aren't going to take it” (IE7). 
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Interestingly, the focus of the data in relation to Voicing in general (as opposed to Own 

Voicing) is primarily on how to ensure the inclusion of all Voices, also those who do not tend to make 

themselves heard. “I also think that we have a lot of talent sitting out there that are not necessarily 

very outgoing and that are sometimes… one could benefit inviting them to the table, but the challenge 

is spotting them in a fast paced day” (IE9). This is linked to the challenge of Willingness to participate 

(4.2.2.3; Table 4.2-C.1). 

4.3.2 Setting transpiring from and supporting dialogical capacities 

We can identify a specific Setting in which dialogue is more likely to arise. The identification 

of the Setting as a separate major category grows out of data that reaches across several dialogical 

capacities and often also touches on Benefits of using dialogue to leverage diversity or Challenges of 

using dialogue to leverage diversity. While the four capacities may help create the Setting, the Setting 

also enables the capacities. The Setting is closely linked to the capacities but reaches across them. 

We have identified five categories in the Setting as shown in Table 4.4. 

4.3.2.1 Attitudes 

One attitude stands out as enabling the dialogical capacities and as such helping to create the 

possibility of DD, namely embracing divergent views (Table 4.4-A.1). As seen in the analysis above 

(4.2.2.2; 4.3.1.1; 4.3.1.4, Table 4.1-A), although it is accepted that different and even conflicting 

perspectives are vital for a company in terms of getting the best results and that these perspectives 

must come out in the open in order for the company to be able to profit from them, divergent views 

still appear to be perceived as something unpleasant, “negative” when they move from theory into 

practice. While primarily connected to the lack of Suspension, seems likely to have great 

consequences for the other three capacities in terms of how many people willingly speak up if doing 

so may label them “the negative one” (IE1,4,5) (4.2.2.2; 4.3.1.1; 4.3.1.3; 4.3.1.4). Even in this positive 

statements, disagreement is termed as “negative”: “I think what has been really good for me so far is 

to have a manager [...] who is inclusive of negative comments so it's okay for us to say things to our 

manager who does not agree” (IE3).  
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4.3.2.2 Structures 

Several interviewees allude to the flat hierarchy common for companies in Denmark as an 

enabler of DD (Table 4.4-B.1) because the power distance is relatively small (IE3), which creates a 

feeling of relative equality and safety that empowers people to speak up. “So I could be in the elevator 

with a person who is 10 steps ahead of me to I don't know to the chairman or whoever in the 

organization and that person would say hello or good morning or something like that [...] So I think 

one is the involvement of senior management with people around. They have lunch together with you 

in the canteen. They acknowledge. They say good morning... they make small talk here and there [...] 

And I think that definitely gives a sense of family... that you know... I belong here” (IE3). An open 

door to the manager’s office may aid a feeling of relative equality further (IE9). 

In order to get people to participate actively in DD it is important that the dialogue is relevant 

for people (cf. Table 4.2-C.2), and one way of creating the incentive to participate is to ensure that 

people and teams with different capabilities or backgrounds are interdependent in their work (IE4) 

(Table 4.4-B.2). Such interdependence may be strengthened by a reward system that focuses less on 

individual performance and more on collaboration (IE9). Interdependent teams or project groups are 

one structural way of spurring people to DD (IE4). Incentives are another, so rewards for speaking 

up or collaborating help foster DD as opposed to only rewarding individual performance: “And the 

second you start rewarding people for being cultural carriers rather than super performers or maybe 

even both [...] then I think you could hire more young or old, black or white or whatever” (IE5). 

Likewise, half our interviewees say that it is important that it has no negative impact if you say 

something divergent from the majority (IE2,4,5,7,9). Such negative impact may create a negative 

incentive in terms of DD. 

Developing and implementing a framework of values to create a shared mindset is pointed 

out as important (Table 4.4-B.3). This is for example achieved through daily practices and workshops 

around principles or cultural dilemmas (IE1,5,6) which aim to trigger a rethinking of specific 

assumptions and are linked to being clear about the desired culture. Explicit rules or guidelines for 

what are desired values and behaviours in the company with managers showing the way are perceived 

as enabling dialogue, for example when a manager approaches some yearlong colleagues who make 

sexist jokes: “I’m sorry guys. It’s not fun. You can’t say it. Not if you want to include people who 

are different than you” (IE5). 
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4.3.2.3 Spaces 

The necessity of having space and time set aside where all perspectives are invited is pointed 

out by seven interviewees (Table 4.4-C.1). IE7 notes that s/he has so few scheduled meetings during 

the week that there is no chance of a dialogue (whereas at a former workplace there had been too 

many meetings). IE3 in contrast has many meetings. The size and kind of meeting seem to be of less 

importance than the fact that time and place is set aside in which people are urged to contribute, also 

with divergent perspectives. Meetings that are alluded to as such fora for DD are: team meetings 

(IE9), meetings with a variety of stakeholders (IE1,9), lunches for groups (IE7), townhall meetings 

(IE3), regular retrospectives (IE7) and project group meetings (IE4). 

Face-to-face dialogue is also important (Table 4.4-C.2). “There's nothing that can beat face to 

face. [...] First it’s face to face and then it’s maybe video and then it’s telephone and then the very 

last thing the e-mail.” (IE2). “There's another kind of respect around being present physically with 

the people in a room where you just sort of relate... to the way you write. I think the written language 

is much more harsh and more direct, more square than face to face conversation” (IE1). Having people 

physically together is particularly essential when developing something new or dealing with 

something difficult because it is easier to avoid misunderstanding and create trust face-to-face (IE1). 

4.3.2.4 Facilitation 

One thing that enables such fora to become a setting for DD rather than just being meetings 

is facilitation, whether by a facilitator or by a process that all the involved know and follow (Table 

4.4-D). All but one interviewee note the importance of such facilitation, be it by a manager or 

someone else. 

The main reason for facilitation is to ensure that all are heard and none too much (Table 4.4-

D.1). “I've experienced this when I speak to my U.S. colleagues or when I'm there I can see the 

management is usually sort of the moderator of the meeting who is very good at summarizing at the 

end of it... who's very good at making sure you have included everybody's opinions or also who's 

someone who's very good at cutting people off or saying: you know you have said what you have to 

say... let's also hear other people's opinions. I think management can deliver better at that here” (IE3). 

Another rationale behind facilitation is to set up and maintain a framework that enables DD 

(Table 4.4-D.2): keep focus on a shared goal and shared core values, ensure relative equality of those 

present, help people to listen and reflect, be aware of each participant and keep the process in hand 

so the sense of chaos does not turn into chaos. “you somehow need to facilitate this process because 
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[it] is maybe not their own need to have this exchange and you need to give them either a bigger goal: 

Why are we together in this team even if you have different projects? Or you need to give... you need 

to steer this process and you also need to create this trust that they speak out [...] I mean especially if 

you have very strong people – that they respect when others speak” (IE4). 

4.3.2.5 Communication 

Finally, over half of the interviewees (Table 4.4-E.1) talk about the importance of continually 

communicating both the values of the company, how everyone fits together with a purpose and the 

reasons for the decisions that are being made in order to keep everyone in the loop. Intentions must 

be clear, also behind why diversity and dialogue are important. “sometimes we just haven't been 

efficient enough to describing the strategy – why are we going in this direction. Maybe in the Skype 

meeting someone wasn't participating and he hadn't heard the strategy discussion or whatever. And 

then you can also feel that you can only under-communicate. So then that puts a focus on management 

to make sure that you are constantly communicating” (IE6). 

4.3.3 Practices in the companies 

The interviewees point out various ways they go about leveraging diversity through dialogue 

in their companies. We list the specific practices in Table 4.5 below, but limit ourselves to briefly 

presenting the sub-categories that have emerged (Table 4.5-A,B,C). 

4.3.3.1 Ways of facilitating 

It is thought-provoking that half of the Facilitation practices (Table 4.5-A) concern how to 

enable people to Voice and half of these deal with how to enable to quiet ones to be heard. The other 

points deal with Respecting, Suspending and corporate values. 
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4.3.3.2 Courses and Training 

The majority of points in the Courses and Training category (Table 4.5-B) aim at gaining 

knowledge of self and knowledge of others (Table 4.5-B.1,2,3,5). Beyond that, one is connected with 

values (Table 4.5-B.6) and one with handling conflict when people have different cultures (Table 4.5-

B.4). Trainings, courses and good cross-cultural conflict management are mentioned as some of the 

ways to establish understanding for different perspectives and approaches. Interestingly, it is the 

managers and employees in managerial positions who mention the courses rather than those who are 

“just” employees. 

In regard to courses, IE1 and IE4 both stress the importance – and difficulty – of allocating 

time in daily life to internalize the course material and put it into practice. 

4.3.3.3 Measuring dialogical climate 

Measurements of the prevalence of a dialogical climate mostly comes up tangentially in terms 

of rewarding collaboration (Table 4.4-B.2) or having it as part of the annual progression conversations 

between managers and their employees – in one company called “The [Company name] Dialogues” 

(IE1). However, IE6 disclosed a rule of thumb: “The way I feel it or the way I can measure it or see 

it is that… you could say, how often do people come and say: ‘I think we’re going in the wrong 

direction’ or is it just dead quiet? Because, you know, there will always be people who think we’re 

going in the wrong direction. So is someone speaking up? Or is it just silence?”. 

 

A few points come up in our data that do not fall into the categories covered in the analysis 

so far, yet have a bearing on using dialogue to leverage diversity. These will be described in the 

following. 

4.4 Maximizing benefits and minimizing challenges 

The previous subchapter (4.3) describes how the companies use the four dialogical capacities 

– although they may not think of them as such – to leverage diversity and how they believe a 

conducive environment for dialogue can be created. However, some important points emerge that do 

not relate to Isaac’s (1999) model, but are mentioned as ways to maximize benefits or minimize 

challenges of using dialogue to leverage diversity. They are summarized in Table 4.6 and will be 

expanded on below. 
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4.4.1 Crucial role of leaders 

Most interviewees allude to the crucial role of leaders and managers in creating DD because 

of their position (Table 4.6-A.1). “sometimes power actually helps a lot, unfortunately, because 

people listen more to the managers” (IE4). Tasks mentioned are setting direction, creating a 

framework, being role models, pushing and supporting, and being aware of new ideas – also those of 

quiet employees. “[Using dialogue to leverage diversity] definitely should come from management. 

It should definitely... I mean it's very easy for me to say... I just push it all on them... but it really 

should come from management side” (IE3). Furthermore, it is more likely to be widely recognized 

that there is positive potential in the tension that may arise in diverse groups, if the manager is able 

to help it unfold: ”So we found that it's much much better to let… everyone come with their arguments 

and then put that into the pile of: “OK well where do we need to go?”” (IE6). 

4.4.2 Trust and safety 

Trust turns up repeatedly as crucial to a good dialogue (Table 4.6-A.2), and while the four 

capacities and the Setting may help to create trust, trust also helps them to work by enabling people 

to feel welcome to contribute as they are. On the question of what has to be in place for a good 

dialogue to happen, manager IE9 answers: “Trust! […] I try to be very open and always take the time 

even though then I have to do my own things at night. But to be very open and welcoming and 

approachable [...] Because if I'm not a very nice person to approach nobody will do it”. 

Trust is most easily established and maintained face-to-face rather than through dialogue via 

media. “when addressing problems, I think it's important that you actually have the ability to be 

together because there may be some things that... it's also about trust. When you sit together in a room 

you know who's present and when you have people on the phone you don't know who's next to the 

one at the other end” (IE1). 

If trust has not been established, even dialogically sensible actions such as asking for opinions 

may be seen as threatening (IE9). On the other hand, difficult issues may be approached if there is 

trust: ”And if you have a team that is comfortable in its collaboration then you also have created a 

setting where it's OK to come, you know, with one voice saying: “Why is everyone thinking we 

should go left, if I think we should go right?”” (IE6). 

In the organizational setting it appears that power distance and equality are important elements 

in creating trust. “I think sometimes as a leader of a team people will do it because you are the leader, 

but you don't maybe get really the true feedback” (IE4). As mentioned earlier (4.3.2.2), the flat 
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hierarchies of most companies in Denmark may mediate the power distance thus enable a higher 

degree of trust. Conversely, although it appears that power difference is never entirely out of the 

picture, it seems that trust can minimize its influence and therefore create a sense of equality in the 

DD. “And of course [dialogue] has to be somewhat equal... the dialogue has to be inclusive and both 

parties have to have their say in the dialogue for it to be good I think” (IE8). The dialogical method 

itself may also help both to create trust and a sense of equality through Listening, Respecting and 

Suspending. As such, there is an intricate interaction between trust, dialogue and power difference. 

4.4.3 Picking participants 

From the data some practicalities transpired that help make dialogue as a leverage of diversity 

more easily usable in an organizational setting, namely to pick participants for the dialogue with 

diversity, topic, timeline and decision-making process in mind (Table 4.6-A.3). Already before a 

dialogue starts, it is important to consider who to invite so that a relevant group of diverse people can 

contribute and the dialogue thus can be used to leverage diversity (IE4,9). It is imperative to make 

sure that the topic of the dialogue is of clear relevance to all: “I think what works for me, at least what 

I note that I feel safe to express my opinions is that when I'm just included in a conversation, when 

I'm invited to a meeting, and I know what is my purpose of being there” (IE0). When inviting people 

it is worthwhile being aware that a smaller group may be preferable if there is a tight deadline whereas 

a larger group may be preferable if broad buy-in is of great importance (IE4,8). 

Two interviewees (IE3,0) introduce the importance of including people from diverse 

backgrounds in the actual decision-making rather than merely having a dialogue on which 

management then bases their decisions. Several interviewees (IE3,4,6,7,8,9,0) propose that different 

decision-making methods may be used depending on the issue and the desired outcome, such as 

innovation or buy-in, and IE6 stresses that it is important that any dialogue that is meant to lead to a 

decision starts with clarity about who will have the decision-making power (whether one person, by 

consensus or by majority) and when the deadline for the decision is. 

4.5 Rounding off the analysis 

To round off our analysis we will have a look at the differences and similarities across our 

data (4.5.1) and sum up elements of particular interest (4.5.2) for further consideration in our 

Discussion (5.). 
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4.5.1 Differences and similarities in the data 

We have studied our data to discover which differences or similarities there may be between 

the three companies and between the managers and the employees. 

There does not appear to be any significant difference between the companies despite the fact 

that they belong to different industries; in fact, they are apparently highly similar with only marginal 

divergence. 

The perceptions and attitudes among managers and employees are also very alike with only 

slight differences. The importance of courses is mentioned more by managers than by employees 

(Table 4.5-B), and the wish for broad involvement in decisions is mentioned by employees rather 

than managers (IE3,7,8). However, these differences are not sufficiently marked to make them 

significant. 

All in all, the data is very homogenous across the three companies and across the different 

positions in the companies. 

4.5.2 Summary of elements of particular interest 

To sum up our findings we have put elements that may extend literature and are therefore of 

particular interest in Table 4.7. 

 

4.7 Summing up interesting findings 

Section Findings 

Understanding of diversity 
and dialogue 

Dialogue can be and is being used to leverage diversity in 
businesses 

Dialogue works well with an inclusionary approach to 
diversity 

Dialogue is not used consciously as a method 

Benefits and challenges There are many benefits of using dialogue to leverage 
diversity as well as several challenges, yet it is only used to 
a limited extent 

Dialogical practices as a 
looking glass for the data 

Getting participants in a diverse dialogue to voice their 
perspectives is a challenge, partly due to personality or 
culture 
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Dialogue is not viewed as separate from action in corporate 
context 

Dialogue is enabled by specific Settings in the corporate 
context 

Maximizing benefits and 
minimizing challenges 

A feeling of trust and safety is important for leveraging 
diversity, in particular in regard to enabling people to voice 
their perspectives 

 

These findings will be discussed in the next chapter. 

  

Table 4.7 
Summary of findings of particular interest are listed alongside the section of the Analysis in which they 
appear. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses some of the main findings of our research that may add to literature 

about leveraging diversity. We start by discussing dialogue as a means to leverage diversity in 

companies and the benefits – and challenges – it brings. We continue by considering dialogue in its 

context while contemplating why it is not used more widely than is the case. Finally we pick up on 

the difficulty of getting people to Voice – an element without which there is no dialogue. 

5.1 Leveraging diversity through dialogue: Filling a gap in the 

literature 

Dialogue as a method of putting the concept of diversity into practice for the benefit of 

companies has not been explored in academic literature and our findings thus fill a gap in the literature 

on how to mobilize and use the potential available in a diverse workforce. In accordance with our 

underlying working assumption that dialogue can be a means to leverage diversity in an 

organizational context, this section will delve into the linkage between the two concepts and our data. 

Both diversity and dialogue are considered to be crucial concepts in each of our participating 

companies (4.1.1.1, 4.1.2.1). It is extensively stressed that diversity is a perceived competitive 

advantage nowadays (4.1.1.1), while dialogue is central to make the respective organisations work 

(4.1.2.1). Drawing on Thomas & Ely’s (1996) framework of the three paradigms of diversity, the 

perception of diversity as something positive and beneficial indicates that all the companies reside 

within paradigm 2 or 3 through their focus on leveraging the potential of diversity. They have moved 

beyond the defensive discrimination-and-fairness perspective (4.1.1.1), which solely focuses on the 

representation and assimilation of specific minority groups and mainly conforms with particular legal 

requirements of providing equal opportunities as well as eliminating discriminatory behaviour (Dass 

& Parker, 1999; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Thomas & Ely, 1996). The 

companies thus are not merely committed to having a diverse workforce, but rather to employing this 

diversity to achieve business opportunities (4.1.1.1). In order to accumulate different perspectives 

and ideas that may be opposed and provide a space through which these can come to light, dialogue 

is viewed as essential way (4.1.2.1). According to our interviewees and in alignment with dialogue 

literature (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; 

Yankelovich, 1999), the space that is created through dialogue makes the emergence of various 
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viewpoints of a diverse group of people more likely (4.1.2.1). This can lead to a wealth of benefits 

(Table 4.1) which will be discussed in section 5.2. 

The use of dialogue as a fitting method to move diversity from a sole representation to actively 

utilizing the diversity of employees for the benefit of the company is not yet covered by literature. 

The following subsections will discuss the linkage between the concepts of dialogue and diversity 

more in depth, thus contributing to filling the gap in literature more extensively. It starts by exploring 

the finding that dialogue is a means to foster inclusion, continues by considering diversity approaches 

that limit dialogue and finishes by discussing the finding that dialogue is not yet used strategically in 

companies. 

5.1.1 Dialogue is a means to foster Inclusion 

Especially inclusionary approaches to diversity can benefit from the usage of dialogue as a 

method. 

When talking about diversity, the overall approach of the companies is inclusion (4.1.1.1). 

This is not just shown by their description of how they understand diversity, but also by the usage of 

the term in regard to leadership and the decision-making process (4.1.1.1). Although they may not 

use the term “inclusion” in the exact sense that it is used in diversity literature (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; 

Mor Barak & Travis, 2009; Shore et al., 2011; Thomas & Ely, 1996), their understanding of it 

corresponds closely as shall be shown below. 

This organisational idea of diversity as inclusion corresponds with Thomas & Ely’s third 

paradigm (1996), the integration paradigm. This paradigm follows the inclusionary integration-and-

learning perspective, which means that various experiences and perspectives are proactively included 

as well as respected to create business opportunities (Dass & Parker, 1999; Mensi-Klarbach, 2012). 

Our data shows that this approach is at work in the organizations in various ways. When talking about 

diversity and its general benefits, our interviewees mention the advantage of getting all different 

perspectives and actively engaging them (4.2.1), both of which require dialogue. Further the 

companies strive to learn from the diverse perspectives and aim to be sensitive to all differences 

(Table 4.3-C.3), though not always successfully as we will return to. The managers claim to 

proactively include different voices in a team as well as give them equal opportunities to speak up 

about a topic (4.3.2.2). They further mention their belief that every perspective is valuable and that 

they even cherish employees with oppositional viewpoints (Table 4.3-C.1, Table 4.4-A.1), although 

this may be a truth with modifications, as will be discussed in section 5.2. The inclusionary approach 
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to diversity also stimulates the emergence of new perspectives which is crucial for innovation (Dass 

& Parker, 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996). This dialogical engagement in the companies shows several 

parallels to Isaacs’ (1999) concept of dialogue and the four dialogical capacities (4.3.1) as will be 

expanded on below. Dialogue thus appears to be a fitting method theoretically and practically to 

practice diversity and therefore foster inclusion. Moreover, diversity makes the dialogue substantial 

because a broader range of perspectives can be included (4.2.1.1). 

The application of dialogue in the conceptual sense of Isaacs (1999) gives room for many 

different voices in a company to emerge and be contained, which corresponds closely to the 

integration paradigm of Thomas & Ely (1996) and therefore the approach of inclusion (Hanappi-

Egger, 2012; Shore et al., 2011). As part of their organisational practice, the interviewed managers 

claim to proactively encourage the employees to Voice their opinion in order to get a vast amount of 

diverse perspectives (Table 4.3-A.2), thus aligning with Isaacs’ (1999) perspective on dialogue as a 

container that can hold all voices. As mentioned above, some profess to believe that every 

contribution is valuable and some especially emphasize the significance of opposing views (Table 

4.3-C), which aligns partly with the practice of Respecting as an “awareness of the integrity of the 

other’s position” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 419). Listening plays a crucial role according to the interviewees 

(Table 4.3-A) in order to really grasp the underlying reasons of a perspective as well as being aware 

of one’s own reactions to it (Table 4.3-B). Getting all these diverse angles also creates the basis for 

Suspension where our interviewees set aside their own views, enabling novel perspectives to emerge 

(Table 4.3-E). 

Dialogue is thus a means to practice inclusion, thereby leveraging diversity. As suggested by 

all the previous points, the companies aim to be in alignment with the concept of inclusion as practiced 

in the integration paradigm as well as Isaacs’ (1999) concept of the four dialogical capacities. 

However, we also gathered divergent information. 

5.1.2 Limiting the potential of dialogue 

Limiting people’s Voicing solely to perspectives ascribed to a specific diversity dimension 

works against the premise of dialogue in the sense of Isaacs (1999). 

Even though the researched companies claim to follow an inclusionary approach of diversity 

(4.1.1.1), when delving into more specific benefits of a diverse workforce contributing with diverse 

perspectives in each organisation, managers and employees in all companies stated that diversity is 

particularly used to mirror specific markets (4.1.1.1). Knowledge about diverse customers is derived 



86 

 

through employees matching the apparent diversity of the customers. This can be classified as the 

second paradigm – the assimilation paradigm – according to Thomas & Ely (1996) which follows the 

perspective of access-and-legitimacy. Rather than engaging the perspectives of employees 

proactively in order to leverage the full potential of diversity like in the inclusionary approach in 

paradigm 3, solely specific aspects of employees are utilized to react to specific needs, namely gaining 

access to or supporting specific markets (Table 4.1-B.3). In this paradigm, dialogue in the sense of 

Isaacs (1999) is limited and not really put to use. The contribution of the employees is restricted to 

specific attributes of their diversity (Dass & Parker, 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996) and consequently 

their Voicing is limited to specific perspectives. It is not believed that all the perspectives they can 

potentially bring to the table are valuable, instead just the selected knowledge is considered beneficial 

(Dass & Parker, 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Further in this paradigm, the aim is not to listen behind 

what is being said to grasp the diverse views on a situation or potentially gain new insights triggering 

a suspension of existing assumptions, but merely to acquire access to missing information (Dass & 

Parker, 1999; Thomas & Ely, 1996). As such, diversity is being leveraged in terms of dealing with 

specific markets, but not in terms of innovation and the majority of other benefits that diversity may 

bring through dialogue (Table 4.1). This approach to diversity which is apparent in the three 

researched companies (4.2.1.2) is not as inclusionary as these companies claim it to be. People are 

categorized according to one specific element in which they differ – in the case of these three 

companies mainly cultural background, gender and disability – whereas intersectional elements as 

well as similarities, which are crucial aspects for inclusion, are disregarded (Dass & Parker, 1999; 

Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Pless & Maak, 2004; Thomas & Ely, 1996). Using the specific insight in a 

diverse market does not necessarily speak against inclusion and thereby full utilization of diversity, 

but limiting the insights of diverse people by just encouraging the Voicing of specific perspectives in 

accordance with their apparent diversity does. 

This leads us to the insight that dialogue in the conceptual sense of Isaacs (1999) is 

particularly useful to leverage diversity in the third paradigm and to establish an inclusionary 

environment. However, if a company restricts itself to the approach of diversity in the second 

paradigm, there may be a limit to what dialogue can achieve because the elements that are listened to 

are restricted. If the companies do not restrict diverse employees to gaining access to insights for 

specific markets, but encourage employees to fully engage beyond this, substantial improvements 

and an innovative climate can be achieved (4.2.1.2) and even insights from the second paradigm may 

through dialogue be used as part of an inclusive approach. Through practicing dialogical capacities, 
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the companies may move from a differentiation approach (paradigm 2) to an integration approach of 

diversity (paradigm 3) as illustrated in Figure 5.1.  

 

5.1.3 Dialogue as a conceptual practice 

Even though our empirical data reveals the use of dialogical capacities to leverage diversity, 

it is not used consciously as a method, thus limiting its potential. 

Theoretically it is not surprising that dialogue appears to be a fitting method to put diversity 

into practice and leverage its potential, as several diversity scholars hint at the importance of giving 

room for individual contributions through open communication (Pless & Maak, 2004; Wong, 2008) 

or the need for a space in which diverse perspectives can emerge (Hanappi-Egger, 2012). So the 

question arises as to why it is not an established organizational practice. 

Even though our interviewees emphasize the importance of dialogue, they perceive it in a 

broad sense, not as a specific method which can be applied (4.1.2.1). Despite the data revealing the 

use of dialogical elements according to Isaacs (Table 4.3), it appears to be something that is rarely 

employed consciously to leverage diverse perspectives. Dialogue is rather perceived as a term for 

people who converse or discuss subjects (4.1.2.1). Still, as discussed above, our interviewees do show 

specific dialogical perceptions aimed at leveraging diversity which largely align with Isaacs’ (1999) 

approach and which have given them the experience of benefits that can be achieved by employing 

dialogue (Table 4.1). 

Therefore we argue that if dialogue were to be consciously applied as a concept, diversity in 

organisations may be leveraged to a greater extent. Further, through the application of dialogue a 

 
Figure 5.1 
Our research supports our initial assumption that 
dialogue (circle) and Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 
paradigms (triangle) work well together. It expands 
our initial assumption in that dialogue may pull not 
only paradigm 1, but also paradigm 2 towards 
paradigm 3 (green arrows). However, paradigms 1 
and 2 may also affect the effectiveness of dialogue 
and push it away (orange arrows). It is thus not a 
one-way pull, but an interdependent reality. 

The interplay between dialogue and the three diversity paradigms 
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space in which numerous diverse perspectives and opposing views can be encompassed emerges. 

Thus employees can contribute with a larger amount of their background, attributes and personality 

or as Thomas & Ely (1996, p. 3) put it: their “whole selves”. Dialogue can support a company to go 

beyond the second paradigm which limits the employees to their specific diverse aspects. Moreover, 

the dialogical practice gives room to contain the possible tension arising from diverse views from 

which innovation and improvements can grow as we shall see in the next section (5.2). 

Our empirical research generates several insights that confirm our underlying assumption that 

dialogue can be a means to leverage diversity in organizations and add to the literature. Through the 

application of dialogue, the diverse perspectives in an organization can be engaged. Isaacs’ model of 

the dialogical capacities fills a hole in literature by giving a concrete form of communication in order 

to leverage diversity. Further our research shows that the organisational approach of inclusion – which 

is equal to Thomas & Ely’s (1996) integration paradigm – and dialogue go well together. In fact, it 

appears that an inclusionary approach allows for a meaningful dialogue, and the application of 

dialogical practices can foster inclusion by giving space for all individual contributions to emerge. 

However, even though our empirical findings and theoretical background support the notion of 

dialogue being a method to leverage diversity, dialogue is rarely applied consciously as a concept for 

effective communication, but mostly seen as conversation. Therefore the researched companies may 

miss out on the full potential of dialogue to leverage diversity. Further, we also encounter some 

requirements and limitations which will be discussed in the following sections by exploring specific 

issues that are encountered when using dialogue as a method to reap the potential of a diverse 

workforce. 

5.2 The conundrum of limited use of dialogue despite great benefits 

Our data suggests that there are many benefits to the employment of dialogue to leverage 

diversity (Table 4.1). Most of the challenges raised by our interviewees (Table 4.2) appear to find 

some counterweight in the benefits of using dialogue or by other means mentioned by our 

interviewees as illustrated in Table 5.1. Why then is DD not used far more than is the case? The way 

dialogue interacts with the wider organizational context may point to conflicting institutional logics 

(Thornton & Ocasio, 1999) as a major reason for the limited use of dialogue to leverage diversity – 

even in these three companies that have conscious focus on leveraging diversity as well as a positive 

attitude towards dialogue (4.1.1.1; 4.1.2.1). 
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In the following we start by discussing three findings: that dialogue leverages diversity, that 

dialogue is not viewed as separate from action in the organization, and that dialogue is enabled by 

specific settings. Although these discussions are all valid in their own right, we end up looking at all 

three through the perspective of institutional logics (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999) which we offer as an 

indication of why dialogue is not used to a greater extent. 

5.2.1 Dialogue creates many benefits from diversity 

We have found that dialogue creates a great number of benefits for the companies by utilizing 

diversity. Table 4.1 presents these benefits which include better decision-making, improvement both 

internally in the organization (corresponding to Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 3rd paradigm: the learning 

and integration perspective) and outwardly towards customers and other stakeholders, a sense of 

belongingness in the organization resulting in loyalty among and retention of employees, saving 

money and time, creating innovation and greater trust (Table 4.1). As already presented in section 

2.4, the start of our empirical research rested on the assumption that dialogue can be used to leverage 

diversity based on Isaacs (1999), Thomas & Ely (1996) and others (Benner & Pastor, 2017; Cook, 

2014; Cunningham, 2011; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Kofman & Senge, 1993; Pless & Maak, 2004; 

Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; Southern, 2005; Wong, 2008; Yankelovich, 1999). This assumption is 

supported by the benefits that transpire from our interviews. 

The data (Table 4.2), however, also reveals several challenges to leveraging diversity through 

dialogue. The primary challenge is the time it takes to have a dialogue with people of different 

backgrounds and the cost that is thereby incurred. It is argued (Table 4.2-A) that it is difficult to get 

time for dialogue in the busy everyday reality of a business. The complexity of having different views, 

needs and wishes out in the open and of following the dialogical process where the outcome is not 

given ahead of time is also viewed as a challenge (Table 4.2-B). It was unexpected for us that another 

major challenge is getting people to want to take part in and contribute to a dialogue (Table 4.2-C). 

Finally, there is a challenge of whom to invite to the dialogue so that the necessary backgrounds and 

views are represented, yet not so wide a group that it is not practical or that the participants do not 

see the point of taking part (Table 4.2-D). 

Interestingly, all of the challenges but one (face-to-face dialogue) are potentially mediated by 

other data from our interviews. This is illustrated in Table 5.1 below and will be discussed in more 

detail. The numbers in brackets refer to tables in the Analysis. 
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5.1 Challenges (cf. 4.2) - and potentially mediating factors 

A. Time & Cost (4.2-A) 

1. Takes more time to get everyone’s opinion 
and to align (4.2-A.1) 

5. Saving money & time (4.1-D)  

2. It takes time to change to a more dialogical 
corporate culture (4.2-A.2) 

6. Saving money & time (4.1-D) 
Innovation (4.1-E) 

3. Seen as risky to rely on dialogue when you 
have to act fast (4.2-A.3) 

7. Clear decision-making process (4.6-
A.3 + text) 

4. Meeting face-to-face may be expensive (4.2-
A.4) 

8.  

B. Complexity (4.2-B) 

1. Conflicting views (4.2-B.1) 4. Better decision-making (4.1-A) 
Aligning core values, approach & 
strategy (4.1-B.2) 
Clear decision-making process (4.6-A.3 
+ text) 

2. Different needs to take into consideration 
(4.2-B.2) 

5. Organizational learning and continual 
improvements (4.1-B.1) 
Belongingness (4.1-C) 

3. Seeming chaos (4.2-B.3) 6. Better decision-making (4.1-A) 
Improvement (4.1-B) 
Innovation (4.1-E) 

C. Willingness to participate (4.2-C) 

1. Willingness to speak up (4.2-C.1) 3. Trust (4.1-F) 
4 dialogical capacities (4.3) 
Facilitation (4.4-D) 

2. Seeing the value of content and collaboration 
(4.2-C.2) 

4. Better decision-making (4.1-A) 
Improvement (4.1-B) 
Innovation (4.1-E) 

D. Who is invited? (4.2-D) 

1. Finding a good balance between diversity and 
practicability (4.2-D.1) 

3. Picking participants (4.6-A.3) 

2. Avoiding that those not in the dialogue miss 
out on relevant information (4.2-D.2) 

4. Communication (4.4-E) 
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All the points from Table 5.1 are worth exploring, but to stay within the limits of this paper 

we choose to focus on the example of Time & Cost because it stands out by appearing both under 

Benefits (Table 4.1) and under Challenges (Table 4.2) of using dialogue to leverage diversity. 

Although we have not found literature explicitly pertaining to dialogue as a leverage of 

diversity in businesses, some literature on dialogue does present time as a challenge (Isaacs, 1999; 

Southern, 2005). All interviewees but one say that it takes a lot of time to get everyone’s opinion and 

align (Table 5.1-A.1) and that this is a challenge with DD. On the other hand they also claim that time 

and money are saved through the bettered decision-making (Table 4.1-A) and general improvement 

(Table 4.1-B) that ensue from DD, enabling the companies to allocate resources more efficiently 

(Table 4.1-D.1). Further, interviewees say that belongingness creates lower turnover (Table 4.1-C.2), 

also saving time and money. All companies refer to bad decisions that have harmed the business and 

could have been avoided if DD had been used (Table 4.1-A.2). Likewise, they say that DD has saved 

time and money by enabling them to find better solutions at root level, easing the process later on 

(Table 4.1-A.1). This is supported by Isaacs (1999) and Southern (2005) who argue that while 

dialogue takes some time up front, it makes the subsequent processes smoother and creates better 

results than traditional action plans do, thus saving time in the long run. However, saving time and 

money through better decision-making, improvements and retention of employees is a benefit that 

comes down the line as a result of DD, whereas the time (and thereby money) has to be invested in 

DD up front. Unless DD is viewed as an investment for future yields it may therefore be tempting to 

pick an immediately faster process, even if it ends up costing more time and money in the long run 

due to bad decisions. The results are only visible in the longer run, not at the moment when a process 

is chosen. Even if DD is viewed as an investment, the money for that investment may not be available 

either due to lack of funds or because DD is not the general way of going about things in the 

companies and therefore may not be prioritized. 

Following on from “the way of going about things”, two interviewees, both from C2 which is 

in the process of changing to a diverse corporate culture, mention that it takes time to change the 

corporate culture to be more dialogical (Table 5.1-A.2). While it may pay in the longer run by creating 

a competitive advantage through innovation and improvements as well as saving money and time 

Figure 5.1 (previous page) 
Findings from our interviews on challenges along with potentially mediating factors. Corresponding 
table numbers in brackets.  
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(Table 5.1.-A.6), changing an entire corporate culture is a major investment over a considerable 

period of time. In order to do such a thing management will have to be in agreement that it will pay 

for the company in the long run and not ruin it in the short run. Because dialogue is still rarely 

strategically applied as a means to leverage diversity in businesses (we have not been able to find 

examples) and the results therefore have not been systematically measured, making such a move may 

be considered a step into uncertainty, something that according to a knightian view is part of being 

entrepreneurial, but less common in established organizations where calculated risks are preferred 

(Sarasvathy, 2001). 

Two managers raise the challenge that decisions sometimes have to be made quickly and it is 

therefore too risky to rely on dialogue (Table 5.1-A.3). According to Isaacs (1999), the speed with 

which decisions can be made on the basis of a period of dialogue exceeds that of the general process 

of action plans because participants in the dialogue will have developed such an understanding of 

each other and each other’s perspectives that action can be taken swiftly. This, of course, requires 

that a dialogue between relevant parties has already been taking place for some time, which will not 

always be the case, even less so if it is not a process widely used in the organization. However, the 

interviewees themselves present a different approach to this issue of time constraint, namely that a 

decision-making framework should be set up ahead of a DD so everyone enters the dialogue with 

knowledge of what the deadline is and who has the decision-making power whether by consensus, 

majority vote or one person (4.4.3; Table 4.6-A.3). The DD will then stop at the deadline and whoever 

has the decision-making power will use it informed by the DD. Decision-making is not part of the 

dialogical concept. In fact, some (Arnett et al., 2009; Bohm & Nichol, 1996) stress that dialogue 

should not have a predefined objective or agenda. In all the companies, however, it is clear that 

dialogues are largely used as a basis for decisions (4.4.3), though not necessarily to make the 

decisions. Our interviewees take it for granted that there is a purpose for the dialogue. Some even put 

it as a prerequisite for willingness to participate in dialogue that there is a clear purpose (4.4.3; Tables 

4.2-C.2; 4.6-A-3), preferably with a clear decision-making structure laid out beforehand which does 

not necessarily have to be part of the dialogue process (4.4.3; Tables 4.1-A; 4.6-A.3). Isaacs (1999) 

appears to support the need for a purpose by facilitating dialogues between people who have a shared 

concern, just as Cunningham (2011, p. 218) writes about the need for a “mutual purpose” and 

Yankelovich (1999, p. 56) about “common interests”. The issue of having an objective or not may 

thus be contemplated as a continuum rather than an either or: a purpose may be needed in a business 

context, but also openness for something new to emerge, acknowledgement that the primary aim is 
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not reaching a solution, but learning from each other (Isaacs, 1999; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990), 

though a solution may turn up. A potential challenge to the suggestion of a deadline for the DD is 

that dialogue cannot be forced into being (Arnett et al., 2009; Isaacs, 1999; Rose-Redwood et al., 

2018; Yankelovich, 1999) and a tight deadline might get in the way of real dialogue taking place. 

This challenge may be minimized if dialogue is a norm rather than an exception in the company so 

that the dialogic process has become natural to the participants. Consequently, both with reference to 

Isaacs and to a decision-making process, the urgency-related risk may be minimized if DD is common 

practice and ongoing in the company. It may, however, be very real if DD is an exception, although 

the risk of making bad decisions when not using DD (Table 4.1-A.2) should be taken into 

consideration. 

There is, however, one aspect that may impede not only quick decision-making based on 

dialogue, but dialogue all together even if a company wishes to make it a norm, namely the time and 

cost of meeting face-to-face when employees are spread all over the world (Table 5.1-A.4). No truly 

mediating factors come out of our data. The companies do attempt to bring people who work with 

each other geographically together face-to-face at intervals (4.2.2.1) and our interviewees say that 

these face-to-face occasions help build the trust and understanding of each other that enable ensuing 

DD to take place via media (4.2.2.1). However, they also make it clear that part of the quality of 

dialogue is lost when not sitting face-to-face (4.2.2.1). As cooperation via media over great distances 

is widespread in all three companies (4.2.2.1) the fact that something is lost in DD via media is a 

factor that has to be taken into account. 

Based on the above, we conclude that dialogue shows much promise as a way to leverage 

diversity in businesses, but that there are also challenges which might best be met by ongoing practice 

of DD as opposed to episodic practice. The challenge of DD in businesses where face-to-face dialogue 

is an issue needs further looking into (see chapter 7). 

5.2.2 Dialogue is not viewed as separate from action in the organization 

Our research indicates that dialogical capacities and action go together in the organizational 

context. Literature on the other hand tends to view dialogue as largely context independent as long as 

the right conditions are in place within the dialogue, such as relative equality (Bohm & Nichol, 1996; 

Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Rose-Redwood et al., 2018; Yankelovich, 1999), trust (Patterson 

et al., 2012; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999) and safety (Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; 

Isaacs, 1999). Our findings problematize this assumption. 
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Asking our interviewees about how they leverage diversity and how dialogue is used for that 

purpose, many of the aspects they mention are not directly related to Isaacs’ (1999) four capacities 

and the specifically dialogical setting. Instead they are associated with actions in the company (Table 

4.3-A.2, D, E.2, E.3). These actions largely correspond to the capacities of Listening, Respecting and 

Suspending. We find that these actions may be construed as visible signs in daily life of the dialogical 

capacities at work because the two are closely connected in the minds of our interviewees. This 

indicates that when using dialogue in an organization, it should not be thought of as a separate 

practice, but as an integrated part of the corporate culture. The organizational reality affects the 

dialogue just as the dialogue affects the organizational reality. This is not just in connection with job 

related issues, but with the entire organizational context. A few examples of this is: hiring people 

with different backgrounds to show and promote Suspension (Table 4.3-E.3), the perception that 

genuine inquiry is a sign of Listening (Table 4.3-A.2) and IE3 who feels Respected after the canteen 

started serving vegetarian food (4.3.1.2). Clearly, capacities and actions are not identical, but in reality 

they are closely connected in the minds of our interviewees: the actions that are experienced colour 

the perception of honesty in the dialogue. This may be linked to the need for trust and safety 

(Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Southern, 2005) mentioned 

in literature at the beginning of this subsection. It may also be linked to Thomas & Ely’s (1996) 

paradigm 3 where diversity is enabled to affect the workings of the company and thereby the actions 

that are taking place. It is interesting to find that parallel actions do not occur in relation to Voicing; 

here, the focus is on what enables or inhibits Voicing (4.3.1.4), rather than actions signalling voicing. 

An explanation may be that actions connected with Listening, Respecting and Suspending may be 

viewed as reactions to and enablers of Voicing, whereas Voicing may be viewed as an initiated action 

in itself. 

Isaacs (1999) does not link the dialogical capacities to actions in the company, but presents 

dialogue as a separate space where everything may be contained and where the various views on and 

experiences of what happens in an organization may be brought to the table. Incongruence or tension 

in the organization may thus over time be, if not resolved, then brought out into the open in the 

dialogue. As such, dialogue should be a “free space” (Bohm & Nichol, 1996) bringing together 

fragments to create something more coherent. According to Bohm’s view, arguably it is not true 

dialogue unless it is taking place within a free space amongst equals without an agenda. And although 

Isaacs widens Bohm’s concept of dialogue to be used in an organizational context where equality and 
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free space are hard to secure, Isaacs does not focus on which effect the actions in the organization 

may have on the honesty of the dialogue. 

Some literature on dialogue in other settings – social (Suransky & Alma, 2018) and scholarly 

(Rose-Redwood et al., 2018) – does argue that the context will influence dialogue. This is supported 

by our data (Tables 4.3-A.2, D, E.2, E.3; 4.1-A) which implies that the experience of the dialogue in 

the organizations is linked to action: Dialogue is connected to decision-making and consequently 

action, and action is recognized as a motivator to engage in dialogue as illustrated by IE7 saying that 

when a dialogue does not result in visible action, s/he does not feel like contributing anymore 

(4.3.1.4). This wish to contribute is obviously important in DD, because dialogue depends on the 

willingness of participants to enter into the dialogue (Arnett et al., 2009; Isaacs, 1993, 1999). 

In a business context, dialogue makes sense in terms of the actions that arise from it (whether 

in the short or in the long term). Actions that mirror the capacities are viewed as signs that these 

capacities are being used whereas lack of action makes people question the quality of the dialogue. 

Therefore, dialogue cannot be separated from the actions in a company. 

5.2.3 Dialogue is enabled by specific Settings 

Just as dialogue cannot be viewed as detached from the actions in the company, it also cannot 

be seen as detached from the setting in which it takes place. Our interviews indicate that some settings 

enable dialogue whereas others disable it (4.3.2). Isaacs (1993, p. 2) writes that “The pivotal challenge 

lies in producing dialogue in practical settings”. He goes on to explain that dialogue is paradoxical in 

that it cannot be forced and by its nature questions the very patterns within which it exists. Isaacs 

does not, however, consider which actual practical settings may meet this challenge. A proposed 

answer to this arises from our analysis. 

When talking about how to leverage diversity through dialogue, our interviewees not only 

refer to elements relating to the dialogical capacities, but mention many things that have to do with 

the Setting (Table 4.4) which may enable or hinder DD. The fact that this is important to our 

interviewees combined with the argument from literature that dialogue cannot be forced (Arnett et 

al., 2009; Isaacs, 1993, 1999; Yankelovich, 1999) makes the category “Setting that supports 

dialogical practices” (Table 4.4) relevant to how dialogue can be used to leverage diversity: for DD 

to take place, certain things have to be kept in mind. Sub-categories to the Setting are Attitude, 

Structures, Spaces, Facilitation and Communication. We will expand on elements of the first three 

and touch on the last two because we find that beyond indicating how to make DD work in a corporate 
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setting, they may also hold part of the answer to why dialogue is not used more extensively to leverage 

diversity despite all the benefits as we will discuss in section 5.2.4. 

Attitude: The analysis shows that although the interviewees all express that they view 

diversity as a good thing (4.1.1.1), perspectives that go against the majority view – and even persons 

who speak up against the majority view – are frequently referred to as “negative” (4.2.2.2; 4.3.1.1; 

4.3.1.3; 4.3.1.4; 4.3.2.1). It runs as a red thread through the dialogical capacities (4.3.1.1; 4.3.1.3; 

4.3.1.4) and also comes up in regard to the major challenges (4.2.2.2). We interpret this as a sign that 

although our interviewees think that they view diversity positively, appreciation for divergence, never 

mind for the tension that may result from it, is not a general attitude in the companies: Disagreement 

is not embraced as a valuable resource, but viewed as negative. There may be good reasons for this. 

All three companies talk about time pressure, and being open to disagreement requires taking time to 

consider it (Table 4.2-A.1). Furthermore, people may be uncomfortable with the tension that often 

arises with disagreement, as when IE7 says “if there are things that you disagree with then that also 

becomes more controversial, basically, because if you're not used to having an ongoing dialogue 

about a lot of these things, it sticks out a bit more when you do it” (4.2.2.2). This in turn indicates the 

importance of dialogue as a continual rather than episodic practice (Dass & Parker, 1999). According 

to Pelled et al. (1999), Jayne & Dipboye (2004) and Fujimoto et al. (2013), tension is a given when 

there is diversity; tension is also exactly what dialogue can transform into learning, improvement and 

innovation (Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013; Senge, 1990; Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). 

This makes diversity a major driver for innovation provided that the differing perspectives interact in 

a constructive way (Bassett-Jones, 2005; Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Nielsen & Nielsen, 2013; Pless & 

Maak, 2004; Storey, 2014) as happens in dialogue. Although the prevalent attitude in the companies 

is understandable, it may not encourage people to express their divergent perspectives and may 

thereby limit their engagement in dialogue in a way that can leverage diversity to bring organizational 

learning, improvement and innovation. 

Structures: Closely tied to Attitude, but within the sphere of action, is the issue of what is 

rewarded and thereby encouraged in the companies. Although dialogue and collaboration are 

encouraged in words, the reward systems in the companies tend to focus on individual performance 

rather than collaboration (4.3.2.2). When deciding how to prioritize one’s time, spending it on 

dialogue which may leverage diversity through collaboration or in other ways does not seem 

particularly attractive because it is not rewarded, but takes time away from the activities that are 

(4.3.2.2). The question is: how may productive collaboration through DD be rewarded? Individual 
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efforts are often measured by KPIs set up ahead of time, as is team performance. But when gathering 

diverse people from different fields and departments, and possibly even stakeholders from outside 

the company for a dialogue of which the results cannot be known ahead of time, how can the results 

– some of which may be long term rather than short term – be fully known, never mind measured as 

KPIs? And though it may create better performance for the individual, it will be difficult to ascertain 

exactly to which extent this can be attributed to the DD. If the result of collaboration through DD 

were to be rewarded it might be necessary to change the measurement and base it on evaluations of 

what has transpired from that collaboration, rather than on KPIs of what should. Interdependent teams 

may be somewhere in between these two ways of doing things: Project groups are mentioned as 

usually being very diverse and also highly interdependent (4.3.2.2). 

Spaces: It becomes clear that it is also important to have spaces that enable DD: Whereas 

some interviewees find that they have many opportunities where time and space is set aside and 

everyone is encouraged to contribute, others do not have such spaces in their work life (4.3.2.3). 

While unplanned dialogues may appear here and there, the data indicates that in order to fully leverage 

diversity through dialogue, spaces and opportunities for such dialogue have to be consciously created 

(4.3.2.3). Here, the issue of whether face-to-face dialogue is possible resurfaces (Table 4.4-C.2). 

Literature on dialogue generally takes it for granted that it happens face-to-face, except Rose-

Redwood et al. (2018) along with the answer to Rose-Redwood et al.’s article (Wright, 2018) where 

it is primarily dialogue in written form that is under discussion. The importance of and difficulty in 

creating face-to-face dialogue, interestingly, is only mentioned by C1 (Table 4.4.-C.2), possibly 

because it is the most globalized of the three companies and employees there consequently have many 

colleagues in other countries. 

In regard to the five categories in Setting for dialogue, literature sometimes deals with Attitude 

(Arnett et al., 2009; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Patterson et al., 2012; Rose-Redwood et al., 

2018; Southern, 2005) and Facilitation (Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Wright, 2018; Yankelovich, 

1999), but Structures, when considered at all, are considered in terms of equality (Bohm & Nichol, 

1996; Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Yankelovich, 1999) rather than rewards and shared 

framework of values. Spaces are taken for granted. Communication is not considered in literature 

except that Isaacs (1999) writes that after what he considers a very successful dialogue between 

management and union at a steel mill, the dialogue and its benefits stop when new people who have 

not been part of the dialogue are voted into union leadership. This indirectly points to the importance 
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of Communication to keep those who are not in the dialogue in the loop, although there is no evidence 

of how well that works, only evidence of bad consequences when it does not happen.  

We see no signs in our analysis that the companies have made a Setting that supports dialogue 

as part of their corporate culture. Although DD initiatives are taken, they are often counteracted by 

parts of the Setting, such as an Attitude that does not encourage open disagreement (4.4-A.1), an 

organizational focus on individual performance instead of collaboration (4.4-B.2) or lack of 

Facilitation to ensure that everyone gets a chance to be heard (4.4-D.1). The managers are excited 

about courses that are aimed at creating better communication across diversity and minimizing 

conflict (4.5-B), though these are episodic initiatives and not always centred around dialogue although 

often encompassing it. Across ranks there is broader focus on the continual – or lack of continual – 

everyday implementation through facilitation (4.4-D). Though our data is not strong enough to be 

conclusive on this point, there may be a tendency for the managers to rely on episodic initiatives, 

whereas the employees do not always see the learnings implemented in daily work life and mention 

that facilitation of inclusionary dialogue is lacking (4.3.2.4). We thus see a risk of initiatives staying 

one-off bubbles rather than becoming rooted in the company as part of a Setting that supports dialogue 

to leverage diversity. 

5.2.4 Dominant institutional logics work against dialogue 

The three subsections above (5.2.1; 5.2.2; 5.2.3) have something in common that sheds light 

on not only how DD works, but also on why it may be that it is not used more in the companies 

despite their experiences of many and far reaching benefits of employing dialogue to leverage 

diversity. We propose that a major reason for not utilizing dialogue more is that the nature of dialogue 

goes against dominant institutional logics (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999) that have great similarities in 

all three companies. Therefore, to make full use of dialogue to leverage diversity in organizations, 

the institutional logics have to be taken into account. In the following, we will look at the three 

subsections above through the perspective of institutional logics. 

All three companies agree that there are many benefits to using dialogue to leverage diversity 

(Table 4.4) and many of the challenges can potentially be mediated (Table 5.1). Despite this the 

companies, though using dialogue at times, are employing it occasionally rather than consistently. 

This may in part be because the companies do not view dialogue as a strategic method, but merely as 

a mode of conversation (4.1.2.1; Yankelovich, 1999). However, there may be a reason beyond this: 

We argue that the primary rationales behind not using dialogue presented in the section on Challenges 
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(4.2.2.; Table 4.2) are related to what can be considered institutional logics. A few examples will be 

considered here. 

Regarding Time & Cost (4.2.2.1) there is an assumption that in order to be efficient things 

have to be done fast: “time is of the essence” as the saying goes, implying that action must be taken 

as soon as possible. All three companies experience intense time pressure and a need to act quickly 

in order to stay competitive and survive (4.2.2.1). The dialogical approach holds a different logic 

where shared as well as internal reflection through dialogue, devoid of action, is the essence out of 

which congruent and sometimes ground-breaking action may grow. “The process of thinking together 

with a group in dialogue seems to enable people to shift their experience of time. [...] They gain 

perspective, they rest, and they develop a keener sense of when to act and when to reflect” (Isaacs, 

1999, p. 289). In the dominant institutional logic, efficiency is closely linked to acting fast and the 

concept of resting has no place. In the logic encompassed by dialogue, efficiency is linked to the 

ability to discern when to rest, reflect or act: “Since the intent of dialog is inquiry and learning, it does 

not always have a clear intended result. And while it is generally not considered an efficient process, 

in reality it saves time and results in better decision-making” (Southern, 2005, p. 54). 

As to Complexity (Table 4.2-B), there is an assumption and a practice that employees (and 

managers) should produce action plans with clear expected outcomes ahead of time in order to be 

allowed to start a process (be it dialogue or regular problem solving) (4.2.2.2). This clashes with the 

emergent process of dialogue which, to an action planning mind, appears “chaotic” (IE5 in 4.2.2.2; 

Table 4.2-B.3) and where the results can only be seen afterwards rather than be assumed beforehand. 

This feeling of chaos corresponds well to Isaacs’ (1993, p. 3) description of dialogue: “The process 

is demanding, and at times frustrating, but also deeply rewarding”. The rewards of dialogue come 

afterwards, as opposed to the rewarding feeling of certainty at the beginning of an action plan. On top 

of this, spending time on conflicting views is considered a challenge (4.2.2.1; 4.2.2.2) rather than 

being seen as the organizational, innovative and consequently competitive resource that literature 

holds it to be (Cunningham, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Schein, 1993; Senge, 1990; 

Suransky & Alma, 2018; Yankelovich, 1999). 

Under Willingness to participate (4.2.2.3; Table 4.2-C.2) it becomes clear that not everyone 

sees the value of dialogue and our interviewees link this to the fact that acknowledgement as well as 

rewards in the organizations go to individual performance rather than to the “thinking together” 

(Isaacs, 1999) that dialogue essentially is according to Isaacs. The issue of rewards has already been 
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discussed in the previous subsection (5.2.3). Here we want to suggest that there may be a dominant 

institutional logic of individualism that works against the essentially collaborative logics of dialogue. 

The other two points in this section (Action: 5.2.2; Setting: 5.2.3) also relate to institutional 

logics as they both indicate that though dialogue may be used as a tool or practice in itself, it cannot 

in reality be separated from the organizational context in which it takes place, neither in terms of 

actions nor settings, and that while it may be used episodically, its full potential lies in continual use. 

At the moment, the companies mostly employ DD episodically as a tool within the dominant logic of 

efficiency to find solutions to specific problems or, more rarely, as a means to innovate in regard to 

specific products or processes. However, according to our data (4.5.1, 4.3.2; Tables 4.3, 4.4), the 

dialogical logic goes beyond being a tool for specific situations to being a way of perceiving, 

reflecting and acting in the organizational context as a whole. This corresponds to the difference 

between Thomas & Ely’s (1996) paradigm 2 (assimilation/access-and-legitimacy) and 3 

(integration/learning-and-effectiveness) where organizations not only use diversity for specific tasks 

(paradigm 2), but let it shape the very way the companies go about their work (paradigm 3): 

“an outlook on diversity that enables them to incorporate employees’ 

perspectives into the main work of the organization and to enhance work by 

rethinking primary tasks and redefining markets, products, strategies, 

missions, business practices, and even cultures.” (Thomas & Ely, 1996, p. 85) 

Our analysis thus indicates that a major obstacle to using dialogue to leverage diversity may 

lie not merely in the practical implications mentioned by our interviewees as Challenges (4.2.2), such 

as having to spend time on DD up front which may be beyond the capacity of the company, but also 

in the dominant institutional logics. 

It could be argued that the fact that DD is being used in all three companies speaks against 

our suggestion that the dominant institutional logics work against dialogue. Dialogue clearly can be 

and is being used isolated and episodically with many benefits (4.2.1; Table 4.1). Considering the 

promise of dialogue posed in Benefits (Table 4.1) and the mediating factors to the Challenges (Table 

5.1) it is, however, puzzling that it is not being used more methodically and extensively. It does, 

however, makes sense from the perspective that there is a dominant institutional logic at play that 

pushes aside the logic imbedded in dialogue. In order for DD to be put to full use, the institutional 

logics that acting fast is efficient, results should be predicted by action plans and dialogue is an 

isolated tool rather an integrated part of the company have to be taken into account. Thomas & Ely 

(1996) call for a paradigm shift in order to fully leverage diversity. We propose that using dialogue 
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in the integrated and continual sense may lead to such a paradigm shift if it is employed strategically 

and with openness to a change in institutional logics. Dialogue can be used isolated and episodically 

with benefit as it is done presently (4.2.1), but will come to full fruition as a leverage of diversity only 

as part of institutional logics different from those presently dominant in all three companies. 

5.3 The challenge of Voicing 

Voicing is an essential part of dialogue: if participants do not actively contribute with their 

perspectives, the dialogue will be very limited. In our research, getting participants to Voice is a major 

challenge in all three companies. Dialogue literature stresses trust and safety as prerequisites for 

Voicing, but the aspect of how to include personalities who feel uncomfortable speaking up in groups, 

no matter how safe the context, is not covered in literature although it is prominent in our research 

(4.2.2.3; Table 4.5-A.1 to 7). Furthermore, it is relevant to ask whether the anti-discriminatory 

behaviour encouraged by diversity literature as well as by legislation and company guidelines may in 

fact limit honest voicing and thus dialogue. These two issues will be discussed below. 

5.3.1 Trust, safety and personality 

Even though the majority of dialogue literature focuses on trust and safety as elements that 

influence the voicing capacity of individuals (Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; 

Patterson et al., 2012; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999), we found that voicing is also greatly 

personality dependent (4.2.2.3). 

In the previous section of the discussion (5.2) we considered contextual aspects of dialogue, 

for example in terms of the situational aspect of employees failing to speak up in an organisation due 

to the work environment not being conducive for it. This includes, for example, organizational 

structures as well as the prevalent attitude in the respective companies (Table 4.4). Another aspect 

comes to light through our empirical investigation that is not yet discussed in our applied theoretical 

framework of dialogue, namely personality. In our research this is ascribed to the lack of disposition 

to speak up about issues or contributing with a particular perspective as a result of personality traits 

such as introversion (4.2.2.3). Introversion or the lack of speaking up is often, but not solely, 

mentioned along with cultural diversity (4.2.2.3) as aspects that can lead to a limitation of voicing. 

This relates to the perception of some cultures as less vocal in an organisational context (4.2.2.3). 
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Relating voicing to personality traits poses the question how to engage people who are present in the 

dialogue, but tend to avoid contributing actively to it. 

According to our interviewees the feeling of safety and trust play an essential role in 

increasing the willingness to voice (4.2.2.3, Table 4.6-A.2). The concepts of trust and safe space 

feature prominently in literature on dialogue (Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; 

Patterson et al., 2012; Southern, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999) and trust also takes on a great part in 

inclusionary approaches to diversity as it facilitates knowledge sharing (Pless & Maak, 2004). Our 

empirical data suggests in alignment with the theory that not only does the use of dialogical practices 

create trust (Table 4.1-F.1), but that a certain level of trust is needed to enable a fruitful dialogue 

(Table 4.6-A.2). The importance of safety and trust would suggest that a work environment which is 

conducive for speaking up through creating a safe space and focusing on building trust would mitigate 

the personality aspect. Hence, the situational aspects are offsetting the personality aspects. We believe 

that an environment that is perceived as safe and characterised by mutual trust may foster the 

contribution of more people in a dialogue. 

However, it is also crucial to consider that some personalities even in a work environment 

that is perceived as safe might not feel the need or urge to speak up and that this should be respected. 

Moreover, the personality aspect reflects the various nuances as to what employees identify as a safe 

space and that there is no general consensus in an organisation about this. Additionally, we found in 

our empirical data that due to their reserved personality, some people may need a particular support 

in speaking up even though the work environment is rather conducive for it (4.3.1.1), and some may 

never speak up in groups of more than three, which means that their voices must be included in other 

ways as indicated in the concrete suggestions for facilitation (4.3.3.1; Table 4.5-A.1 to 7). If this fact 

is neglected, the dialogue may only entail the input of outspoken members in a company. Thus, the 

diversity of personality aspects depicts a crucial element influencing the voicing of individuals which 

is not yet covered in dialogue literature. 

5.3.2 Opposed views of Voicing 

The views of Voicing in diversity literature and dialogue literature can turn out to be in 

opposition and the ambiguity of the concept of respect in the diversity literature and in practice can 

lead to a limitation of the voicing capacity in a dialogue. 

As described in the previous subsection, the creation of a safe space in which people can voice 

even opposing and unpopular perspectives is described as an essential part in the dialogue literature 
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(Cunningham, 2011; Dessel, 2011; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2012; Wong, 2008; Yankelovich, 

1999) and is endorsed by our findings (Table 4.6-A.2). The majority of our interviewees associate 

respect with what may be termed being valued for what you are and what you contribute with also 

when it goes against the majority and being accommodated (Table 4.3-C&D). However, comparing 

the meaning of respect in the context of diversity literature to the context of our main dialogical 

framework of Isaacs (1999) reveals differing, even opposed interpretations. Respect and safety in 

diversity literature is mainly focused on protecting minorities from discriminatory behaviour as well 

as create equal opportunities for them to contribute (Hanappi-Egger, 2012; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; 

Mor Barak, 2015). This is particularly based on the origin of the concept of diversity, which can be 

attributed to legislations including antidiscrimination laws and affirmative action programs (Hanappi-

Egger, 2012; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004; Mor Barak, 2015). The data gathered in our research reinforces 

this as it is made very clear by the managers that statements that can be understood as disrespectful 

or discriminatory in any way are not accepted (Table 4.3-D.2). Furthermore, one could argue that the 

managers create trust and safe space by reprimanding specific employees who are perceived as 

disrespectful and even firing them (4.3.1.2). However, it should be mentioned that neither by literature 

nor by our interviewees it is specifically defined what a disrespectful statement entails. This seems 

plausible as the concept of respect is highly context dependent. Different people define what respect 

is to them in various ways. Same situations can be perceived differently and each individual assigns 

another value to it based on his or hers experience. While some employees may experience a 

statement as offensive others have a divergent perception, making it almost impossible to find a 

generally applicable definition for respect. 

On the other hand, Respect in the sense of Isaacs’ (1999) framework has a specific and rather 

narrow definition which can be divided into two parts: Firstly, the notion that every contribution is 

valuable and secondly that you can never fully grasp every perspective. In a dialogue there is 

supposed to be space for anything to be voiced. Setting up guidelines for what is acceptable to voice 

can potentially create a safer space for diverse groups comprising of several minorities and 

consequently increase their voicing (Table 4.4-B.3). By creating rules, trust may be established for 

people to speak up (Pless & Maak, 2004). Nevertheless, it can also shut out people and inhibit their 

voicing as they have to fear that it would be misread as disrespectful and therefore lead to 

repercussions. Furthermore, creating guidelines for what is acceptable to voice again faces the 

challenge of the context dependent definition of respect. According to Isaacs (1999), dialogue should 

hold various opposing points of view and all the corresponding polarisations. But the practical 
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application of this in organisations that strive to leverage diversity in an inclusionary way seems to 

be restricted. Especially in regard to the anti-discriminatory laws the organisations have to comply 

with and its diversity in interpretation. This poses the question of freedom of speech in a dialogue 

which is currently a widely discussed topic and appears to depend largely on the context. In order not 

to be perceived as discriminating, disrespectful or offensive in any way, some people may 

increasingly refrain from voicing their perspective which can become greatly counterproductive. 

Certainly, a high degree of disrespect will not lead to a fruitful dialogue, but on the other hand firm 

believers in dialogue follow the premise that people say certain things because they have a point, even 

if this point is hidden behind emotional wording (Isaacs, 1999). This leads to the question of where 

or how to draw the line. Even though we have not arrived at a definite proposal for a solution, our 

empirical data suggests that respect for others may be fostered through increasing understanding for 

each other for example by opening up a dialogue around cultural dilemmas (4.3.2.2). Through this, 

awareness of specific topics is raised and context is given to particular situations, thus encouraging 

Suspension of previous assumptions (4.3.2.2). 

We argue that diverse dialogue in an organisational setting should be as open as possible, but 

still encompass a general framework around respect in the context of diversity in order to establish 

trust and create a safe space for diverse minorities. Respect in this regard should be generally defined 

in a specific organizational context, but with due regard to the perspectives of the respective 

employees. The definition should give room for the employees to voice their opinions, but should 

also make it really clear where people are overstepping the acceptable. Through this diverse people 

could be encouraged to participate in the dialogue and speak up. 

 

Through our research we have added to literature by showing a connection between dialogue 

and leveraging diversity, in particular with respect to an inclusionary approach and by pointing to a 

practicable way forward for companies that are interested in exploring this path. We have also found 

issues that may need further consideration by companies or research by academics. 
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6. LIMITATIONS 

Even though this research was attentively prepared and conducted, the following chapter will 

delineate its limitations and shortcomings. 

As we follow a qualitative research design, we acknowledge the limitations this might entail. 

Although this approach allowed us to gain richer insights, we have a relatively small sample size and 

perspective-based results, which do not allow us to statistically generalize our results and can reduce 

the validity of our research. As presented in section 3.2.6 we have attempted to reach some degree of 

general applicability by applying data triangulation, interviewing three companies from different 

industries. In addition to this, we interviewed both managers and employees to gain as varied insights 

and perspectives as possible for our data. Still, our data remains highly contextual as the interviewed 

companies are all situated in Denmark and operate in the field of for-profit knowledge-heavy 

companies. Furthermore, our data may not be fully representative of the interviewed companies 

because the perception of diversity and the actual diversity of employees may vary hugely from 

department to department in the same company and we have not interviewed people from a 

systematized, varied sample of departments, but whomever the manager responsible for leveraging 

diversity invited to be interviewed. 

In regard to the execution of the interviews, it was occasionally impossible for us as 

researchers to gain rich descriptions of the concrete observations of our interviewees. When 

attempting to get specific descriptions to get closer to the underlying reality, a common response was 

that they could not talk about details for competitive reasons. 

Even though we attempted to execute the interviews objectively, we recognize that in a 

qualitative data collection our individual perspectives will be included in the data collection and 

outcome. We tried to mitigate this effect by continuously checking our understandings of the collected 

data between us as researchers in order to remove some of the potential biases. Still, we recognize 

that our backgrounds influence us: A student of diversity management is biased towards thinking that 

diversity is a good thing, and an organizational development consultant is inclined towards potential 

methods for organizational improvement. This cannot help but create some bias towards the 

researched topics in our thesis. 

Lastly, we focus on a quite narrow concept of dialogue, namely the dialogical capacities 

(Isaacs, 1999). Granted more time, our research design would have benefited greatly from observing 

actual dialogues which would have enabled us to observe movement between different fields of 
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dialogue (Isaacs, 1999, 2001) in the companies and make our own observations rather than rely on 

those of our interviewees. However, as our interviewees claimed that they could not be concrete in 

relation to the content of their dialogues in the organizational setting for competitive reasons it 

appears quite unlikely that we would have been allowed to be observers in these particular companies. 
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7. FUTURE RESEARCH 

Our findings and limitations point in several directions that appear to be valuable to explore. 

Firstly, conducting similar research in another cultural context might be informative as a great 

amount of our data hints that the culture greatly influences the dialogue in a company. Further, it 

would be interesting to compare whether the uses and experiences of dialogue as a leverage of 

diversity is different in other kinds of industry, for example a less knowledge heavy area such as 

cleaning or retail. Moreover, the additional application of a quantitative method that measures the 

impact of specific benefits and challenges that can arise by leveraging diversity through dialogue 

would shed more specific light on the impact of dialogue in a diverse business. Adding to that, 

quantifying the participation of employees in dialogue to particular KPIs, may show the relationship 

between dialogue and organizational performance. 

Secondly, focusing on dialogue through a specific media rather than face-to-face dialogue 

appears to be a highly topical subject for international companies who work with teams that are 

geographically dispersed. 

Thirdly, as personality transpired as an important aspect in terms of speaking up, further 

research about the role of situational or personality factors in regard to dialogue should be conducted. 

Fourthly, it would be interesting to look further into the potential discrepancy between the 

dialogical premise of being able to voice anything and the diversity premise of not saying anything 

discriminatory. 

Lastly, as our focus on dialogue was restricted other concepts or areas of dialogue such as 

dialogical leadership or Isaacs’ (1999) dialogical fields should be researched in depth. 
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8. CONCLUSION 

The research laid out in this thesis indicates that dialogue can be a method of leveraging 

diversity in companies. The three companies that have been researched find many benefits of using 

dialogue to leverage diversity (including better decision-making, improvements of products and 

processes, increased sense of belongingness among employees, saving money and time in the running 

of the business, increased innovation and trust within the company). They also point to several 

challenges of using dialogue to leverage diversity (including time and cost, complexity, willingness 

to participate, and finding a balance in whom to invite to the dialogue). Several of the challenges can 

be linked to clashes between dominant institutional logics that cut across all three companies and the 

logic underpinning the practice of dialogue. Dialogue is not viewed as a practice separate from the 

organizational context, but as integrated with the actions of and setting in the company. The analysis 

suggests that there is unused potential in employing dialogue to leverage diversity in companies, but 

that to make full use of its potential it must be allowed to affect the institutional logics of the company. 

The implications of this is that dialogue, more specifically Isaacs’ (1999) model, may be a practicable 

way to move towards Thomas & Ely’s (1999) third paradigm, but that it requires a company to be 

willing and able to make an up-front investment of time and therefore financial resources in order to 

fully harvest the potential. The research further suggests that the aspect of quiet, “introverted” 

personalities has to be taken into account in ways not yet considered in dialogue literature and that 

the diversity approach of not voicing anything that may be perceived as discriminatory may to some 

extent be at odds with the dialogical approach of encouraging everything to be voiced, albeit 

respectfully. 
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