
 

      

In today’s diverse and dynamic work environment, an 
inclusive workplace culture has become a vital priority for 
organizations. The growing awareness of the benefits of 
inclusion has led businesses to rethink their strategies to 
ensure all employees feel valued and respected. The 
focus on inclusion has moved beyond mere 
representation; rather, it emphasizes the importance of 
making everyone feel like they belong, regardless of their 
background.

What is an Inclusive Workplace?

An inclusive workplace is one where individuals from all 
backgrounds, not just those from dominant identity 
groups, are treated fairly and included in 
decision-making processes. Inclusion goes beyond 
simply accommodating differences; it means providing 
equal opportunities for historically marginalized groups 
to participate and contribute. It ensures that all 
employees, regardless of their identity, are fully engaged 
and can be their authentic selves at work.

Chronological Theoretical Framework

The concept of an Inclusive Workplace Culture has 
evolved significantly, shaped by various organizational 
and social theories over time. Below is a chronological 
overview of how different theoretical frameworks have 
contributed to its development:

1)  Classical Management Theory (Late 19th 
Century to Early 20th Century)

The primary focus of this theory is on efficiency and 
productivity. Early management theories emphasized 
hierarchy, standardization, and division of labor. 
Inclusivity was not a consideration at this stage, as these 
theories prioritized uniformity over diversity. These rigid 
structures limited employee individuality and flexibility, 
sidelining the inclusion of diverse perspectives.

2) Human Relations Movement 
(1930s to 1950s)

This theory focuses on human needs and relationships in 
the workplace, marking a shift toward recognizing 
employees as social beings with emotional and 
psychological needs. It emphasized employee well-being 
and interpersonal relationships, laying the groundwork 
for the importance of a more inclusive work 
environment. Organizations began to realize that valuing 
employees' emotional needs could improve productivity, 
setting the stage for future discussions on inclusion.

 3)  Equity Theory 
(1960s)

This theory primarily 
focuses on fairness and 
equity in the workplace. 
Equity Theory highlights 
the importance of 
fairness in the 
distribution of resources 
and recognition within 
organizations. While it 
doesn’t directly address 
inclusion, it emphasizes 
the psychological 
impact of perceived inequality. Over time, this became 
crucial in defining an inclusive workplace where all 
individuals feel equally valued. The theory helped 
establish a connection between fairness, employee 
satisfaction, and engagement—key elements essential 
for fostering an inclusive culture.

 4) Diversity Management Theory 
(1980s to 1990s)

This theory emphasizes managing diversity to enhance 
organizational performance. As globalization increased, 
workplaces became more diverse, leading to the 
introduction of Diversity Management. This concept 
highlighted that differences in race, gender, age, and 
other factors could be valuable assets. However, early 
diversity efforts often concentrated on representation 
rather than genuine inclusion. This was the first formal 
attempt to integrate diversity as a business strategy, but 
it also revealed that diversity without inclusion can lead 
to tokenism.

 5) Social Identity Theory 
(1979, Expanded in 1990s)

This theory emphasizes group identity and belonging. 
Social Identity Theory examines how individuals 
categorize themselves and others into social groups, 
often leading to associations with similar individuals in 
the workplace. This can result in group-based exclusion. 
Understanding these dynamics became essential for 
designing inclusive workplaces where everyone feels a 
sense of belonging. It prompted organizations to focus 
on policies that reduce the formation of 'ingroups' and 
'outgroups,' fostering a more cohesive and inclusive 
environment.
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 6) Inclusion Frameworks (2000s to Present)

This theory focuses on moving beyond diversity to 
inclusion, emphasizing the creation of an environment 
where everyone can fully contribute and feel valued. 
Unlike diversity, which focuses on representation, 
inclusion highlights equal participation and the active 
integration of diverse perspectives. This approach 
evolved into the modern concept of Inclusive Workplace 
Culture, where diversity is not just tolerated but 
embedded into all aspects of organizational operations. 
Inclusion is now seen as a strategic advantage that 
enhances innovation, engagement, and overall business 
outcomes. 

 7) Psychological Safety (2010s)

This theory focuses on creating safe spaces for 
contribution without fear of negative consequences. 
Psychological safety emphasizes the need for 
environments where employees feel secure in expressing 
their opinions and ideas without fear of criticism or 
punishment. It is a foundational component of an 
inclusive culture, ensuring that all voices are heard and 
respected. This theory underscores the importance of not 
only creating diverse teams but also ensuring that every 
individual feels comfortable contributing, thereby 
deepening the modern understanding of inclusion.

The definition of Inclusive Workplace Culture has shifted 
from an initial focus on hierarchy and productivity to 
recognizing the importance of equity, diversity, 
psychological safety, and full participation. Modern 
inclusive workplace cultures result from evolving 
management theories that increasingly emphasize the 
value of human diversity, fairness, and respect. Today’s 
organizations understand that true inclusivity is not just 
about representation; it's about creating a space where 
all individuals feel valued, heard, and empowered to 
contribute fully.

The Importance of Organizational Culture

An inclusive environment thrives within a workplace 
culture that actively pursues equity. Every organization 
has a culture, and its success depends on the health and 
strength of that culture. Leaders play a crucial role in 
fostering an inclusive culture by establishing norms that 
encourage respect, diversity, and collaboration. This 
approach helps employees learn acceptable behaviors, 
further reinforcing the inclusive environment. To 
promote diversity and inclusion effectively, businesses 
must adopt integrated processes at all levels—strategic, 
tactical, and operational.

Defining Inclusion: Core Themes

Inclusion has been defined in various ways by scholars, 
but several core themes consistently emerge. First, 
inclusion involves creating a professional environment 
where diversity is approached with trust, respect, and 
loyalty. Employees should feel valued, and their 

contributions should matter to the success of the 
organization. Inclusion means being recognized, 
respected, and supported, fostering a sense of belonging 
that enables everyone to contribute to the organization’s 
goals.

A second recurring theme is the intentional 
management of diversity-related challenges. An inclusive 
workplace implements strategic methods, such as 
employee resource groups and cultural training, to create 
a safe and respectful environment for all employees. 
Inclusion is embedded in an organization’s culture, 
management practices, and interpersonal relationships, 
supporting the full utilization of a diverse workforce.

Inclusion as a Business Strategy

One key insight from current research is that diversity 
itself is not the problem within organizations; rather, it is 
the lack of inclusion. The scarcity of qualified employees 
in many industries makes it essential for companies to 
create inclusive environments that attract and retain top 
talent. When businesses embrace inclusiveness as a 
strategic priority, they are better positioned to enhance 
both their diversity and the quality of their workforce, 
ultimately improving their global competitiveness.

The Role of Belongingness and Uniqueness

Based on the Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT), two 
key concepts define inclusion in the workplace: 
belongingness and uniqueness. Belongingness refers to 
the acceptance of all employees, while uniqueness 
respects the individual contributions and perspectives of 
diverse team members. Inclusive cultures embody these 
principles by ensuring that everyone is treated fairly, feels 
valued, and can participate in decision-making 
processes. Moreover, inclusive cultures challenge 
assimilation, which is the pressure to conform to the 
dominant culture, and instead celebrate diversity.

Leadership’s Role in Promoting Inclusivity

Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping an inclusive 
workplace culture. Inclusive leaders go beyond 
recognizing individual differences; they value the unique 
talents and perspectives of their employees. This 
approach fosters higher levels of employee engagement, 
empathy, and teamwork, leading to a more cohesive and 
collaborative work environment. Moreover, inclusive 
workplaces actively avoid tokenism and subtle 
exclusionary behaviors that can alienate marginalized 
employees.

Benefits of an Inclusive Workplace Culture

a) Enhanced Team Performance: Inclusive workplaces 
foster collaboration and improve teamwork by 
leveraging diverse perspectives.

b) Higher Employee Engagement: Employees feel 
valued and connected, leading to greater 
involvement and dedication.
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c) Improved Innovation: Diverse teams bring varied 
viewpoints, driving creativity and innovative 
solutions.

d) Better Employee Wellbeing: Inclusion promotes a 
positive work environment, reducing stress and 
increasing job satisfaction.

e) Increased Retention: Employees are more likely to 
stay with organizations that value diversity and 
inclusion.

f) Enhanced Organizational Reputation: A strong 
inclusion strategy attracts top talent and builds a 
positive public image.

g) Improved Business Outcomes: Inclusive cultures 
contribute to higher productivity and profitability.

Challenges of an Inclusive 
Workplace Culture

a) Resistance to Change: Longstanding organization-
al practices and attitudes may create resistance to 
inclusive policies.

b) Tokenism: Efforts at inclusion may lead to superficial 
diversity without meaningful integration of all 
employees.

c) Unconscious Bias: Persistent biases can hinder the 
effective implementation of inclusion efforts.

d) Managing Diverse Perspectives: Integrating varied 
viewpoints can lead to conflicts if not properly 
managed.

e) Time and Resources: Building an inclusive culture 
requires continuous investment in training, policies, 
and support systems.

f) Overcoming Assimilation Pressures: Employees 
from minority groups may feel pressure to conform 
rather than express their uniqueness.

g) Measurement and Accountability: Tracking the 
effectiveness of inclusion initiatives can be complex 
and requires robust systems.

A Case Study: Tetra Pak’s Approach to 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion

A real-world example of an inclusive workplace culture 
can be seen at Tetra Pak, a global leader in food 
packaging. Tetra Pak prioritizes diversity, equity, and 
inclusion as essential components of their business 
strategy and growth. The company has established three 
global focus areas: inclusion for all, well-being for all, and 
gender diversity. These initiatives ensure that employees 
feel valued and have equal opportunities for growth and 
development, regardless of their backgrounds.

Tetra Pak defines an inclusive workplace culture as 
one that encourages employees to bring their 
authentic selves to work. This approach encompasses 
three key principles:

1) Comfort: Employees should feel comfortable 
expressing their true selves.

2) Opportunities: Equal access to opportunities for 
development and growth is crucial.

3) Diversity Reflection: The workforce should mirror 
the diversity of the communities in which Tetra Pak 
operates.

Global Focus Areas

Tetra Pak’s efforts include a Mental Wellbeing Program, 
an Employee Assistance Program, and a 10-month 
Mentoring Program aimed at developing emerging 
leaders. Their approach highlights the importance of a 
culture where all employees can thrive and contribute 
their best work. Despite challenges, Tetra Pak continues 
to strengthen its DEI initiatives, exemplifying how a 
commitment to inclusivity can lead to a more engaged 
and effective workforce.

As Tetra Pak’s President & CEO, Adolfo Orive, notes, "We 
become stronger when we harness the richness of the 
different ideas, we all bring."

The Future of Inclusive Workplace Culture

Inclusion is not just a moral imperative; it is a business 
strategy that leads to innovation, improved team 
performance, and greater employee satisfaction. As 
organizations continue to grow more diverse, adopting an 
inclusive workplace culture is essential for success. By 
embracing diversity, equity, and inclusion, businesses can 
create environments where all employees feel they 
belong, helping them reach their full potential and driving 
organizational growth in a competitive global market.

In summary, creating an inclusive workplace culture is a 
long-term investment that pays off in improved 
employee engagement, enhanced productivity, and 
better business outcomes. Leaders must actively work to 
build and maintain an inclusive culture, ensuring that all 
employees are respected, valued, and included in the 
organization’s success.
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