
How Diverse Am I? A Theory of Diversity Identification  
It is all too often the case that organizations do not see the positive outcomes they hope to gain from employing a diverse workforce (e.g., increased job satisfaction; job applicant interest; employee innovation; firm financial performance; Avery, McKay, Tonidandel, Volpone, & Morris, 2012; Dezsö & Ross, 2012; Miller & Triana, 2009; Van Dijk, Meyer, Van Engen, & Loyd, 2017) and instead are confronted with negative outcomes (e.g., increased conflict; lost productivity; low levels of team cohesion; Brief, Umphress, Dietz, Burrows, Butz, & Scholten, 2005; Homan, van Knippenberg, Van Kleef, & De Dreu, 2007). In the current literature, scholars often assume that there is a problem concerning the management of diversity within the organizations so as scholars and practitioners, we look ‘up’ (i.e., to the organization-level, commonly assessed with higher-level diversity statistics) to address this problem of un-realized diversity potential. In the current study, we suggest that a key reason that organizations may fail to realize the positive outcomes related to diversity, is that scholars rarely look ‘down’ to consider the role of the individual employee in influencing the diversity potential that they bring to the organization. That is, though organizational-level phenomena certainly play a role in how diversity is leveraged in an organization – so, too, do individual employees themselves (Cha & Roberts, 2019). In the current work, we explore how the individual employee’s perception of themselves as diverse is a key consideration in the ability to leverage their diverse perspective for the firm. 
To elaborate, we propose that the way employees are counted by the organization (as contributing to diversity) may not reflect their personal thoughts. The practice of determining the diversity of a workforce by summarizing statistics that describe key demographic characteristics is common. Management scholars have similarly conceptualized diversity as the level of representation that a particular social group (e.g., women, people of color) has within a work group (e.g., a team, department, organization; Avery et al., 2012; see Gardner & Ryan, 2020 and Tasheva & Hillman, 2018 for exceptions). This practice of relying on demographic statistics and by extension, a summarized understanding of the characteristics of their workforce, creates a foundation for all of an organization’s diversity initiatives that is based on a large assumption. That is, organizations often assume the levels of diversity in their workforce based on these reported or observed demographic characteristics of their employees reflect underlying perceived differences among employees. This fails to consider the idea that these assumptions about their workforce may not match an employee’s view of themselves as diverse.
Indeed, previous scholarship illustrates that group members’ subjective understanding of differences within their group are meaningful (Harrison, Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002; Ormiston, 2016). Moreover, as Cha and Roberts suggest, “it is the employee’s choice to draw (or not to draw) on [their] identity-based strengths” (2019: 242). However, before employees choose to enact their identity so that organizations can realize the positive outcomes associated with diversity, we argue that the employee must first go through a process of diversity identification. Considering diversity from an individual’s perspective using an identification lens has not been considered fully in the literature. As such, the purpose of this work is to present a theory of diversity identification, defined as to what extent an individual perceives their multiple identities as diverse, to understand when and how an employee enacts their diversity. 
We contribute to management scholarship in several ways. Foremost, we examine how diversity can operate at the individual level of analysis. To accomplish this, we first introduce the construct of diversity identification, defined as how diverse an individual sees themselves, as determined through an evaluation of their multiple identities. To our knowledge, our work is novel in the way we conceptualize diversity as an individual level phenomenon. We suggest that the construct of diversity identification has potential to highlight the importance of examining how diversity can be considered not only as what is observed but also as something that exists in someone’s mind. This point of view expands extant diversity theory in extending our field’s long-standing assertion that diversity exists in a group, or at a higher level of analysis (the organization).
Theory of Diversification
Currently, management scholars almost ubiquitously conceptualize diversity as a unit-level construct such that an individual’s variation on a given attribute (e.g., race) occurs within an entity (e.g., a group, organization) that is higher than the individual employee (Harrison & Klein, 2007). Given that few scholars have considered whether and how individuals view themselves in terms of their personal diversity, the fundamental premise of our arguments is to introduce a multilevel framing of diversity that considers the referent in diversity as the individual while also considering individuals’ personal definitions of diversity. In doing so, we concur with existing work that conceptualizes diversity as a socially-situated phenomenon, yet add to this work by exploring the individual employee’s perception of themselves as diverse. Adding these distinguishing elements to the fields’ conceptualization of diversity extends extant work to allow scholars to think about diversity in a broader way that may help organizations realize the potential benefits of an individual’s diversity.
Diversity identification, defined as the extent to which an individual perceives their multiple identities as diverse, is a self-perception that can evolve given changes in societal and proximal contexts. This allows individuals to have a personal take on answering the question “How diverse am I?” that may align with - or differ from - society’s view of who is diverse. A personal definition of who is diverse provides for a range of answers and results in a continuous rather than dichotomous construct. In sum, diversity identification is unique, in that it bridges identity and diversity content while also considering the individual level of reference that is missing from current theory in this area. Next, we present our theory of diversity identification by presenting the stages of the model to show how employees develop their diversity identification.
In our theory of diversity identification, we consider how employees evaluate the (a) asymmetry and (b) value of their internal multiple identities to influence their level of diversity identification. In incorporating an employee’s multiple identities, we build on previous diversity theory that is increasingly recognizing the complexity of multiple social identities (i.e., multiple, intersected, bicultural, hyphenated identities; e.g., Creary, Caza, & Roberts, 2015; Ramarajan, 2014; Roccas & Brewer, 2002) and the asymmetry of an individual’s multiple and complex identities within extant systems that categorize people based on their demographic characteristics (Clair, Humberd, Rouse, & Jones, in press). In our theory, we consider multiple identities that are both marginalized and non-marginalized to move organizational scholarship closer to understanding the complexity and fluidity of social identities that characterize employees in modern organizations. This approach further contributes to extant theory, as an overwhelming amount of current work in this area limits the scope of theory to the consideration of marginalized identities (e.g., Avery & McKay, 2006), without considering the role of an employee’s non-marginalized identities in diversity and identity-related processes.
Discussion
Through this exploration, we expand scholars’ understanding of social sustainability by building theory that works to ensure the long-term survival of the organization. We propose that companies need to develop and reproduce their diverse human resources (Ehnert, 2006) and that proper diversity management that is anchored by a new understanding of how we define diversity. In considering the need for organizations to develop and replicate their human resources, we note that a plethora of research has shown that managing diversity in the workforce in an ineffective way will result in employee absenteeism withdrawal (Avery, McKay, Wilson, & Tonidandel, 2007), eventual turnover (McKay et al., 2007) and lowered interest in accepting jobs during the recruitment and selection phase of HRM efforts (Avery, 2003; Avery, Hernandez, & Hebl, 2004; Avery & McKay, 2006). Given that heterogeneity is the new standard among human resources and that diversity will only increase among human resources in workplaces (Toossi, 2012), it is crucial that scholars and understand how organizations can sustain human resources as they face increased demands to define and manage diversity (e.g., Hewlett, Marshall, & Sherbin, 2013; Mor Barak, 2014). Specifically, shifting the focus of diversity management from short term corporate survival (ignoring the need for a diversity definition or creating one that does not incorporate perceptions of individuals) to long-term business success (i.e., building on a diversity definition incorporating identification) ensures the long-term survival of the organization by turning HRM’s focus to developing and reproducing their diverse human resources (Wilkinson et al., 2001). As such, in our work we expand scholars’ understanding of how a sustainable HRM[footnoteRef:1] perspective can illuminate our understanding of how to position diversity initiatives strategically in organizations.   [1:  Sustainable HRM is defined as “human resource strategies and practices intended to enable an organizational goal achievement while simultaneously reproducing the HR base over a long-lasting calendar time and controlling for… effects on the HR systems on the HR base and thus on the company itself” (Ehnert, 2009: 74).] 
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