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Diversity initiatives include a range of practices implemented in organizations to improve the experiences and 

outcomes of groups of people who are treated unfairly (e.g., women, racial/ethnic minorities, etc.), for example by 

increasing their representation or helping them achieve higher levels of career success. Understanding the scope of 

diversity initiatives requires a brief history of their development, given that both the labels used to refer to them 

and the motives for adopting them have shifted over time. 

Diversity initiatives originated with the passage of Civil Rights and Affirmative Action legislation in the United 

States in the 1960s. In response, organizational leaders adopted a variety of practices. At first, they labeled these 

practices as Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) or Affirmative Action (AA) initiatives, and their main motive 

was legal compliance. When legal enforcement decreased in the 1980s, many leaders retained these practices, due 

to the realization that diversity can improve performance. EEO/AA initiatives were therefore relabeled as diversity 

management initiatives, and leaders were motivated by the desire to enhance business performance. Subsequently, 

labels and motives have continued to evolve. For example, because diversity is not the only desired outcome, the 

labels used to refer to diversity initiatives have become more complex and the underlying motives have expanded to 

include the desire to facilitate social justice. 

Diversity initiatives vary widely in the practices they include, which has prompted scholars to classify them in 

several ways. One way to classify diversity initiatives is by practice type, and specifically the mechanism through 

which different practices are intended to improve outcomes for target groups. Specifically, scholars have 

differentiated non-discrimination practices, which are intended to reduce bias; accountability practices, which are 

intended to provide monitoring and supervision; and resource practices, which are intended to provide support and 

opportunities to target groups. 

The effectiveness of diversity initiatives is a function of not only whether they produce their intended effects, 

but also whether they produce unintended effects, including backfire and negative side effects. Backfire occurs when 

a diversity initiative has the opposite of the intended effect. For example, studies have found that a number of 

diversity practices are negatively related to target group representation. Backfire often occurs because diversity 

initiatives send implicit messages regarding the characteristics of target groups, the initiative itself, or the 

organization that implements it. For example, scholars have found that diversity initiatives can increase the 

perception that target groups lack the competence needed to succeed. As a result, discrimination against these 

groups may increase, and targets may perform worse. Diversity initiatives can also create the impression that the 

organization is already fair. This can lead to backlash when targets report or complain about discrimination. 
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