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initiatives and related communication to strengthen public percep- KEYWORDS

tion. However, many companies are accused of ‘diversity-washing’, Diversity; organizational
meaning their stated commitments to diversity do not align with diversity; diversity-washing;
their actual practices. This study examines how companies diversity communication;
approach diversity, exploring their motivations, communication CSR

approaches, and views on the challenges of diversity-washing.

Findings from 18 semi-structured interviews with diversity man-

agers in German joint-stock companies reveal that diversity initia-

tives are driven by both internal factors - such as increased

creativity and productivity — and external pressures, including sta-

keholder expectations, societal norms, and job market competition.

Companies employ a mix of internal and external communication

strategies, often linked to key events, to highlight their diversity

efforts. Respondents also acknowledged risks associated with diver-

sity-washing, including potential credibility loss and reputational

damage. To mitigate accusations of diversity-washing, companies

emphasize authentic, credible communication that prioritizes trans-

parency and closely aligns with their actual diversity practices.

Organizations increasingly face expectations to reflect societal diversity within their own
structures (Wolfgruber, Einwiller, and Brockhaus 2021, 2022). Consequently, the work-
force’s composition should reflect society’s diversity across gender, ethnicity, age, sexual
orientation, and other attributes rather than represent a homogeneous group (Kéllen
2021; Milliken and Martin 1996). As a result, organizations strive to diversify their work-
force and communicate these efforts, anticipating positive outcomes such as improved
reputation, employee engagement, and motivation. However, this communication is
challenging for organizations (Crane and Glozer 2016). Despite strong stakeholder
demand for greater diversity, skepticism remains about the authenticity of these initia-
tives. Many stakeholders perceive a gap between an organization’s stated diversity
commitments and its actions, leading to accusations of ‘washing’ (Bernardino 2021;
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Champlin and Li 2020; Heras-Saizarbitoria, Urbieta, and Boiral 2022; Keilmann and Koch
2024; Wulf et al. 2022).

Although diversity and inclusion are increasingly prioritized in organizational contexts,
the communication aspects of diversity have often been overlooked in research. Existing
literature has mainly focused on the benefits of diversity within organizations, such as
enhanced innovation and decision-making. However, there is a significant gap in under-
standing how companies communicate their diversity initiatives — a gap that is crucial,
given the rising importance of corporate communication in shaping organizational
reputation and stakeholder perceptions. This study aims to address this gap by exploring
the motivations behind corporate diversity efforts, the communication strategies compa-
nies use to convey these initiatives, and the drivers behind their diversity commitments.
Additionally, the study investigates corporate perspectives on diversity-washing and how
it influences their communication strategies.

Diversity in organizations

Diversity in organizations refers to the extent to which people within an organizational
social structure (such as in the boardroom, teams, or the entire workforce) share certain
characteristics or differ in these characteristics (Kollen 2021; Milliken and Martin 1996).
These characteristics can vary and depend on the organizational, cultural, and historical
context (Hebl and Avery 2013; Kéllen 2021). Despite this variation, groups of characteristic
categories that create diversity can be identified. A common distinction is made between
characteristics at the Surface and Deep Levels (e.g., Harrison et al. 2002; Harrison, Price,
and Bell 1998; Jansen and Searle 2021; Mohammed and Angell 2004). The Surface Level
encompasses obvious, primarily demographic characteristics such as age, gender, ethnic
origin, and other phenotypic aspects. Therefore, O'Reilly, Caldwell, and Barnett (1989) also
refer to these characteristic categories as demographic diversity. In contrast, characteristic
categories at the Deep Level describe individual differences in psychological traits, such as
personality characteristics, values, and attitudes. Unlike Surface-Level categories, Deep-
Level categories are less obvious; they are rather expressed through verbal and non-
verbal communication in social interactions (Harrison, Price, and Bell 1998; Mohammed
and Angell 2004). Deep-Level categories are also more changeable and often depend
more on the interpretations and perceptions of the interaction partners (Jackson, May,
and Whitney 1995; Milliken and Martin 1996).

Gardenswartz and Rowe (2009, 36-37) present the concept of diversity through four
interconnected layers, with each layer having the potential to foster inclusion or exclu-
sion. At the core of the model are (1) individual personality traits, which refer to char-
acteristic features of each person. These traits, such as introversion or extroversion,
influence how individuals integrate into the social fabric of an organization, how collea-
gues perceive them, and their career progression. The second layer describes (2) personal
attributes over which individuals have little to no control, such as age, gender, sexual
orientation, physical appearance, or origin. These attributes also impact individuals’
positioning within organizational structures and how they are perceived by others.
While the first two layers describe immutable or highly enduring personal traits, the
third layer focuses on the so-called (3) external dimension. These traits, which include
lifestyle choices, income level, habits, leisure activities, religion, educational background,
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work experience, appearance, parenthood, and marital status, ultimately influence indi-
viduals’ social integration within an organization. Finally, the model delineates factors
forming the (4) organizational dimension, which arise from individuals’ positions within
an organization. These factors, including job function, department, seniority level, loca-
tion, union affiliation, and managerial responsibilities, similarly shape individuals’ integra-
tion into the organizational fabric and how others perceive or interact with them.

It is crucial to distinguish between the factual distribution of traits and their perception
in understanding diversity within organizations (Allen et al. 2007; Harrison et al. 2002).
Perception of diversity can vary between different stakeholders and even within stake-
holder groups: External stakeholders may prioritize certain diversity traits differently than
internal stakeholders. Similarly, members of the leadership may prioritize diversity traits
differently than non-leadership members. Moreover, individuals who align with the
majority of the workforce in certain diversity traits may perceive diversity differently
than those who are in the minority (Shemla et al. 2016). This diversity of perspectives
highlights that diversity in organizations cannot solely be determined by the factual
distribution of certain traits but rather by how internal and external stakeholders perceive
these traits and their distribution (Allen et al. 2007).

Organizational diversity communication

Internal diversity communication plays a crucial role in promoting diversity and fostering
inclusion within organizations (Men et al. 2023; Wolfgruber and Einwiller 2023). As an
integral part of diversity management, strategically guided internal communication
emphasizes the importance of diversity, informs employees about diversity initiatives,
and raises awareness of the need for diversity and inclusion (Mundy 2015; Wolfgruber,
Einwiller, and Brockhaus 2021). Selecting suitable content and credible messengers is
essential for embedding diversity and inclusion as core values within organizational
culture and strengthening employees’ identification with these values (Mundy 2015).
Furthermore, it is important to convey these messages not only through formal channels
but also through informal exchanges that actively involve marginalized groups within the
organization (Koch and Denner 2022; Wolfgruber, Stiirmer, and Einwiller 2022). Thus,
internal diversity communication faces the dual challenge of delivering relevant content
and cultivating a supportive communication climate that encourages open exchanges.
Effective internal diversity communication yields numerous benefits, such as foster-
ing a sense of belonging among employees from diverse backgrounds, promoting an
inclusive workplace climate, and increasing job satisfaction, commitment, and engage-
ment (Hicks-Clarke and lles 2000; Luu, Rowley, and Vo 2019; Men, O’Neil, and Ewing
2020, 2023; Mor Barak et al. 2016). These positive effects can be explained by Social
Exchange Theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005; Settoon et al. 1996), which posits
that social interactions operate on the principle of reciprocity, where individuals
respond to positive actions with positive behaviors (Emerson 1976). Over time, this
dynamic fosters relationships marked by trust, loyalty, and mutual commitment
(Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005). When organizations actively communicate their
commitment to diversity and inclusion, employees from varied backgrounds feel
valued, supported, and empowered (Downey et al. 2015; Mor Barak et al. 2016). This
sense of appreciation motivates employees to reciprocate, perceiving the
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organization’s efforts as an investment in their well-being (Rajput and Talan 2017). In
accordance with the reciprocity principle, when individuals receive something of value,
they often feel a duty to return the favor, leading to increased engagement, motiva-
tion, and dedication to their work (Settoon et al. 1996; Strom, Sears, and Kelly 2014).
This positive feedback loop ultimately benefits both employees and the organization
(Rajput and Talan 2017).

External organizational diversity communication positions the organization on diver-
sity issues beyond its own boundaries and transparently conveys internal diversity and
inclusion efforts to external stakeholders. This external representation may come from
different departments, including marketing (Campbell et al. 2023), public relations
(Vredenburg et al. 2020), or finance (Baker et al. 2024). Zhang (2022) distinguishes three
forms of external diversity communication: compliance-level communication, which
informs external stakeholders about the organization’s adherence to legal standards
and basic stakeholder expectations; promotion-level communication, which highlights
the importance of diversity and inclusion without necessarily linking them to specific
initiatives, often through profiles of employees from diverse backgrounds; and action-
level communication, which emphasizes specific measures promoting diversity and inclu-
sion that exceed legal requirements.

Organizations actively pursue the benefits of external diversity communication, such as
enhancing stakeholder perceptions (Lin-Hi and Blumberg 2018; Sen, Bhattacharya, and
Korschun 2006; Viererbl and Koch 2022). Achieving these benefits requires communicat-
ing diversity initiatives transparently, authentically, and effectively (Ciszek and Pounders
2020; Viererbl and Koch 2022). The effectiveness of these strategies is grounded in
Signaling Theory (Spence 1973, 2002), which posits that individuals and organizations
use signals to convey information about their attributes or intentions, reducing informa-
tion asymmetry and influencing perceptions and behaviors (Spence 1973). By sending
clear and observable signals, organizations seek to build trust and achieve favorable
outcomes (Kirmani and Rao 2000; Spence 2002). When an organization openly commu-
nicates its commitment to diversity and inclusion, it signals to external stakeholders that it
values responsible and ethical practices (Gotsis and Kortezi 2013). As stakeholders recog-
nize and trust the organization’s commitment, its reputation is likely to improve (Jones
and Murrell 2001; Lin-Hi and Blumberg 2018). Emphasizing diversity in external commu-
nications can enhance corporate legitimacy, strengthen reputation (Seele and Lock 2015),
and improve the employer brand (Jonsen et al. 2021). Under certain conditions, it can
even boost the effectiveness of marketing efforts (Champlin and Li 2020).

Diversity-Washing

Creating a diverse and inclusive workplace and promoting diversity and inclusion within
society are often seen as elements of an organization’s corporate social responsibility
(CSR) (Jonsen et al. 2021; Kirton and Greene 2021). By committing to diversity and other
social responsibilities, organizations aim to build positive perceptions, such as enhancing
their credibility or strengthening their image as responsible actors (Lin-Hi and Blumberg
2018; Viererbl and Koch 2022). This potential for reputation improvement incentivizes
organizations to communicate their CSR efforts transparently and truthfully. However,
almost any CSR claim - whether related to environmental, social, health, or diversity
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initiatives — can conflict with the organization’s actual practices, leading to negative
consequences. Such real or perceived inconsistencies between an organization’s CSR
communications and its genuine commitment are often described as CSR-washing
(Viererbl and Koch 2022).

Depending on the area of discrepancy, the literature uses specific terms, such as
greenwashing, rainbow-washing, pink-washing, blue-washing, health-washing, or sports-
washing, to describe this phenomenon (Freitas Netto et al. 2020; Vredenburg et al. 2020;
Wulf et al. 2022). Diversity-washing, as a subset of CSR-washing, occurs when organiza-
tions exaggerate their diversity commitments, leading to a gap between symbolic com-
munications and actual practices (Baker et al. 2024; Bothello et al. 2023). The concept of
diversity-washing is theoretically linked to corporate hypocrisy, which occurs when
stakeholders perceive that a company is pretending to be something it is not (Wagner,
Lutz, and Weitz 2009). Through diversity claims, organizations generate specific expecta-
tions; however, when stakeholders perceive a discrepancy between these claims and the
company’s actual efforts, they experience a sense of expectation violation (Expectancy
Violations Theory; Burgoon 1993). This perception of unfulfilled promises can lead to
mistrust and skepticism, as the organization’s attempt at social responsibility may be seen
as insincere or hypocritical (Wagner, Lutz, and Weitz 2009). In these cases, stakeholders
may conclude that the company is merely using diversity as a shield to distract from any
social harm it may have caused.

Like greenwashing — which refers to the deceptive portrayal of environmental responsi-
bility (Delmas and Burbano 2011; Freitas Netto et al. 2020) - diversity-washing can manifest
at two levels. At the organizational level, it involves misrepresenting a company’s commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion. For example, a company may project an image of high
diversity by displaying diverse workforce photos on its website or inflating diversity metrics,
while actual diversity within the organization remains limited (Baker et al. 2024). Similarly,
a company might publicly pledge support for minority groups but avoid advocacy if it
conflicts with its commercial interests (Glindemir et al. 2017). At the product or service level,
diversity-washing relates to the misleading portrayal of diversity in offerings. This may
include branding or marketing efforts that suggest greater inclusivity than truly exists. For
instance, a company might highlight diversity in its advertising while continuing operations
in regions where minority rights are suppressed. These examples illustrate how organiza-
tions may project a false commitment to diversity while failing to uphold their stated values.

While diversity-washing shares conceptual similarities with other forms of CSR-washing,
its deeply personal nature distinguishes it as a unique phenomenon (Baker et al. 2024). It
goes beyond misleading stakeholders about organizational practices; it involves misrepre-
senting individuals’ identities — such as race, gender, and sexual orientation — which can
have deeply personal consequences (Olbermann, Schrand, and Schramm 2024). Unlike
greenwashing, which primarily damages external perceptions of an organization’s cred-
ibility or reputation (Keilmann and Koch 2024), diversity-washing directly undermines the
very principles of inclusion, equity, and social justice that organizations claim to uphold
(Vredenburg et al. 2020).

When stakeholders notice inconsistencies between an organization’s diversity claims
and its actions, its credibility and perceived commitment to diversity - much like with
other forms of CSR-washing - are likely to decline (Keilmann and Koch 2024). Diversity-
washing is inherently subjective, as stakeholders’ interpretations of organizational
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behavior can vary widely (Lange and Washburn 2012). While some may overlook minor
inconsistencies, others might view them as deceitful practices. In many cases, investiga-
tions or analyses by independent entities are required to reveal diversity-washing, as
stakeholders often lack insight into the organization’s internal operations (Pope and
Weeraas 2016).

Research aim

This research aims to explore corporate diversity engagement and the associated com-
munication strategies that shape both internal and external perceptions. The first objec-
tive is to investigate how organizations engage with diversity and convey these initiatives
to their workforce and external stakeholders (RQ1). Secondly, we seek to understand the
motivations that drive organizations to adopt diversity initiatives and how these are
communicated (RQ2).

Beyond examining motivations, this study also addresses diversity-washing from
a corporate perspective. Research Question 3 (RQ3) explores how organizations perceive
diversity-washing and its implications for reputation and stakeholder relationships.
Research Question 4 (RQ4) then considers the proactive steps companies take to prevent
diversity-washing accusations. This comprehensive approach provides valuable insights
into the strategies organizations use to demonstrate their commitment to diversity while
navigating the challenges of perception and authenticity in their communications.

Method

The research questions were investigated through a qualitative study using semi-
structured, in-depth interviews. We chose a qualitative approach as this research area is
underexplored, making the application of standardized quantitative methods challen-
ging. Qualitative methods enable a more flexible and open-ended exploration of partici-
pants’ perspectives, motivations, and experiences, which is particularly valuable when
examining a topic with limited prior research. Furthermore, this approach facilitates
a deeper understanding of diversity communication, allowing us to capture the nuances
of how organizations conceptualize and implement their diversity initiatives. By employ-
ing semi-structured interviews, we can uncover the intricate dynamics that influence their
communication practices, especially in the context of diversity washing (Patton 2002). We
conducted interviews with 18 diversity managers from companies listed on Germany’s
DAX or MDAX stock indices, representing sectors such as energy, engineering, aviation,
pharmaceuticals, and services. Eligibility required that participants hold responsibility for
both strategic diversity management and diversity communication. Participants’ roles
were in human resources (n=9), organizational development (n=1), and communica-
tions (n =8).

The interview guide was organized by thematic sections. It began with questions
identifying responsibility for diversity within the company (e.g., ‘Who is responsible for
diversity in your company?’). Subsequent sections examined engagement in diversity
initiatives and their communication (e.g., ‘What diversity initiatives has your company
engaged in over the past year, and how were they communicated?’) as well as the
motivations behind these efforts (e.g., ‘What motivates your company to engage in
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diversity issues?’). The final section focused on diversity-washing, inviting participants to
define and discuss the phenomenon (e.g., ‘What does diversity-washing mean to you, and
what activities would you clearly consider as diversity-washing?’; ‘What risks are asso-
ciated with diversity-washing?’), and to describe how they address and mitigate such
accusations.

The interviews were conducted by phone, lasting an average of 39.35 minutes.
Participants were informed of the study’s purpose and assured of confidentiality and
anonymity in data analysis. Informed consent was obtained for participation and record-
ing. Interview recordings were subsequently transcribed and analyzed.

Data analysis was performed using MAXQDA software, following Mayring’s (2014)
guidelines for qualitative content analysis. This analysis incorporated deductive cate-
gories from existing literature (e.g., definitions and perceptions of diversity-washing)
and inductive categories that emerged and were refined iteratively from the data (e.g.,
specific activities and motivations for diversity communication).

Results
Diversity engagement and communication (RQ1)

Research Question 1 (RQ1) investigates the scope of companies’ diversity activities and
their strategies for diversity communication. Our analysis shows that responsibility for
diversity rarely resides within a single department; instead, it is managed across various
organizational perspectives and hierarchical levels. Primarily, diversity efforts involve HR
and communications departments, reflecting the backgrounds of our participants. In
some cases, other areas such as finance (e.g., controlling), investor relations, sustainability,
marketing, and organizational development also play roles. This indicates diversity’s
broad relevance across departments, as one participant noted: ‘I would say that we
have touch points in almost all areas. The [diversity] issue is a controlling issue, but it
also plays a significant role in marketing, particularly in employer branding. It's a major
topic throughout the entire communications area, as well as in sustainability, for exam-
ple’ (17).

From an internal organizational perspective, many interviewees highlighted that
diversity is also a top-management issue. It often falls within the responsibilities of the
chief human resources officer and, in some cases, is even addressed by the CEO or
discussed regularly in executive board meetings. While less common, some companies
have established executive roles explicitly dedicated to diversity (e.g., ‘Chief Diversity &
Inclusion Officer’; 116), which amplifies visibility both internally and externally.

Our analysis revealed a wide range of activities used to communicate and promote
diversity internally and externally. Internally, most companies implement formal actions
like internal guidelines and gender quotas, and informational initiatives such as intranet
articles, employee magazine features, webcasts, talks, and roundtable discussions. More
in-depth activities include educational efforts like employee training, as well as represen-
tative actions such as creating and supporting employee diversity networks, interest
groups, and appointing diversity representatives or councils.

Externally, companies use communication and marketing efforts to promote diversity.
These include informational events like talks and roundtables aimed at external
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stakeholders. Branding efforts were also mentioned, such as creating diversity-focused
corporate designs for special occasions like Pride Month or rebranding to showcase
a more diverse image: ‘We moved away from images of “old white men, which did not
really represent our staff fully” (11).

Companies also engage in communication activities that address both internal and
external audiences. These strategic actions include publicly defining global diversity goals
and objectives, as well as setting specific messaging and strategies. Branding initiatives,
such as participating in diversity ratings, sponsoring diversity-focused events, or support-
ing mentoring programs, were common. Additionally, implementing diversity-sensitive
language across all communication channels and running diversity-focused campaigns
(e.g., social media hashtags, diversity newsletters) were seen as essential.

In summary, while companies engage in both internal and external diversity commu-
nication, internal initiatives are often prioritized. One respondent explained: ‘We have
many communicative actions, both internal and external. Internally, we occasionally
prepare content for events like Women’s Rights Day or Christopher Street Day.
However, we don’t engage much in external communication to actively promote these
activities’ (16). This approach reveals that many companies take an event-driven approach
to diversity communication, often aligning activities with specific annual events (e.g.,
Pride Month, International Women’s Day). While these events provide valuable opportu-
nities for engagement, Interviewee 5 noted, ‘It is still important to create your own
occasions’ for diversity communication, emphasizing the value of demonstrating
a unique and genuine commitment to internal stakeholders.

Motivations for diversity engagement (RQ2)

Research Question 2 (RQ2) examines the motivations behind corporate diversity engage-
ment. Our analysis shows that companies are driven by both pull and push factors, which
operate on internal and external levels (see Table 1). Pull factors encompass the benefits
that attract companies to engage in diversity initiatives, while push factors stem from
pressures that compel companies to commit to diversity.

Internal pull factors
Internally, respondents emphasized the value of a diverse workplace, citing its positive
influence on creativity and productivity. Diversity is viewed as essential for fostering

Table 1. Motivations for Corporate Diversity Engagement (RQ2).

Internal Factors External Factors
Pull - Source of creativity and productivity — Raising public awareness for diversity
Factors - Organizational development and innovation — Competitive advantage/customer
- Positive effects on employer brand acquisition
- Image/reputation enhancement
Push — Proactive employee demand for greater diversity — Expectations of external stakeholders and
Factors engagement shareholders
- Personnel responsibility - Public opinion/Corporate Social
- Organizational values and culture Responsibility

- Legal obligations
- Job market/‘war for talents’
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organizational development and innovation, directly impacting economic performance
and outcomes. As one respondent remarked, ‘It's not an end in itself but super important
for our company’s success’ (19). Another key internal pull factor is the boost diversity
provides to a company’s employer brand. Many companies see diversity as crucial to their
long-term HR strategy, enhancing attractiveness to younger talent and promoting an
inclusive work atmosphere. As one interviewee noted, ‘Diversity is part of our attractive-
ness as an employer and therefore part of our long-term HR strategy’ (111).

Internal push factors

Internal push factors are largely driven by employee voices. Respondents highlighted
growing demand for diversity initiatives from employees, often voiced through indepen-
dent employee networks, such as those supporting the LGBTQI+ community. These
networks, which operate outside official diversity management structures, provide
a platform for employees to express their concerns and expectations. Additionally,
diversity managers feel compelled to prioritize diversity as part of corporate social
responsibility: ‘Diversity is part of our corporate identity, part of our social responsibility’
(19). Many see diversity as a foundational element of corporate identity and social
responsibility, essential for inclusivity and empowerment across all diversity characteris-
tics. Furthermore, organizational culture plays a significant role, especially in multinational
companies with inherently diverse workforces. Certain industries, such as fashion, feel an
added responsibility to champion diversity due to their historical and cultural context: ‘In
the fashion industry, diversity is prevalent, and our environment is notably vibrant.
Fashion designers, for instance, often belong to the LGBTQ community, a fact that is
openly acknowledged and embraced. This culture of openness has been a longstanding
norm in our industry’ (110).

External pull factors

Externally, respondents acknowledged that diversity engagement enhances the com-
pany’s public image. While some view this engagement as altruistic, aimed at raising
awareness and fostering inclusivity, others cite strategic motives like gaining
a competitive edge or attracting customers. Overall, diversity initiatives are seen as
beneficial for both public perception and brand reputation: ‘It's not merely about
image; however, it's undeniable that it also enhances our external image’ (113).

External push factors

External pressures for diversity engagement stem largely from stakeholder expec-
tations, including those of shareholders and the general public. Some respondents
frame this pressure as a reflection of societal norms, explaining, ‘We promote
diversity. And why is that? Because it reflects our stakeholders, our customers,
our suppliers, and society’ (14). Others view it as a corporate obligation, particularly
for DAX-listed companies: ‘On the one hand, it is a moral endeavor, but also, of
course, you have to do it as a DAX 40 company’ (113). Less frequently, respondents
mentioned job market pressures, noting the need to integrate diversity into
employer branding efforts to attract top talent. One manager expressed this
necessity: ‘Of course, the war for talent doesn’t pass us by. (...) | think the
generation that’s here, or the generation that’s coming up, has a high awareness
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of these kinds of issues. And at the end of the day, it's about attracting the best
talent, and you can control that with this kind of commitment’ (I11). This pragmatic
approach highlights a shift from purely normative motives to a more strategic
orientation in corporate diversity engagement (116).

Defining and evaluating Diversity-Washing (RQ3)

Diversity managers identified the core characteristic of diversity-washing as a mismatch
between a company’s actual diversity efforts and its external communication, aligning
with definitions from scholarly literature (e.g., Heras-Saizarbitoria, Urbieta, and Boiral
2022; Wulf et al. 2022). Several respondents suggested that diversity-washing is often
intentional, with companies deliberately presenting an exaggerated commitment to
diversity to gain (financial) advantages. However, not all respondents saw diversity-
washing as consistently planned. For example, one respondent attributed it to ‘short-
sightedness’ or ‘a lack of infrastructure for such endeavors’ (112), while another described
it as a tendency for companies to ‘jump on the bandwagon and opportunistically seize
opportunities’ (15).

The analysis presents a nuanced view of how diversity-washing is evaluated
(Table 2). Most respondents perceived diversity-washing as presenting significant
risks. For companies, the risks included potential erosion of credibility and severe
reputational damage, which could negatively affect employer branding and create
challenges in attracting new talent: ‘A growing challenge in attracting new talent’
(112). On a broader level, diversity-washing was also seen as damaging to the cred-
ibility of diversity issues overall, particularly affecting communities like the LGBTQI+
community. One diversity manager expressed concern that diversity-washing ‘will not
bring about any improvements for employees affected by diversity issues within
companies’ (I5).

While risks dominated the discussion, several respondents acknowledged potential
opportunities associated with diversity-washing. Some saw it as a possible catalyst for
prompting internal change in companies that had previously overlooked diversity issues,
ultimately viewing this as ‘a very positive development’ (114). Others suggested that, even
if lacking authenticity, diversity-washing could raise public awareness of diversity issues
temporarily. Additionally, some respondents felt that, over the long term, diversity-
washing might contribute to ‘the growth and amplification of the entire community’s
voice’ (16). However, even among those who recognized these potential benefits, the

Table 2. Evaluations and perceptions of Diversity-Washing (RQ3).

Risk Perception Opportunity Perception
Company- - Reputational damage/erosion of credibility - Catalyst for internal diversity-related
related - Negative impact on employer brand change processes
Issue- — Erosion of (public) credibility regarding diversity - (Short-term) increase in public aware-
related issues ness of diversity issues

- No meaningful improvements for stakeholders
impacted by diversity issues
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consensus was that the lasting negative impacts of diversity-washing - both on company
credibility and public perceptions of diversity — outweighed any short-term gains.

Coping with Diversity-Washing (RQ4)

The analysis indicates that most companies in our sample have faced diversity-related
accusations at some point, with some encountering these accusations periodically.
However, respondents were generally reluctant to admit to intentionally engaging in
diversity-washing, likely due to social desirability bias. While there was hesitation in
acknowledging deliberate practices of diversity-washing, several respondents expressed
a more nuanced perspective regarding their company’s accountability for stakeholder
accusations related to diversity.

Respondents recognized some accusations as legitimate, particularly those arising
from identifiable shortcomings in the strategic planning or implementation of their
diversity management initiatives. According to the definition of diversity-washing pro-
vided in RQ3, these deficiencies can be considered instances of diversity-washing.
However, accusations that lacked credible criticism were often dismissed as trolling or
ranting (I5). Moreover, some diversity managers rejected responsibility for diversity-
washing when they viewed the accusations as misunderstandings or misinterpretations
(17, 116). One respondent remarked, ‘Actually, we don’t have much experience with that
[diversity-washing]. We describe things as they are. And sometimes people see more in
them than there is’ (116). This suggests that companies tend to define diversity-washing as
arising only from their own deficiencies, while often dismissing stakeholder complaints
that may stem from differing perceptions (Vredenburg et al. 2020).

Despite their varying views on accountability, companies are keen to avoid any
accusations of diversity-washing. The strategies discussed by diversity managers align
with existing research on best practices (Ciszek and Pounders 2020). It is emphasized
that companies should adopt genuine, transparent, and credible diversity communica-
tion that accurately reflects their diversity initiatives. One respondent highlighted this,
stating that diversity communication must ‘emanate authentically from within the
company’ (14).

Another key strategy for preventing accusations of diversity-washing is promoting
dialogue. Respondents stressed the importance of actively listening to stakeholders
and employees, especially by monitoring perceptions through channels like social
media. When accusations arise, companies should initiate discussions to understand
the legitimacy and basis of these claims. Additionally, some respondents noted the
importance of not only listening to criticisms but also respectfully accepting diverse
viewpoints (110, 111).

Finally, some diversity managers suggested that refining the timing of corporate
diversity communications could help mitigate accusations of diversity-washing. Instead
of making statements indiscriminately, companies should focus their external commu-
nications on genuinely significant developments in their diversity efforts that hold real
interest for the public and the community.

While companies may not always feel accountable for certain types of accusations (e.g.,
rants or misunderstandings), fostering dialogue and understanding stakeholder motiva-
tions are valuable strategies for avoiding diversity-washing accusations. Unfortunately,
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the respondents offered limited insight into the actual effectiveness of these strategies
and the practical implications for their diversity management efforts.

Discussion

This study explored the motivations driving companies’ diversity engagement, their
internal and external diversity communication practices, and their perceptions of diver-
sity-washing. The qualitative analysis revealed a spectrum of internal and external factors
propelling organizations toward diversity engagement. These motivations can be further
delineated into pull factors, which serve the company’s strategic objectives, and push
factors, which arise from obligations and constraints. Thus, diversity engagement
emerges not only from altruistic impulses but also from organizational imperatives,
such as enhancing image or reputation. The surveyed (large) companies regard diversity
issues and communication as paramount, frequently addressing these topics with both
internal and external stakeholders. While some communication is tied to specific events,
most companies underscore continuous communication on diversity matters. Despite
occasional accusations of diversity-washing, diversity managers assert their commitment
to transparency, authenticity, and dialogue in communication to avert such allegations.

Examining how diversity managers portray their companies’ engagement and com-
munication does not unambiguously suggest proactive engagement in diversity-washing,
characterized by misleading or incongruent communication regarding actual diversity
efforts (e.g., Ciszek and Pounders 2020; Wulf et al. 2022). Nevertheless, most respondents
reported facing accusations related to their company’s diversity engagement periodically.
This raises the question of whether robust, transparent, and authentic communication on
corporate diversity engagement can shield companies from diversity-washing accusa-
tions. Recent research on brand activism and CSR communication suggests that accusa-
tions of washed communication stem not only from companies’ actions and
communication but also from stakeholder perceptions (Vredenburg et al. 2020).

When stakeholders perceive an organization’s diversity communication as insincere or
superficial, believing that these efforts are more about creating a strategic facade than
demonstrating a genuine commitment, it can backfire and lead to perceptions of corpo-
rate hypocrisy. Corporate hypocrisy occurs when a company publicly asserts adherence to
ethical or socially responsible principles but fails to align its actions with these claims
(Wagner, Lutz, and Weitz 2009). This inconsistency arises when the organization’s initial
statements or actions set a standard that is later contradicted by its actual behavior
(Barden, Rucker, and Petty 2005). Such a disconnect between the company’s stated values
and its real-world practices fosters perceptions of insincerity or deceit (Lenz, Wetzel, and
Hammerschmidt 2017). Consequently, if an organization’s diversity communication does
not match its true practices, it fails to enhance the organization’s reputation and may lead
to stakeholder and shareholder disillusionment. This results in a loss of credibility (Arli
et al. 2017; Wagner, Lutz, and Weitz 2009), in addition to an adverse impact on the
organization’s economic viability (Baker et al. 2024).

Interviews revealed that many companies use corporate materials — such as websites,
reports, and advertisements — to project an image of diversity and showcase an inclusive
workplace both internally and externally. This is often achieved through carefully curated
images that depict a diverse array of employees. However, our study highlights a fine line
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between authentic representation and aspirational messaging. While over-representing
diversity risks misrepresentation and stakeholder skepticism, strictly realistic portrayals
may fail to signal a strong commitment to diversity (Gotsis and Kortezi 2013). This raises
an important question: Should organizations depict diversity exactly as it is, or is it
acceptable to present a more idealized image? We refer to this challenge as the ‘Diversity-
Washing Dilemma': The tension organizations face between accurately representing their
current diversity and presenting an aspirational, idealized image of diversity in order to
signal inclusivity. This dilemma is further complicated by the fact that organizations may
not always recognize when they have crossed the line from aspirational messaging to
diversity-washing, as our findings illustrate. While their intent may be to convey an
inclusive environment, stakeholders may perceive these portrayals as performative or
even deceptive, resulting in reputational damage and a loss of trust (Wagner, Lutz, and
Weitz 2009).

Even with the best intentions, organizations cannot fully control how stakeholders
interpret their diversity efforts (Vredenburg et al. 2020). To avoid falling into the Diversity-
Washing Dilemma and compromising credibility, companies must adopt proactive diver-
sity communication that emphasizes transparency and stakeholder engagement (Ciszek
and Pounders 2020; Wolfgruber, Stirmer, and Einwiller 2022). Rather than relying solely
on idealized imagery and narratives, organizations should provide detailed diversity
statistics, acknowledge existing gaps, and outline clear strategies for improvement.
Additionally, fostering open dialogue with both internal and external stakeholders allows
companies to better understand how their diversity efforts are perceived and adjust their
approach accordingly.

Our findings indicate that while some companies are already implementing these
strategies, they often do so reactively — primarily as a response to accusations rather
than as a proactive initiative. To ensure diversity communication is both credible and
aligned with stakeholder expectations, companies must actively address concerns, seek
feedback, and integrate diversity messaging into ongoing corporate discourse rather than
limiting it to special events. Furthermore, diversity communication should transparently
convey how companies themselves benefit from diversity initiatives, as our study sug-
gests that motivations for diversity engagement are not purely altruistic.

Finally, our findings emphasize the need to distinguish diversity-washing from other
forms of CSR-washing, such as greenwashing. It involves the misrepresentation of deeply
personal aspects of individuals’ identities, making it inherently more personal and sensi-
tive in nature (Baker et al. 2024). This distinction is crucial because diversity-washing
strikes at the very core of an organization’s values and identity (Olbermann, Schrand, and
Schramm 2024). Its consequences go beyond traditional CSR concerns, influencing
broader societal perceptions of what it means to be an inclusive organization. As such,
diversity-washing is a more complex and context-dependent issue than other forms of
CSR-washing. By recognizing diversity-washing as a distinct phenomenon, we can better
address the unique challenges organizations face in navigating diversity communication.

Several limitations constrain the findings of this study. First, the relatively limited
and purposive composition of the sample, which consisted solely of representatives
from large German joint-stock companies, may restrict the generalizability of the
findings to smaller organizations and those operating in different national contexts.
Therefore, caution should be exercised when applying these findings to
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organizational settings outside the scope of this research. Nonetheless, the findings
provide detailed insights into the mechanisms of organizational diversity commu-
nication. This can be viewed as a preliminary step toward developing a more general
framework for understanding organizational diversity communication and diversity-
washing, as well as creating and refining standardized measures for studying these
concepts in quantitative research. Future research should focus on theory building
and validating these initial findings in research settings that facilitate more general-
izable conclusions.

A second limitation arises from potential self-selection bias among interviewees,
possibly resulting in the underrepresentation of companies frequently accused of diver-
sity-washing. This bias might have skewed the perspectives presented in the study,
impacting the comprehensiveness of the findings. Therefore, interpretations should con-
sider the possibility that companies with a higher incidence of diversity-washing accusa-
tions may have been less inclined to participate in the study, affecting the breadth of
insights provided. A third limitation of the findings is the sensitivity surrounding diversity
and diversity-washing topics. Given the potential for social desirability bias, where inter-
viewees may have been inclined to provide responses perceived as socially acceptable,
the accuracy and depth of their insights could have been affected. This bias might have
led to underreporting certain behaviors or overemphasizing positive aspects, thereby
influencing the comprehensiveness and authenticity of the data collected. As a result, the
findings may not fully capture the nuanced realities of diversity engagement and diver-
sity-washing within organizations.

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the complex landscape of diversity engage-
ment, communication strategies, and the challenge of diversity-washing within organiza-
tions. The findings underscore the multifaceted motivations driving companies to
embrace diversity initiatives, balancing internal benefits with external pressures and
societal expectations. Moreover, the insights gleaned from diversity managers offer
valuable perspectives on the nuanced approaches employed to navigate the intricacies
of diversity communication and mitigate the risks of diversity-washing. As organizations
strive to foster inclusive environments and uphold authentic engagement with diversity,
the study underscores the importance of transparent, credible communication practices
that align with genuine diversity initiatives.
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