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Diversity climate enhances work 
outcomes through trust and openness 
in workgroup communication
Joep Hofhuis*, Pernill G. A. van der Rijt and Martijn Vlug

Abstract 

Diversity climate, defined as an organizational climate characterized by openness towards and appreciation of indi-
vidual differences, has been shown to enhance outcomes in culturally diverse teams. To date, it remains unclear which 
processes are responsible for these findings. This paper presents two quantitative studies (n = 91; 246) that identify 
trust and openness in workgroup communication as possible mediators. We replicate earlier findings that perceived 
diversity climate positively relates to job satisfaction, sense of inclusion, work group identification and knowledge 
sharing in teams. In study 1, trust is shown to mediate the effects of perceived diversity climate on team members’ 
sense of inclusion. In study 2, trust mediates the relationship between perceived diversity climate and workgroup 
identification and openness mediates its relationship with knowledge sharing.
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Knowledge sharing
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Introduction
During the past decades, the management of cultural 
diversity has emerged as one of the most prominent chal-
lenges facing modern organizations. A large number of 
studies have been conducted to determine the effects 
of diversity on organizational effectiveness, but findings 
have been ambiguous (see Van Knippenberg and Schip-
pers 2007; Williams and O’Reilly 1998 for an overview). 
On the one hand, the presence of individual differences 
between employees appears to have the potential to 
enhance flexibility, creativity and innovation in work-
groups (De Dreu and West 2001; Van Knippenberg 
et  al. 2004). However, in many studies, diverse teams 
are reported to be outperformed by homogenous teams, 
because cultural differences may lead to lower cohesion, 
less effective interpersonal communication and a higher 
occurrence of conflict between team-members (Fiske 
1998; Hofhuis et al. 2014; Williams and O’Reilly 1998).

Scholars have been in search of factors which may 
reduce diversity-related problems in the workplace, 
while still being able to take advantage of the potential 
benefits. One of the most promising constructs that has 
emerged from the literature is diversity climate, which 
can be defined as an organizational climate character-
ized by openness towards and/or appreciation of indi-
vidual differences. This type of climate has been shown to 
positively affect outcomes on the individual, group, and 
organizational level (Buttner et  al. 2012; Hofhuis et  al. 
2012; Mckay et  al. 2007; Nakui et  al. 2011). However, 
the processes through which diversity climate enhances 
outcomes remain largely unknown (Boehm et  al. 2014; 
Dwertmann et  al. 2016). In this paper, we will examine 
whether communication between members of diverse 
teams may be responsible for some of these findings. 
Two aspects of workgroup communication are identi-
fied which may play an important role in this regard: 
trust and openness. In two quantitative studies, we will 
test whether these constructs mediate the relationship 
between perceived diversity climate and job satisfac-
tion, inclusion, workgroup identification and knowledge 
sharing.

Open Access

*Correspondence:  j.hofhuis@uva.nl 
Department of Corporate Communication, University of Amsterdam, 
Nieuwe Achtergracht 166, 1018 WV Amsterdam, The Netherlands

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40064-016-2499-4&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 14Hofhuis et al. SpringerPlus  (2016) 5:714 

Theoretical background
Outcomes of diversity in workgroups
As mentioned, existing literature reveals that diver-
sity can simultaneously have both positive and negative 
effects on workgroup functioning (Van Knippenberg and 
Schippers 2007; Williams and O’Reilly 1998). The posi-
tive outcomes of diversity are often explained through 
the information-elaboration paradigm (Van Knippen-
berg et  al. 2004): diverse teams are able to draw from a 
larger pool of available knowledge and experience, which 
enhances workgroup effectiveness. Expression of diverse 
opinions may force team members to be more alert and 
critical in their evaluation of problem solving strategies 
(Brodbeck and Greitemeyer 2000; Collins and Geutz-
kow 1964). This, in turn, may result in a reduced risk of 
groupthink and more effective decision making (De Dreu 
and West 2001; Nijstad and De Dreu 2002; West 2002). 
As such, positive diversity outcomes include increased 
knowledge sharing, flexibility, creativity and, as a result, 
better team performance. Empirical studies have found 
evidence for this relationship, in both experimental and 
organizational settings (De Dreu and West 2001; Kurtz-
berg and Amabile 2000; Milliken et al. 2003; Nakui et al. 
2011).

However, diversity does not automatically lead to infor-
mation elaboration and increased performance. Research 
rooted in the social identity/self-categorization paradigm 
(Self-Categorization Theory, Turner 1985; Social Identity 
Theory, Tajfel and Turner 1986) reveals that diversity may 
in fact also lead to negative outcomes in work groups 
(Van Knippenberg et al. 2004). When individuals identify 
with a social in-group, this is usually done on the basis of 
shared characteristics. Individuals who appear different 
are categorized as belonging to an out-group. This cat-
egorization helps individuals to predict and give meaning 
to their social environment and a positive evaluation of 
one’s in-group as compared to out-groups can provide a 
source of self-esteem. The downside of social categoriza-
tion is that it also leads to the emergence of stereotypes 
and group representations that tend to favor the in-group 
over the out-group (Fiske 1998). Studies have shown that 
in culturally diverse organizations, employees often dis-
play a relative preference towards members who belong 
to the same cultural group (Brewer and Brown 1998; 
Goldberg 2005), which has a negative impact on interper-
sonal communication between members of different cul-
tures (Dinsbach et al. 2007) and reduces employees’ sense 
of inclusion and organizational identification (Jansen 
et al. 2014; Pless and Maak 2004). As such, categorization 
into cultural subgroups lies at the heart of many of the 
negative outcomes of diversity in organizations, includ-
ing reduced social cohesion, lower organizational com-
mitment, and an increased chance of miscommunication 

and conflict (Fiske 1998; Milliken and Martins 1996; 
Pelled et al. 1999).

To summarize, the literature shows that diversity in 
workgroups leads to positive outcomes in terms of flex-
ibility and creativity—through elaboration—as well as 
negative outcomes in terms of less fluent social inter-
actions and reduced team cohesion—through catego-
rization (Van Knippenberg et  al. 2004). The challenge 
for modern organizations, therefore, is to find a way to 
reduce negative outcomes, while still retaining the bene-
fits of diversity. In this regard, one of the most promising 
constructs which has emerged from the recent litera-
ture is the organizational climate with regard to diversity 
(Groggins and Ryan 2013).

Diversity climate
Traditionally, diversity climate has been defined in terms 
of the presence of organizational policies and structures 
that promote the position of designated groups, such 
as affirmative action and career advancement programs 
(Chrobot-Mason and Aramovich 2013; Dwertmann et al. 
2016; Groggins and Ryan 2013). This type of diversity 
climate has been related to favorable business outcomes 
like employee retention, customer satisfaction and sales 
performance (McKay et  al. 2008; McKay et  al. 2011). 
Recently, the definition of diversity climate has shifted 
to include more subjective constructs, such as employee 
attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions towards cultural differ-
ences (Van Knippenberg et al. 2013). A recent literature 
review by Dwertmann et al. (2016) reveals increasing use 
of a ‘synergy perspective’, which incorporates the notion 
that diversity leads to higher performance into the very 
definition of diversity climate. In line with this move-
ment, the present research employs a definition based 
two separate components. Firstly, a strong diversity cli-
mate is characterized by the possibility of employees to 
freely discuss their cultural heritage and display cultural 
behaviors in the workplace. Secondly, diversity climate 
encompasses the belief that cultural differences provide 
added value to the team or organization, and that diver-
sity is actively promoted. Although these components 
can be measured separately, earlier studies which use this 
definition show that they correlate strongly and should 
be viewed as two aspects of one overarching construct 
of diversity climate (see also Hofhuis et al. 2012; Luijters 
et al. 2008). This type of diversity climate also appears to 
relate to favorable outcomes such as satisfaction, inclu-
sion and performance (Boehm et al. 2014; Gonzalez and 
Denisi 2009; Hofhuis et al. 2012; Schachner et al. 2016).

It must be noted that the way diversity climate is opera-
tionalized varies strongly across studies. In some cases, 
scholars make use of an aggregated score of diversity 
climate perceptions in groups or organizations, which is 
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in line with the common definition of an organizational 
climate (Schneider et al. 2013). However, in the majority 
of studies (see Dwertmann et al. 2016) diversity climate 
is operationalized on the individual level, by measuring 
respondents’ individual perceptions of diversity atti-
tudes and practices in their organization (e.g. Hofhuis 
et al. 2012). In these cases, which also include the stud-
ies described in this paper, diversity climate should be 
seen as a psychological climate variable, and treated as 
such (cf. Martin et al. 2005; Parker et al. 2003). Therefore, 
in this paper, when using the term diversity climate, the 
authors are referring to a construct that could technically 
be termed the psychological climate towards diversity 
within the workgroup or organization.

Furthermore, the definition of diversity climate as used 
in the present research is related to some other types of 
climate measures commonly mentioned in diversity liter-
ature. For example, the diversity climate as defined in this 
study may be linked to ethical climate (Victor and Cul-
len 1988), which refers to perceived norms and values in 
workgroups, and the broader moral climate, as described 
by Macklin et al. (2014), which also encompasses percep-
tions/evaluations of just behavior in the workplace. Using 
the definition as presented above, it follows that diversity 
climate is strongest when the ethical climate of a work-
group or organization allows for a wider range of accept-
able behavior (thus allowing for diverse cultural heritages 
to be displayed/expressed) as well as providing justice to 
all groups in the organization, regardless of their cultural 
background. This is in line with an earlier comparison 
of diversity climate to a low-prescription climate (Lui-
jters et al. 2008; Cox 1993) which allows for more diverse 
behavior and a high tolerance for ambiguity, thereby 
reducing some of the categorization-related problems 
that occur in diverse groups.

Diversity climate and workgroup outcomes
When examining which types of outcome variables 
have been linked to diversity climate as defined above, 
it becomes apparent that most studies have sprung from 
the social identity/self-categorization paradigm (Dwert-
mann et al. 2016). For example, a strong diversity climate 
is reported to enhance workgroup involvement (Hobman 
et al. 2004) and team identification (Luijters et al. 2008), 
and reduce interpersonal aggression, miscommunication 
and diversity-related conflict (Drach-Zahavy and Trogan 
2013; Gonzalez and Denisi 2009; Hofhuis et  al. 2012). 
The direct link between diversity climate and information 
elaboration has not been examined empirically, but some 
studies report a relationship of positive diversity attitudes 
with brainstorming success and favorable evaluation of 
different viewpoints (Hofhuis et  al. 2016; Homan et  al. 
2008; Nakui et al. 2011).

Although the body of evidence for the positive effects 
of diversity climate is growing, only a handful of studies 
examine the processes through which these effects come 
to be. For example, Boehm et  al. (2014) show that the 
relationship between diversity climate and workgroup 
performance is mediated by a reduction in workplace 
discrimination. Hofhuis et al. (2012) report similar find-
ings, and provide evidence that a strong diversity climate 
increases the ability of minority members to identify with 
the organization, which in turn leads to better job out-
comes. A similar rationale is provided by Gonzalez and 
DeNisi (2009) who argue that diversity climate reduces 
the impact of categorization into in-groups and out-
groups, thus reducing conflict and miscommunication in 
diverse teams. Based on these results, scholars have sug-
gested that interpersonal processes, and workgroup com-
munication in particular, could be the mediators through 
which diversity climate enhances workgroup outcomes 
(Groggins and Ryan 2013; Hofhuis et  al. 2012; Luijters 
et al. 2008; Van Knippenberg et al. 2013), but this premise 
has not been tested empirically.

Diversity climate and workgroup communication
Studies on interpersonal communication in a diverse 
workplace are scarce. Examples include research by 
Dahlin et  al. (2005), who find an association between 
team diversity and greater information use, and by Dins-
bach et  al. (2007) who report that in the workplace, 
cultural minority employees communicate less about 
personal topics, and more about work-related issues than 
majority employees. A more dynamic view is promoted 
by Orbe (1998), who argues that minority employees 
adjust their communication strategies to match their pre-
ferred relationship with the (dominant) majority group. 
Both Dinsbach et al. (2007) and Wanguri (1996) describe 
that interpersonal communication in diverse organiza-
tions is positively affected by perceived equality between 
groups.

Surprisingly, these processes have rarely been linked 
to climate variables. In some papers on diversity climate, 
workgroup communication is suggested as a possible 
underlying process leading to diversity outcomes (e.g. 
Hofhuis et al. 2012; Luijters et al. 2008) but not empiri-
cally measured as a separate variable. Conversely, com-
munication variables such as openness in leadership 
communication (e.g. Kearney and Gebert 2009; Sadri and 
Tran 2002) have been mentioned in combination with 
positive diversity outcomes, but not with the construct of 
diversity climate. In sum, very little is known about how 
diversity climate relates to communication in diverse 
workgroups, and how this may in turn affect diversity 
outcomes. The present research aims to fill this knowl-
edge gap.
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Reviewing the literature on cultural diversity on the 
one hand, and on interpersonal communication on the 
other, two main characteristics of workgroup communi-
cation appear to play an important role in both streams 
of research: trust and openness.

Trust
Trust has proven essential in team-building within any 
kind of team (Costa et  al. 2001). It has been defined as 
‘the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions 
of another party’ (Mayer et  al. 1995). With regard to 
interpersonal communication, trust has been framed 
mostly as an affective construct, for example in terms of 
the relative comfort and psychological safety when com-
municating with others (Edmondson 1999; Singh et  al. 
2013), or the ease of information exchange or ‘flow’ in 
interpersonal contact (Butler 1999; Van Oortmerssen 
et al. 2014). Trust appears to relate to honesty, integrity 
and benevolence in communication, and affirms positive 
relationships between communicating parties (Mayer 
et al. 1995).

In diversity literature, trust is often mentioned as an 
outcome variable related to cohesion and team identifica-
tion in diverse teams. Van der Zee et al. (2009) review the 
literature on diversity and trust, and state that cultural 
differences between team members may result in lower 
trust, due to categorization processes and the psychologi-
cal effects of dissimilarity (see also Hooghe et al. 2009). 
They also propose, however, that a group climate which 
promotes positive diversity attitudes may turn around 
this relationship. Indeed, diversity climate has been 
shown to increase psychological safety, a construct which 
is closely related to trust in communication (Singh et al. 
2013). Based on these arguments, we propose that when 
the climate reflects a positive view on diversity, team 
members may report more trust when communicating 
with fellow team members.

Hypothesis 1 Diversity climate is positively related to 
Trust in workgroup communication.

Openness
Openness in communication has been defined as an 
organizational norm which promotes free disclosure 
of information (Eisenberg and Witten 1987). It has 
been related to a ‘low-prescription’ environment in 
which ideas are freely discussed and evaluated without 
judgement (Luijters et al. 2008; Patterson et al. 2005). 
Openness also appears to encompass the possibility 
to use different communication styles and channels, 
depending on the situation, thereby increasing the 
degree of flexibility in interpersonal communication 

that is considered appropriate in the workplace (Rog-
ers 1987).

In diversity literature, openness is often defined as the 
freedom to express one’s cultural heritage in the work-
place (e.g. Cox 1993) or the possibility to openly discuss 
cultural differences between team members, as well as 
the problems that may arise from them (Luijters et  al. 
2008). It has been shown that diversity climate opens up 
the possibility to actively express different viewpoints and 
display culturally specific behaviors (Hofhuis et al. 2015), 
which in turn may increase flexibility in communication 
styles. Putting the two streams of research together, it is 
logical to assume that a strong diversity climate, in which 
cultural differences are encouraged and seen as valuable, 
is also related to more open communication between 
members of different cultural groups.

Hypothesis 2 Diversity climate is positively related to 
openness in workgroup communication.

It is important to note that trust and openness, while 
defined here as separate components of workgroup 
communication, are not independent constructs per 
se. A correlation between trust and openness has been 
reported by several scholars (Butler 1999; Frey and 
Luethje 2011; Greenhalgh and Chapman 1998), but dis-
cussion remains about the direction of a possible causal 
relationship. Ruppel and Harrington (2000) found sup-
port for their hypothesis that a greater level of trust in the 
organizational subunit leads to more open communica-
tion among managers and employees. Conversely, Tjos-
vold (1999) suggests that open-minded discussion leads 
to productive collaborative work, which in turn results in 
trust. Although a reciprocal relationship may exist, the 
present research views trust and openness as two related 
yet separate concepts, with trust seen as a more affective, 
and openness as a more behavioral construct.

Finally, both trust and openness in communication 
have been related to positive workgroup outcomes in 
terms of job satisfaction, inclusion and innovation (e.g. 
Smidts et  al. 2001). Considering the existing evidence 
that diversity climate displays similar effects on out-
comes, it is logical to assume that an increase in trust and 
openness may be (at least partly) responsible for these 
findings.

Research overview
The abovementioned hypotheses were tested in two 
studies, which allowed for examining the relationships 
between diversity climate and workgroup communica-
tion in different contexts. Furthermore, the two studies 
examine the effects of diversity climate on different team 
outcomes. In Study 1, a survey was distributed among 
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employees in small workgroups within a highly cultur-
ally diverse work environment. It examines the effects 
of diversity climate on job satisfaction and inclusion, 
and tests the mediating roles of openness and trust. To 
increase generalizability of our findings, Study 2 aimed to 
replicate the relationship between diversity climate and 
workgroup communication among a sample of employ-
ees working in a wide variety of different organizations 
and sectors. Furthermore, it tests the effects of diver-
sity climate on workgroup identification and knowledge 
sharing, and providing further insight into the mediating 
roles of openness and trust.

Study 1
Introduction
The first aim of study 1 is to examine the relationship 
between diversity climate and trust and openness in 
workgroup communication. As explained above, we 
predict a positive relationship for both variables. Two 
outcome variables were included in this study: job satis-
faction and inclusion.

It is a well-known finding in cross-cultural psychology 
that when individuals have the opportunity to display 
their cultural heritage, their satisfaction increases. In 
similar vein, studies have provided evidence for a positive 
relationship between diversity climate and job satisfac-
tion, in a variety of settings (e.g. Choi 2013; Hofhuis et al. 
2012; Madera et al. 2013). Hofhuis et al. (2012) show that 
this effect occurs for both majority and minority mem-
bers, but is strongest for the latter group. Similar findings 
have been reported for inclusion: an environment which 
stimulates and appreciates the presence of individual 
differences allows individuals to feel a greater degree of 
belongingness, even when they perceive themselves as 
being different (Jansen et al. 2014; Roberson 2006).

In this study we hypothesize similar positive effects of 
diversity climate on these variables. Furthermore, existing 
studies have established that trust in workgroup communi-
cation has positive effects on both job satisfaction (De Vries 
et al. 2006) and inclusion of team members (Smidts et al. 
2001). Similar results have been found for openness (Shore 
et  al. 2011). As such, the second aim of study 1 is to test 
whether the positive effects of diversity climate on these 
outcome variables is mediated by trust and openness.

Hypotheses 3–4 Diversity climate is positively related 
to job satisfaction, mediated by trust (3) and openness (4) 
in workgroup communication.

Hypotheses 5–6 Diversity climate is positively related 
to Inclusion, mediated by trust (5) and openness (6) in 
workgroup communication.

Methods
Procedure and sample
The hypotheses outlined above were tested in a survey 
study among a sample of employees working within pro-
duction teams of a popular syndicated television show. 
A single location is used to simultaneously produce the 
show for different national audiences, forcing close coop-
eration between members of different cultural groups 
within multinational production teams. A total of 160 
individuals worked at this location, divided into seven 
workgroups, each of which was highly culturally diverse. 
A research assistant worked within one of the teams, and 
distributed the survey on paper to 140 employees.

A total of 91 individuals fully completed the survey 
(response rate =  65  %). Of this sample, 68  % was male, 
mean age was 32.2 (SD = 8.7; range 20–53), and 52.7 % 
had received higher education, defined as having a bache-
lor’s degree or higher. The sample consisted of individuals 
from the Netherlands (48  %), Norway (22  %), Denmark 
(12 %), Belgium (9 %), Sweden (5 %), South Africa (2 %), 
the Philippines (1 %) and France (1 %).

Measures
All scales described below were measured using a Likert 
scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly 
agree). The survey was written in English, which was the 
main working language in this setting.

Diversity Climate was measured using items which 
were adapted from a Dutch-language scale originally 
generated by Kruithof (2001), which was subsequently 
improved upon by Luijters et al. (2008) and Hofhuis et al. 
(2012). In this study, we used English translations (by 
the authors) of four of the items by Hofhuis et al. (2012). 
These items were formulated as follows: ‘In this organi-
zation there is room to work according to one’s own 
culture’, ‘In this organization we take into account differ-
ent cultural traditions and habits of employees’, ‘In this 
organization it is seen as an advantage to work with peo-
ple of different cultural backgrounds’ and ‘In this organi-
zation we appreciate different cultural backgrounds’. The 
scale was sufficiently reliable (α = .63).

Trust and Openness in workgroup communication were 
measured using scales from an instrument intended to 
measure components of an organizational communica-
tion climate (Bartels 2006). Only the subscales for Trust 
(four items, e.g. ‘Colleagues in my workgroup are honest 
to each other.’) and Openness (four items, e.g. ‘When I 
talk to colleagues in my workgroup, it feels safe to discuss 
anything’) were used. The scales were sufficiently reliable 
(α = .72; .73 respectively).

Job Satisfaction was measured using four items trans-
lated from De Witte (2000), including statements such 
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as ‘I feel satisfied with my job at [organization]’. The scale 
was reliable (α = .81).

Inclusion was measured using three items by Jansen, 
et al. (2014), including statements such as ‘My workgroup 
gives me the feeling that I belong’. The scale was reliable 
(α = .84).

Measurement model
Because the constructs in this study are theoretically 
linked, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis to 
test the discriminant validity of the scales for diversity 
climate, trust, openness, job satisfaction and inclusion. 
We conducted these and all subsequent analyses using 
IBM SPSS Amos version 21.0 (Arbuckle 2012). Assess-
ment of model fit was done using guidelines provided by 
Schermelleh-Engel et al. (2003).

First, we tested a one-factor model to assess whether 
respondents viewed the constructs as the same. This 
model produced a poor fit (χ2(142) = 286.282; p =  .001; 
CFI = .758; RMSEA = .099). Next we tested a five-factor 
model using the intended constructs, which produced 
a good fit with the data (χ2(142)  =  160.876; p  =  .133; 
CFI =  .966; RMSEA =  .038). Based on these findings, 
all five constructs are included in our model as intended. 
Table  1 provides descriptive statistics and intercorrela-
tions of all variables in the model.

Results
Structural model
A structural equation model was constructed based on 
the hypotheses outlined above, including Diversity Cli-
mate as an independent variable, Job Satisfaction and 
Inclusion as dependent variables, and Trust and Open-
ness as mediators. This model produced a good fit 
with the data (χ2(146) = 171.643; p =  .072; CFI =  .954; 
RMSEA =  .044). However, modification indices showed 
that the model fit could be significantly improved by also 
including error correlations between Trust and Openness, 
as well as between Job Satisfaction and Inclusion, which 
implies these variables covary and may share a common 

cause which is not included in the model. This is not sur-
prising, considering the theoretical overlap between the 
two variables, which was mentioned earlier. To accom-
modate for this overlap, a new model was constructed 
that included these error correlations (see Fig. 1), which 
provided a significant improvement over the hypoth-
esized model (Δχ2(2) = 8.148; p = .017).

Direct effects Figure  1 shows the estimated standard-
ized regression weights in the final model, which can be 
used to test our hypotheses. A strong positive relationship 
of diversity climate with both trust (b* =  .83; SE =  .29; 
p < .001) and openness (b* = .64; SE = .25; p < .001) was 
found, confirming both hypotheses 1 and 2. Furthermore, 
the results show that trust is positively related to both 
satisfaction (b* =  .62; SE =  .22; p <  .005) and inclusion 
(b* = .60; SE = .20; p < .003). Openness displays a positive 
relationship with inclusion (b* = .44; SE = .19; p = .021), 
but not with job satisfaction (b* = .12; SE = .18; p = .231). 
Trust and openness display a positive correlation (r = .21; 
p = .045), as well as job satisfaction and inclusion (r = .41; 
p = .015).

Mediations Hypotheses 3–6 predict that the positive 
effects of diversity climate on job satisfaction and inclu-
sion are mediated by trust and openness. These hypoth-
eses were tested using the phantom variable approach, 
as described by Macho and Ledermann (2011). By con-
structing latent variables for each mediating path, it is 
possible to calculate indirect effects of the independ-
ent variable on each dependent variable, through each 
mediator separately, using bootstrapping (5000 itera-
tions).

Our results show a significant total effect of diversity 
climate on job satisfaction (b* = .54; SE = .11; p < .001). 
Hypotheses 3 and 4 predict that this effect is mediated 
by trust and openness. Our analyses reveal an indirect 
effect through trust (b* =  .26; SE =  .12; p =  .060), but 
this is only significant at the α =  .10 level. Hypothesis 3 
is therefore rejected, but these finding do suggest it may 

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations of variables in study 1 (n = 91)

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Variable Descriptives r

α M SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Diversity climate (1) .63 4.04 .86 – .41*** .38*** .31** .37***

Trust (2) .71 3.89 .51 – .24* .45*** .57***

Openness (3) .73 3.41 .53 – .21* .26**

Job satisfaction (4) .81 3.95 .71 – .64***

Inclusion (5) .84 3.90 .69 –
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be worthwhile to re-test this hypothesis using a larger 
sample. No indirect effect was found through openness, 
rejecting hypothesis 4.

Hypothesis 5 and 6 predict an indirect effect of diver-
sity climate on inclusion, again mediated by trust and 
openness. Diversity climate displays a positive total effect 
on inclusion (b* =  .69; SE =  .09; p <  .001). A significant 
indirect effect was found through trust only (b* =  .29; 
SE =  .11; p =  .041), thus confirming hypothesis 5. The 
relationship between diversity climate and inclusion is 
not mediated by openness, thus hypothesis 6 is rejected.

Discussion
In study 1, we examined the influence of diversity cli-
mate on job satisfaction and inclusion, among a sample 
of employees working in a highly culturally diverse work 
environment. We predicted that diversity climate would 
enhance these outcomes through a mediating effect 
of trust and openness in workgroup communication. 
Our results confirm that diversity climate significantly 
relates to both job satisfaction and inclusion, which is 
in line with earlier findings (Hofhuis et  al. 2012; Otten 
and Jansen 2014). When testing mediation of work-
group communication, our findings show that only trust 
appears to be responsible for these positive findings. We 
conclude that it mediates the relationship with inclusion, 
as well as finding an indication of a possible mediating 
effect on the relationship with job satisfaction, although 
the latter was only significant at the α = .10 level. Consid-
ering the relatively small size of the sample in this study, 
it is not unlikely that significant mediation may be found 
when testing this hypotheses among a larger group of 
respondents. Openness, while still positively related to 
inclusion, does not appear to play a mediating role, which 
is contrary to what was expected.

As mentioned, the main limitation of this study is its 
relatively small sample size, which reduced the statisti-
cal power in structural equation modeling. Furthermore, 
this study was conducted in highly diverse work teams, 
where the presence of a strong diversity climate may be 
one of the key factors which determine employee com-
munication and team outcomes, which could explain the 
particularly strong relationships between diversity cli-
mate and trust and openness. This study thus confirms 
that organizations which employ people of many cul-
tural backgrounds within their workgroups would ben-
efit greatly from emphasizing a strong diversity climate. 
Whether this statement holds in more traditional organi-
zations, characterized by a lesser degree of cultural diver-
sity, will be tested in study 2.

Study 2
The aims of study 2 were twofold. Firstly, as mentioned 
above, we aimed to replicate the findings from study 1 
in different types of work environments. To improve 
generalizability of our results, we chose to test the rela-
tionships between diversity climate and workgroup 
communication among employees of a broad range of 
different organizations within different sectors. The 
hypothesized effects remain the same.

The second aim of study 2 is to examine the mediat-
ing effects of trust and openness on different outcomes. 
The outcome variables that were included in study 1 were 
related mostly to the social identity/self-categorization 
paradigm in diversity research (Van Knippenberg et  al. 
2004); as employees in diverse teams categorize them-
selves into cultural subgroups, job satisfaction is reduced, 
and team members’ sense of inclusion decreases. The 
results of study 1 show that diversity climate will actually 
increase these outcomes, and that this is likely to be due 
to an increase in trust in workgroup communication. In 
study 2, we will examine whether this finding also holds 
for workgroup identification, another outcome variable 
which falls along this path. Categorization into cultural 
subgroups is likely to reduce team cohesion and mem-
bers’ tendency to psychologically associate with their 
workgroup. Earlier studies have shown that a strong 
diversity climate will inhibit these processes and enhance 
workgroup identification in diverse teams (Hofhuis et al. 
2012; Luijters et  al. 2008). In study 2, we will examine 
whether this effect is also mediated by an increase in 
trust in communication.

Hypothesis 7 The relationship between diversity cli-
mate and workgroup identification is mediated by Trust.

Finally, the question remains how diversity climate 
affects variables that relate to information elaboration, 

Diversity 
Climate 

Trust 

Openness 

Job 
Satisfaction 

Inclusion 

.83*** 

.64*** 

.21* 

.62** 

.44* 

.41* 

.60** 

.12 

Fig. 1 Structural model of effects of diversity climate on job satisfac-
tion and inclusion, mediated by trust and openness (n = 91). Note A 
double arrow with a dotted line signifies a correlation between error 
terms of the latent variables; all reported coefficients are standard-
ized; χ2(144) = 163.495; p = .127; CFI = .965; RMSEA = .039; * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001
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i.e. whether it will enhance the benefits of diversity for 
workgroups. Our earlier finding that openness in work-
group communication does not mediate the relationship 
between diversity climate and categorization-related 
outcomes has prompted us to speculate that this con-
struct may instead be responsible for the relationship 
between diversity climate and the exchange of knowledge 
in diverse teams. Indeed, Nakui et al. (2011) have shown 
that when diversity attitudes in teams are positive, there 
is a greater chance of information sharing and idea gen-
eration among culturally diverse team members. Fur-
thermore, openness in communication has repeatedly 
been identified as a major predictor of knowledge shar-
ing intentions (Mueller 2014; Van Den Hooff and De Rid-
der 2004). Based on these findings, we hypothesize that, 
under the influence of diversity climate, the possibility for 
open communication enhances the team’s ability to voice 
divergent viewpoints, ultimately increasing knowledge 
sharing between employees.

Hypothesis 8 The relationship between diversity cli-
mate and knowledge sharing is mediated by openness.

Methods
Procedure and sample
Data for this study were gathered using a digital sur-
vey, distributed among a sample of employees working 
in organizations in the Netherlands. As part of a course 
assignment, a group of students at the University of 
Amsterdam was instructed to invite respondents from 
their personal network. Such student-recruited samples 
appear to be demographically similar to non-student 
recruited samples, and this method is not reported to 
influence validity of the data (Wheeler et  al. 2014). The 
respondents were required to be 18  years or older, and 
to currently work within an organization for a mini-
mum of 20  h per week. In total, 364 respondents were 
approached through an e-mail with a link to the digital 
survey. Respondents were asked to complete the survey 
within 10 working days. No compensation was given.

The final sample used in this study consisted of 
246 respondents who fully completed the question-
naire (response rate =  68  %). Mean age was 37.3  years 
(SD  =  12.2; range: 19–64), 46.7  % was male, 74.8  % 
had received higher education (defined as a bachelor’s 
degree or above). Our sample consisted of a cross-sec-
tion of organizations in the Netherlands, in many dif-
ferent sectors including service industry (22.8 %), public 
administration (17.1 %), health/social care (9.8 %), com-
munication and media (6.1  %), science and education 
(6.1  %), trade (5.7  %), finance (5.7  %), manufacturing 
(4.5 %) and others (22.2 %). Furthermore, 4.9 % (n = 12) 

of the sample belonged to a non-Western minority group, 
as defined by the country of birth of their parents (in line 
with the definition of the Netherlands’ Central Bureau 
of Statistics; CBS 2016), including Turkish, Indonesian, 
Moroccan, Surinamese, Bosnian, Iraqi, and Pakistani 
cultural heritage. Unfortunately, the number of minor-
ity members in the sample was too small to examine the 
influence of cultural background on the proposed rela-
tionships in our model. The exact cultural composition 
of the respondents’ teams or organizations is unknown. 
However, existing data (CBS 2016) show that approxi-
mately 11  % of the Dutch workforce consists of non-
Western minority employees, so we are assuming that 
this also holds, on average, for our respondents’ work 
contexts.

Measures
The questionnaire was distributed in Dutch, the main 
working language of the respondents. All formulations 
and examples provided hereafter were translated by the 
authors. All scales described below were measured using 
a Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 
(Strongly agree).

Diversity Climate was measured using the original 
Dutch formulations of four items that were used by Hof-
huis et al. (2012; see also study 1). These items included 
statements such as ‘In this organization there is room 
to work according to one’s own culture’ and ‘Within 
this organization we appreciate different cultural back-
grounds’. The scale was sufficiently reliable (α = .65)

Trust and Openness in communication were meas-
ured using items by Smidts, et al. (2001) from a Dutch-
language instrument intended to measure components of 
an organizational communication climate. Only the sub-
scales for Trust (three items, e.g. ‘When my colleagues 
tell me something, I can be sure that they are telling the 
truth’) and openness (three items, e.g. ‘my colleagues are 
open to hearing my suggestions’) were used. The scales 
were sufficiently reliable (α = .77; .69 respectively).

Workgroup Identification was measured using three 
items translated from Allen and Meyer (1990), including 
statements such as ‘I am proud to work within this team’ 
and ‘The problems of the team feel like my own prob-
lems’. The scale was reliable (α = .81).

Knowledge Sharing was measured using five items 
adapted from Van der Rijt (2007), including statements 
such as ‘I enjoy sharing my knowledge and experience 
with my colleagues’. The scale was reliable (α = .79).

Measurement model
As the constructs in this study are theoretically linked, 
we performed a confirmatory factor analysis to test the 
discriminant validity of the scales for diversity climate, 
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trust, openness, workgroup identification and knowl-
edge sharing. First, we tested a one-factor model, which 
resulted in a poor fit (χ2(122)  =  245.112; p  <  .001; 
CFI = .632; RMSEA = .091) The intended measurement 
model, which included the five latent variables, pro-
vided a good fit (χ2(122) = 209.796; p < .001; CFI = .961; 
RMSEA = .043). However, based on modification indices, 
we chose to covary the error terms of two of the items 
measuring diversity climate, as well as those of two items 
measuring knowledge sharing. This provided a signifi-
cantly better fitting model (χ2(120) = 143.836; p =  .068; 
CFI =  .983; RMSEA =  .028; Δχ 2(2) =  65.96; p <  .001), 
which was subsequently used for testing our hypotheses. 
Table  2 provides descriptive statistics and intercorrela-
tions of all variables in the model.

Results
Structural model
A structural equation model was constructed based on 
the hypotheses outlined above, including Diversity Cli-
mate as an independent variable, Workgroup Identifica-
tion and Knowledge Sharing as dependent variables, and 
Trust and Openness as mediators (see Fig. 2). In study 1, 
it was decided to also include error correlations between 
trust and openness, as well as between the outcome vari-
ables, since these constructs are theoretically related to 
each other. To be consistent, the same was done here. 
The final model, including error correlations, resulted 
in a good fit (χ2(125) =  173.680; p =  .003; CFI =  .966; 
RMSEA = .040; Fig. 2).

Direct effects
The standardized estimated regression weights in Fig.  2 
show that diversity climate positively predicts both trust 
(b* =  .18; SE =  .08, p =  .024) and openness (b* =  .36; 
SE = .05; p < .001) in workgroup communication, thereby 
confirming findings from study 1. Furthermore, trust is 
positively related to workgroup identification (b* =  .53; 
SE  =  .09, p  <  .001), but not related to knowledge 

sharing (b* = .05; SE = .04; p = .122). Openness is posi-
tively related to knowledge sharing (b* =  23; SE =  .11, 
p = .016), but not to workgroup identification (b* = .09; 
SE = .07; p = .091). Trust and openness display a positive 
correlation (r = .43, p < .001), as well as workgroup iden-
tification and knowledge sharing (r = .36, p < .001).

Mediations
Hypotheses 7 and 8 predict that the positive effects of 
diversity climate on workgroup identification and knowl-
edge sharing are mediated through, respectively, trust 
and openness. Mediations were tested using bootstrap-
ping (5000 iterations). Firstly, a significant total effect was 
found of diversity climate on workgroup identification 
(b* = .18; SE = .05; p < .001), as well as a significant indi-
rect effect through trust (b* =  .13; SE =  .05; p =  .009), 
thereby confirming hypothesis 7.

Our analyses also reveal a significant total effect 
of diversity climate on knowledge sharing (b*  =  .13; 
SE = .05; p < .001), as well as a significant indirect effect 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations of variables in study 2 (n = 246)

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Variable Descriptives r

α M SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Diversity climate (1) .65 3.49 .54 – .16** .25*** .14* .10*

Trust (2) .77 4.02 .55 – .36*** .49*** .21***

Openness (3) .69 3.88 .52 – .35*** .25***

Workgroup identification (4) .81 3.71 .61 – .34***

Knowledge sharing (5) .79 3.60 .50 –

Diversity 
Climate 

Trust 

Openness 

Workgroup 
Identification 

Knowledge 
Sharing 

.18* 

.36*** 

.43*** 

.53*** 

.23* 

.36*** 

.05 

.09 

Fig. 2 Structural model of effects of diversity climate on workgroup 
identification and knowledge sharing, mediated by trust and open-
ness (n = 246). Note A double arrow with a dotted line signifies a 
correlation between error terms of the latent variables; all reported 
coefficients are standardized; χ2(125) = 173.680; p = .003; CFI = .966; 
RMSEA = .040; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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through openness (b* = .10; SE = .06; p = .005), thereby 
confirming hypothesis 8.

Discussion
The aims of study 2 were twofold. Firstly, we aimed to 
replicate our earlier finding that diversity climate is posi-
tively related to both trust and openness in communica-
tion, among more generalized sample of employees. Our 
results provide successful replication. Although the rela-
tionships are not as strong as in study 1, which was con-
ducted in a highly culturally diverse work environment, 
diversity climate also seems to significantly relate to both 
communication constructs in more normalized work 
environments across a broad range of organizations and 
sectors.

Secondly, we aimed to examine the influence of diver-
sity climate on two other outcome variables, namely 
workgroup identification and knowledge sharing, and 
test the possible mediating effect of trust and openness 
in these relationships. As predicted, diversity climate 
displays a positive effect on workgroup identification. 
This is in line with findings from study 1, as well as with 
existing literature (Hofhuis et al. 2012; Singh et al. 2013), 
which shows that diversity climate reduces categorization 
into subgroups and may overcome perceived differences 
among colleagues to enhance cohesion. Moreover, our 
results show that this effect is mediated through trust, as 
predicted.

Furthermore, we examined whether diversity climate 
enhances knowledge sharing in workgroups, a construct 
which relates to the information elaboration which is 
often cited as a positive outcome of diversity (Van Knip-
penberg et  al. 2004). As predicted, we found a posi-
tive relationship, which was also shown to be mediated 
through openness.

General discussion
Summary of findings
Diversity climate, defined as an organizational climate 
characterized by openness and/or appreciation towards 
cultural differences, has emerged as one of the most 
promising factors determining the success of diversity 
management in (multicultural) organizations. Earlier 
studies have provided evidence that promoting a strong 
diversity climate may be an effective way to minimize 
negative outcomes, while still retaining the possibility of 
gaining positive outcomes of cultural diversity (Groggins 
and Ryan 2013; Hofhuis et al. 2015). To date, however, it 
remains unclear which processes may be responsible for 
these effects. Recent reviews of the literature on diversity 
climate specifically call for a more thorough investigation 
of possible mediators of the relationships between diver-
sity climate and workgroup outcomes (Boehm et al. 2014; 

Dwertmann et al. 2016). The present study answers this 
call, by testing whether workgroup communication could 
be such a mediator.

In two studies, we first examined whether perceived 
diversity climate is related to trust and openness in work-
group communication. The results of study 1 show that 
diversity climate is indeed strongly related to both com-
munication factors in highly culturally diverse teams. 
Study 2 replicates this result among a sample of employ-
ees working in a broad range of organizations within 
different sectors, which suggests generalizability of our 
findings. Furthermore, the respondents in study 2 were 
employed in a range of teams which were not specifically 
characterized by a high degree of cultural diversity, but 
instead represent a cross-section of regular organizations 
in the Netherlands. Although the relationships seems 
to be less strong in this context, diversity climate still 
appears to enhance the degree of trust and openness in 
workgroup communication to a significant extent, even 
in teams with a limited degree of cultural diversity.

Furthermore, this paper provides evidence that trust 
and openness mediate the relationships between diver-
sity climate and diversity outcomes. Specifically, trust 
seems to be responsible for the positive effects of diver-
sity climate on job satisfaction, inclusion and workgroup 
identification of employees. Furthermore, study 2 shows 
that openness in workgroup communication mediates 
the positive relationship between diversity climate and 
knowledge sharing.

Theoretical implications
As stated, our findings are in line with a growing body of 
research which identifies diversity climate as an impor-
tant factor in diversity management. A major contri-
bution of the present research is that it also provides 
evidence for the positive effect of diversity climate on 
knowledge sharing, which indirectly implies an effect on 
elaboration and creativity within diverse teams. Although 
these relationships have been found for positive diversity 
attitudes and certain personality factors (Homan et  al. 
2008; Nakui et al. 2011), this paper extends the literature 
in showing that diversity climate, as a specific organiza-
tional variable, displays similar effects.

The evidence for workgroup communication as one 
of the possible mediators opens up new possibilities for 
explaining how diversity climate enhances workgroup 
effectiveness. Although communication has been sug-
gested by several authors as an important factor, empiri-
cal studies which link communication processes with 
cultural diversity are scarce, and are focused mainly on 
explaining differences between cultural groups in com-
munication content and/or style (Dinsbach et  al. 2007; 
Orbe 1998). Our results show that the interplay between 
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cultural diversity and interpersonal communication in 
the workplace is a promising avenue of exploration, and 
may enhance our insight in how members of diverse 
teams interact.

Furthermore, our studies fit within the broader 
research on organizational climates, and provide a bridge 
between diversity climate literature (Dwertmann et  al. 
2016) and more specific studies on communication cli-
mates within organizations (e.g. Smidts et  al. 2001; Van 
Den Hooff and De Ridder 2004). Although the findings 
reported in this paper relate to a psychological climate 
construct, as opposed to a more group-level organiza-
tional climate construct (Martin et  al. 2005), we have 
shown that the climate towards diversity can be a strong 
predictor of outcomes, and should be regarded as a key 
component of diversity management in organizations. 
As such, it confirms existing claims that climate variables 
are important in predicting and explaining organiza-
tional behavior in general (Martin et al. 2005; Schneider 
et al. 2013). We also predict that diversity climate may be 
related to other climate constructs, such as ethical, jus-
tice or moral climate (Macklin et al. 2014), but this prop-
osition should be empirically tested before making any 
definite claims.

Finally, our results shed new light on the relationship 
between trust and openness in workgroup communica-
tion, an area which is currently under debate. Although 
some scholars argue that both constructs are fundamen-
tally intertwined (Ruppel and Harrington 2000; Tjosvold 
1999), we have shown that, although correlated, they are 
separate communication factors which display divergent 
effects on different organizational outcomes.

Limitations and directions for future research
The major limitation of the research presented in this 
paper is its reliance on individual-level measures to oper-
ationalize the group-level construct of diversity climate. 
As explained in the introduction, the climate measure 
that was employed in both studies reflects the employees’ 
perceptions about their own workgroup/organization’s 
diversity climate, and as such should be seen as a psycho-
logical climate variable. Although this approach to assess-
ing diversity climate is very common (see Dwertmann 
et al. 2016), more research is needed to further confirm 
the effects of group-level diversity climate on group-
level outcomes such as workgroup communication. To 
advance the stream of research on diversity climate in 
organizations, we recommend future scholars replicate 
our findings using aggregated measures of organizational 
climate, and/or through hierarchical linear modeling of 
diversity climate in workgroups or organizations using a 
nested design.

Another major limitation of the studies reported in this 
paper is that the data are cross-sectional. Although in our 
mediation analyses, we assume a causal relationship, with 
diversity climate being responsible for enhancing work-
group communication, it is not unlikely that workgroups 
which display high trust and openness may over time 
develop a more strong diversity climate. Future studies 
could address this issue by including a longitudinal analy-
sis of diversity climate and communication factors, or by 
manipulating these factors in an experimental design.

Thirdly, our data was gathered using single source 
self-reports only, which means it is possible that some 
of the reported relationships are influenced by common 
method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2012). To address this 
issue in future research, we recommend replicating our 
results using more divergent measures of workgroup 
communication and team outcomes. A study by Van 
Oortmerssen et al. (2014), which uses a structured obser-
vation of trust in interpersonal interaction, is a good 
example of such a methodology. Also, more detailed 
examination of the content of interpersonal communica-
tion in diverse teams could greatly increase our under-
standing of the more specific communication patterns 
which occur in such a setting, and how they are affected 
by diversity climate. Combining our methodology with 
a more specific measure of communication content (e.g. 
Dinsbach et al. 2007), would be a logical next step in this 
research line.

Finally, the aim of the studies presented above was to 
assess the main effects of diversity climate on work-
group communication and outcomes. Our findings 
imply that the predicted effects of diversity climate will 
occur in both highly diverse (study 1) and less diverse 
(study 2) work contexts. However, it would be very ben-
eficial to study the interaction between diversity climate 
and actual team diversity, cultural or otherwise, on out-
comes. Many studies (e.g. Kearney and Gebert 2009) 
view diversity in workgroups as a continuum, where the 
degree of diversity is dependent on the number and size 
of different cultural groups represented within the team 
(cf. Harrison and Klein 2007). Future studies could test 
whether the effects of this type of diversity are moder-
ated by the diversity climate in these teams. Furthermore, 
in many organizations, diversity is not seen as a contin-
uum; instead, there is a clear distinction between major-
ity and minority employees. Earlier studies (e.g. Hofhuis 
et al. 2012) have established that the cultural background 
of employees, measured as a dichotomy, interacts with 
perceived diversity climate to predict outcomes. It is not 
unlikely that communication patterns between cultural 
groups may also be characterized differently (e.g. Dins-
bach et  al. 2007; Hofhuis et  al. 2012). Further inquiry 
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is needed to understand how these processes may be 
affected by diversity climate.

Conclusions
Our results are consistent with existing literature in that 
diversity climate seems to enhance satisfaction, inclu-
sion and identification in teams (Gonzalez and Denisi 
2009; Hofhuis et al. 2012; Luijters et al. 2008) as well as 
increasing the possibility of reaping some of the benefits 
of diversity through increased knowledge sharing (De 
Dreu and West 2001; Nakui et  al. 2011). Furthermore, 
workgroup communication is shown to be an important 
mediator in these processes. In study 1, trust is shown to 
mediate the effects of diversity climate on team members’ 
sense of inclusion. In study 2, trust mediates the rela-
tionship between diversity climate and workgroup iden-
tification and openness mediates its relationship with 
knowledge sharing.

Our results confirm that diversity climate plays a key 
role in the success of diversity management in organiza-
tions. By increasing the ability of employees to display 
their cultural heritage in the workplace, and by promot-
ing the ‘value-in-diversity’-perspective, organizations 
are likely to be more successful in dealing with cultural 
differences. Earlier research has provided evidence that 
a positive attitude towards diversity will lead to better 
job-related outcomes, more innovation, higher customer 
satisfaction and more equal recruitment policies (Avery 
and McKay 2006; Van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). 
The present research shows that workgroup communi-
cation is a particularly important component of these 
processes. As such, we recommend that organizations 
which aim to reap the benefits of diversity should focus 
their efforts on providing training in intercultural com-
munication and enhancing trust and openness in inter-
personal interaction. Furthermore, organizations which 
initiate an organizational change towards a stronger 
diversity climate would benefit from paying specific 
attention to these communication patterns, and moni-
toring how workgroup communication is affected by 
their efforts. By increasing diversity climate, both trust 
and openness should be increased. More trust in diverse 
workgroups is likely to reduce some of the negative out-
comes which are often the result of cultural diversity. 
More openness in workgroup communication may be 
one of the ways to unlock the potential positive out-
comes, and will ultimately make the organization more 
productive.
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