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Leadership and Diversity Blind Spots in Organisations: Are leaders walking the walk? 

Abstract 

Purpose 

 

Research suggests that senior leaders enact diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) practices 

through their subjective understanding of what DEI entails. This study investigates whether 

senior leaders in UK organisations are operating with a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 

blind spot, defined as a lack of awareness, understanding, or experiential knowledge necessary 

to implement meaningful DEI initiatives and perform meaningful DEI change. 

Design/methodology/approach 

 

Employing a qualitative, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) methodology, the 

research explores the practices and perceptions of 25 senior leaders, across a range of sectors 

including higher education, business, legal, science, information, and technology sectors in the 

UK. The study focuses on how leaders interpret the presence of DEI within their leadership 

practice, and whether this exposes any DEI blind spots. The research examines whether 

knowledge gaps i.e. blind spots, persist at senior levels, and how these might be experienced 

by diverse organisational members, and what consequences they carry for DEI progress and 

inclusive organisations. 

Findings 

 

The findings reveal that leaders with DEI decision making capacity, oftentimes engage with 

DEI practices through their subjective understanding of it. Therefore, DEI practices and 

engagement occur most keenly along three realms (1) ideologically, (2) practically, (3) 

deficiently. We show how leaders move between, (1) ‘what they know’ (2) ‘what they do’ and 

(3) ‘what they fail do’. 

 

Originality/value 

 

This study contributes to the leadership and DEI literature by offering empirically grounded 

insights into the barriers to effective DEI leadership and highlighting the need for more robust, 

systems-based engagement from those in decision making positions. 

Keywords: Diversity, DEI, Blind Spots, Inclusion, Leadership, Organisations, 
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Introduction 

 

Leadership remains a multifaceted and contested concept, with ongoing scholarly 

debate regarding its precise definition and scope (Opara, 2024). At its core, leadership can be 

understood as the process of guiding and influencing individuals or groups toward the 

achievement of shared objectives (Benmira and Agboola, 2021). This involves not only 

inspiring and mobilising people but also navigating intricate power dynamics and formulating 

visions and policies that serve collective interests (Foldy and Ospina, 2022). Recent 

developments in leadership theory indicate a noteworthy shift in perspective. Instead of 

concentrating solely on individual leaders’ traits, behaviors, or skills, current research 

increasingly embraces a more contextual and inclusive approach. (Nishii and Leroy, 2022). 

This broader approach recognises the situated nature of leadership and the diversity of 

individuals who enact it. It challenges limiting, essentialist notions by acknowledging that 

leadership is exercised across varying socio-cultural, gendered, and racialised contexts. As 

such, leadership cannot be understood through a singular or universal model (Martinez et al., 

2024); individuals from diverse cultural, disability, racial, gender, and socio-economic 

backgrounds bring different strengths, experiences and adopt different styles of leadership in 

response to their environments (Eagly and Carli, 2007). 

Despite this developing understanding, there are persisting structural inequalities in the 

composition of senior leadership across organisations. Research indicates that women, 

ethnically diverse individuals and people with disabilities, continue to be underrepresented in 

senior leadership roles, despite demonstrating equivalent qualifications and exhibiting 

comparable leadership competencies (Eagly and Carli, 2007; Opara, 2025). In the UK, women 

occupy fewer than 40% of board positions in FTSE 250 companies, with ethnically diverse 

representation being even lower (Vinnicombe and Tessaro, 2022). Furthermore, individuals 

with disabilities (IWD) suffer from extensive labour market discrimination, with this 

discrimination expressed most keenly within senior and leadership positions. As a result, they 

are severely underrepresented in economic activity and positions of power and privilege 

(Özbilgin et al., 2022). While interventions, such as Norway’s 2005 gender quota policy 

mandating 40% female representation on boards of listed companies, and the UK’s Parker 

Review (Parker et al., 2017), aimed at enhancing ethnic diversity, have spurred incremental 

progress, significant disparities persist, across diverse populations. 
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Importantly, the lived experiences of minority group members often diverge 

substantially from those of their majority counterparts (Klatt et al., 2016), and whilst structural 

barriers, including the gender and ethnicity pay gaps and tokenistic inclusion, continue to 

inhibit equitable access to and experiences within leadership roles (Shilpzand, et al., 2026). We 

cannot understate the impact of whiteness and maleness remaining normative and dominant at 

the highest levels of leadership, raising questions about the authenticity and efficacy of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts in contemporary organisational settings. 

Furthermore, IWD face lower wage offers for the same position, and have less opportunity for 

career progression and promotion (Brouwers, 2020). The longstanding barriers faced by IWD 

in accessing employment opportunities contribute significantly to their underrepresentation in 

leadership roles (Özbilgin et al., 2022). This limited progress underscores the need to move 

further towards a deeper engagement with the systemic and cultural dynamics that shape 

leadership trajectories. Leaders who fail to engage with this reality are likely to develop blind 

spots in their leadership practice (Atogenzoya et al., 2026). 

To contribute to this evolving discourse, this study draws on contemporary 

organisational, and leadership scholarship (Brown, 2015; Opara, 2024), to explore how leaders 

understand, navigate, and respond to DEI-related challenges in their organisational roles. 

Employing an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach, the study seeks to 

theorise and empirically explore, whether DEI knowledge gaps persist at the senior 

organisational level, and the perceptions of how these are experienced by ethnically diverse 

organisational members, and what consequences they carry for DEI progress and inclusive 

organisations. 

This research offers both theoretical and practical contributions to the DEI and leadership 

literature by highlighting the intersection of diverse identity, leadership, power, representation 

and knowledge gaps. It aims to illuminate the complex realities of leadership at a time where 

inclusion is both a moral imperative and a strategic necessity. 

Theoretical Framework 

Leadership 

Leadership remains a complex and contested construct that continues to attract intense 

scholarly attention across diverse domains, ranging from business and politics to education, 

governance, and even family systems (Shilpzand, et al., 2026). Despite this breadth of inquiry, 

achieving conceptual clarity remains elusive. As Stogdill (1974: 259) famously observed, 
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“there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to 

define the concept.” This persistent ambiguity reflects the diversity of theoretical lenses 

through which leadership is viewed, ranging from trait-based perspectives to relational and 

social constructionist approaches (Nishii and Leroy, 2022; Opara, 2025). 

Shilpzand and colleagues (2026) highlight that our understanding of leadership is shaped not 

only by empirical observation but by the epistemological assumptions embedded within these 

frameworks. Trait-based models focus on inherent qualities of the individual leader, while 

social process theories emphasise the dynamic interactions between leaders and followers 

within specific contexts. These differing paradigms contribute to inconsistencies in how 

leadership is conceptualised and evaluated. 

Nonetheless, the effort to define leadership remains important for both theoretical advancement 

and practical application. Handy (1992) describes a leader as someone who “shapes and shares 

a vision,” while Bennis and Townsend (1995) and Drucker (1996) emphasise the leader’s 

ability to create followership and translate vision into action. Rowe (2007) and Yoshikawa et 

al. (2024) similarly conceptualise leadership as a process of influence, motivation, and 

direction toward a collective goal. 

Across these definitions, three core dimensions consistently emerge: (a) the articulation of a 

compelling vision, (b) the presence of followers, and (c) the capacity to motivate others toward 

achievement or goal attainment. Vision provides direction and coherence to group efforts, 

fostering alignment and commitment (Martinez et al., 2024). As Shilpzand et al (2026) note, a 

clearly communicated vision enables decision-making and strategic prioritisation. Importantly, 

followers play an equally critical role in enacting leadership, serving as the agents through 

whom the leader’s vision becomes reality (Nishii and Leroy; Tinuoye et al., 2022). 

Leadership and DEI Practices 

 

Effective leadership is commonly defined as “a process of influence, motivation, and 

clear direction toward a collective goal” (Son Hing et al., 2002: 494). However, such a 

definition assumes a neutral system in which influence, and authority can be exercised free 

from structural bias, an assumption increasingly challenged by critical diversity theorists. 

While contemporary leadership theories such as inclusive leadership (Nishii and Leroy, 2022), 

authentic leadership (Opara, 2024), and transformational leadership (Benmira and Agboola, 

emphasize relationality, ethical grounding, and the empowerment of others, they often fail to 
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fully account for the structural inequalities that shape who is afforded leadership legitimacy 

and who is excluded from leadership pipelines (Ahmad et al., 2025). 

DEI theorising consistently highlights that, despite increases in surface-level demographic 

diversity, organisational systems remain largely unchanged in terms of whose identities are 

centred and valued (Tasheva and Hillman, 2019). Leadership, while ostensibly open to all, 

remains disproportionately occupied by individuals from dominant identity groups. (e.g. white, 

male, able-bodied). If influence and direction-setting are shaped (in part) by identity, cultural 

understanding and credibility in actioning diverse practices, then leadership becomes complicit 

in sustaining inequity, unless intentionally restructured through equity-driven approaches 

(Amis et al., 2020). 

The leadership function sets the strategic direction of organisations, yet it is effective 

management behaviour that plays a central role in embedding inclusive practices (Ahmad et 

al., 2025). The question arises: to what extent are contemporary management cultures aligned 

with broader societal shifts toward inclusion, equity, and diversity? Recent survey data offer 

insight into this question, drawing on perspectives from both HR decision-makers and 

employees without managerial responsibilities. Encouragingly, most HR respondents (81%) 

report that managers in their organisations are equipped to engage in conversations about 

inclusivity (CMI, 2024). However, employees are more sceptical, particularly regarding their 

managers’ ability to encourage development opportunities, act on feedback, and challenge 

inappropriate behaviour, including racial microaggressions and other forms of discrimination, 

across gender and disability status (CMI, 2024). This finding suggest that a gap might exist 

between how inclusive management practices are enacted from HR decision makers and 

leadership, through to how employees perceive and receive such practices, reinforcing the need 

for evidence-based leadership development strategies that align inclusive values with everyday 

managerial behaviour and systems. 

Reconciling Leadership and Diverse Organisational Experiences 

 

The best leaders are said to be open to considering alternate approaches that still deliver 

results (Tasheva and Hillman, 2019). Unfortunately, it is not common to find a leader willing 

to be flexible, as this can be perceived as a vulnerability and a loss of power. Moreover, 

organisations often fail to consider how leadership ‘rigidity’ can reinforce inequality, 

particularly when narrow conceptions of leadership that implicitly centre whiteness, maleness, 

ability status or elite educational capital are maintained (Ashley, 2022; Beckwith et al., 2016). 
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Firms might inadvertently harm diverse individuals who are already disproportionately 

underrepresented in leadership roles (Opara, 2024). 

Research shows that for individuals from diverse and historically marginalized 

backgrounds, leadership success often requires them to adapt or suppress aspects of their 

identities to fit dominant norms (Fernando et al., 2020). This presents a contradiction within 

inclusive leadership practice, which professes authenticity and psychological safety for all 

employees, but often these practices are embedded in systems that reward conformity to 

dominant (prototypically white and Western, WEIRD) cultural and behavioral codes (Opara et 

al., 2026). The result is what Konrad (2019: 2180) describes as an "identity validation-threat 

system," where gains in inclusion for some are perceived as threatening to others, creating 

resistance to change and undermining leadership legitimacy across identity lines. 

Although leadership theory has moved beyond purely transactional models, it still lacks 

integration with critical DEI frameworks that emphasise the role of power, privilege, and 

systemic exclusion. For example, although organisations might promote leaders from 

underrepresented groups, little is known about how these individuals become embedded and 

thrive within leadership structures (Ghosh et al., 2024). This raises key questions about how 

leadership is defined, performed, and recognized across different identity positions, and despite 

a growing rhetorical commitment to DEI, the lived experience for many marginalized 

employees is that the promise of equity remains unmet (Özbilgin and Tatli, 2008). 

DEI practices in leadership are often actioned through a leader’s subjective lens. 

Knowledge gaps might still persist at senior level, therefore DEI practices must be re-

examined, to practically explore the efficacy of current DEI practices and to further uncover 

any potential hidden blind spots. Without a critical interrogation of how leadership is 

constructed and constrained by identity and diversity knowledge and understanding, a gap 

between DEI initiatives and actual DEI progress within organisations will exist and likely 

persist. What remains underexplored is how leadership theory, leadership practice, and 

diversity praxis can be brought into closer alignment, such that organisations not only diversify 

who leads but also transform how leadership operates in diverse, equitable, and inclusive ways. 

Therefore, our study asks: 

 

1. How do organisational leaders engage with DEI within work organisations? 

2. How might their approaches introduce or reproduce DEI blind spots within 

leadership practice? 
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Research Design/Method 

 

To explore leaders lived experiences in their roles and examine whether they are able to drive 

meaningful diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) change, this study adopted a qualitative 

research design using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Creswell and Poth, 

2016; Smith et al., 2021). IPA was selected because it enables an in-depth and nuanced 

exploration of human experience, allowing participants to articulate how they make sense of 

their leadership roles and DEI practices within organisational contexts. This approach aligns 

with the study’s aim to understand how leaders can “walk the walk” when implementing DEI 

initiatives, despite barriers within their institutions. 

A qualitative approach was therefore deemed appropriate to capture rich, first-person accounts 

of leaders’ experiences through semi-structured interviews conducted via Google Docs (see 

Opara et al., 2023). Sixteen open-ended questions guided the interviews, providing sufficient 

flexibility for participants to reflect on their experiences while ensuring consistency across 

interviews. All participants provided informed consent prior to participation. 

Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval was obtained to ensure compliance with the University’s ethics procedures 

and to omit any risk of harm to participants. The data collection process began with a clear 

introduction outlining the purpose of the study and the intended use of the data. Anonymity 

was maintained by avoiding identifying questions, and all participants were informed of their 

right to withdraw from the study at any point prior to final submission of their interview 

responses. 

Participants and Sampling 

 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to identify suitable participants. Leaders were 

recruited through referral networks and personal contacts across a range of organisations, with 

snowball sampling used to supplement participant numbers (Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Miles and 

Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990). This approach enabled the identification of leaders with at 

least five years’ experience in their roles, including middle managers, and senior managers, 

who were actively involved in driving DEI initiatives within their organisations. 

The final sample comprised twenty five participants drawn from a variety of UK sectors, 

including higher education, general business, science, and technology. The sample included 

both women and men in leadership positions; however, a disproportionately higher number of 
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women were found to occupy leadership roles with responsibility for DEI initiatives within 

some of the participating organisations. The study sample comprised 44% men (11 

participants), and 56% women (14 participants). Participants' ages range from 38 to 60. The 

younger person is a woman in the education sector (38 years of age), and the oldest person is a 

male (60 years of age) in the technology sector. Participants’ demographic characteristics, such 

as ethnicity, gender, level of seniority, and sector of employment, are summarised in Table 1, 

(see table 1). 

Consistent with IPA methodology, a sample size of twenty five was considered appropriate 

given the study’s focus on developing a deep and detailed understanding of leaders lived 

experiences. IPA prioritises depth over breadth, enabling close examination of individual 

narratives while still allowing for the identification of shared patterns and variations across 

cases, which is ideal for uncovering insights in this intricate research area (Smith et al., 2021). 

Data Collection Process 

 

Data collection took place over a three-month period. We started by recruiting suitable 

participants through sending them an initial email, with approximately 40 leaders and 

employers across UK organisations approached to obtain referrals through personal networks. 

Twenty-five leaders from different organisations ultimately agreed to participate and were 

included in the final sample. All participants were assigned pseudonyms, and any sensitive or 

potentially identifying information was excluded from the dataset. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews to elicit in-depth, reflective, and 

contemporaneous accounts of participants’ experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2016). The 

interview script was administered via Google Forms and was accompanied by an interview 

guide that elaborated on each question and included potential probing prompts. This structure 

supported a thorough exploration of the study’s aims and research questions. In addition, a 

laddering interview technique was employed to develop an initial understanding of 

participants’ organisational roles before focusing more explicitly on DEI-related issues 

(Veludo-de-Oliveira et al., 2006). 

Participants were encouraged to reflect on both past and present experiences, enabling them to 

construct meaning around DEI challenges and leadership practices. Interviews lasted an 

average of 45 minutes, with some extending beyond 90 minutes. Due to the written format of 

data collection, interviews were transcribed in real time. Observations of participants’ 

responses were recorded through interview notes to complement the transcripts and to 
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minimise bias and enhance reliability, this additional measure verified the accuracy of 

participants’ accounts (Gioia et al., 2013). All data were subsequently coded for analysis. 

 

 

TABLE 1: Demographic Information, Sector of Employment, Level of Seniority 
 

 

Ref Gender Ethnicity (self-

description) 

Sector of 

Employment 

Job Role Level of 

Seniority 

Transcript 

word 

count 

P01 Female Black British Education Programme 

Lead 

Senior 

Manager 

833 

P02 Female African Healthcare Facility 

Manager 

Senior Leader 664 

P03 Female African Higher 

Education 

Senior 

Lecturer 

Head of 

Department 

888 

P04 Male Indian Medicine Radiologist Middle 

Manager 

2904 

P05 Male White British Higher 

Education 

University 

Centre Deputy 

Director 

Senior 

Manager 

1984 

P06 Female Black British Healthcare Lead Clinical 

Practice 
Educator 

Middle 

Manager 

1069 

P07 Male White British Education Campus 

Operations 
Manager 

Middle 

Manager 

1716 

P08 Male White Irish Communication 

s and Research 

Managing 

Director 

Executive 688 

P09 Male Black-British 

African 

Higher 

Education 

Academic 

Director 
Senior 1628 

P10 Male Mixed Other Professional 

Services 

Client 

Services 
Leader 

Team Leader 1500 

P11 Female Caribbean Healthcare Project 

Manager 

Team 

Leadership 

786 

P12 Female Black British, 

African 

Higher 

Education 

Senior 

Lecturer 

Team Leader 909 

P13 Male Black British Construction 

Industry 

Operations 

and Human 

Relations 
Manager 

Senior Manger 870 

P14 Male White British Higher 
Education 

Senior 
Lecturer 

Senior 1264 

P15 Female North African/ 

Arab 

Tele- 

communication, 

Finance 

IT Project 

Manager 

Team Leader 1088 
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P16 Female Asian Telehealth 

Pharmaceutical 

Clinical 

Operations 

Lead 

Team Leader 1144 

P17 Male White British Higher 

Education 

Assistant 

Dean 
Senior 870 

P18 Male White British Legal CEO Executive 818 

P19 Female Mixed Sustainability 

and 
Environmental 

Sustainability 

Management 

Consultant 

Executive 955 

P20 Female Mixed Property 
Management 

Leasing 
Manager 

Executive 888 

P21 Male Asian British Health and 
Social Care 

Operations 
Director Executive 

1204 

P22 Female Mixed Filipino 

American and 
White American 

Education Senior 

Instructional 

Designer 

Senior 3774 

P23 Female British Kenyan 
Asian 

Education Equalities 
Project Officer 

Team Leader 989 

P24 Female Arab Higher 

Education 

Academic 

Skills 
Manager 

Middle 

Manager 

1060 

P25 Male British Pakistani Higher 

Education/Cons 

ultancy 

Director Executive 907 

 

 

Data Analysis: Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

 

The Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach was used for data analysis. 

This approach is suitable for a DEI-based study as it aims to explore individuals' understanding, 

interpretation, and the meaning they assign to their lived experiences through their narratives 

within a specific context (Luft and Overgaard, 2012; Creswell and Poth, 2016; Smith et al., 

2021). Particularly, like other contemporary leadership behaviour and DEI practice studies (see 

CMI, 2024; Son Hing et al., 2002: 494; Tasheva and Hillman, 2019; Konrad, 2019: 2180; 

Ghosh et al., 2024), relevant literature in the field was reviewed prior to the data analysis 

process to establish the literature/theoretical foundation and enhance the quality of the analysis. 

The analysis followed the six-step IPA process outlined by Smith et al. (2021): (1) reading the 

transcript, (2) re-reading and initial noting, (3) developing emergent themes, (4) identifying 

connections among themes, (5) moving to the next case clusters, and (6) identifying patterns 

across cases. This iterative framework supports a systematic examination of participants’ 

claims, interpretations, and concerns (Larkin et al., 2006). The analysis emphasised both 

convergence and divergence across accounts, enabling the identification of the final shared 

themes as well as distinctive experiences (Smith and Eatough, 2019). 
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IPA’s cyclical and inductive nature facilitated movement from detailed individual accounts to 

broader interpretative insights, rather than a linear or static mode of analysis (Smith et al., 

2021). Through this process, central and final themes were identified. The outcomes of the 

analytical coding structure are illustrated in the diagram below, demonstrating the coding and 

interpretative iterations used to address the study’s research questions (see table 2). 

 

 

TABLE 2: Initial Codes, Aggregate Clusters and Theoretical Themes 

 

Coding Layer 1: Initial Codes Coding Layer 2: Aggregate Clusters 
Coding Layer 3: Superordinate 

Themes 

 

DEI Ideologically 

 

DEI Normative Beliefs 
(1) Ideological Commitment to 

DEI (‘what they ought to do’) 

DEI as Inclusion Inclusive Mindsets 
 

DEI as Regarding Difference Awareness of Difference 
 

DEI as Respect Respectful Engagement 
 

DEI as Fairness Equity & Justice Orientation 
 

 

DEI as Authenticity 
DEI as Substantive rather than Tokenistic 

Inclusion 

 

 

DEI Practically 

 

Applied DEI Practices 
(2) Practice of DEI (‘what they 

actually do’) 

Representation Workforce Representation & Visibility 
 

Opportunities Access & Advancement 
 

Role Model Leadership Behaviour & Advocacy 
 

 

DEI Deficiently 

 

DEI Contradictions and Deficiencies 
(3) Deficient DEI (‘what they fail 

to do’) 

DEI Blind Spots Structural & Cognitive Blind Spots 
 

Inclusive leadership not been taught or 

trained 

 

Lack of DEI Capability Development 

 

 

Assumption of DEI knowledge 
Overconfidence / Complacency in DEI 

Knowledge 
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Findings and Discussion 

 

In this section we consider how our study both addresses our research question and contributes 

to the extant literature in various ways. Our research questions ask, ‘how do organisational 

leaders engage with DEI within work organisations? And ‘how might their approaches 

introduce or reproduce DEI blind spots within leadership practice?’ 

We evidence the case of UK leaders, who have engaged with DEI initiatives and 

decision making within UK professional environments. We have evidenced that leaders with 

DEI decision making capacity, experience and engage with DEI practices most keenly along 

three realms (1) ideologically, (2) practically, (3) deficiently, we show how leaders move 

between, ‘what they know they should do’, ‘what they actually do’, and ‘what they fail do’. 

Theme: DEI ideological Commitment - (‘what they ought to do’) 

 

A dominant pattern across interviews was participants’ articulation of Diversity Equity 

and Inclusion (DEI), as an ideological commitment, grounded in normative beliefs about 

appropriate conduct. The study participants consistently framed DEI in terms of what they 

ought to do, or what they know is right to do, referring to values such as acceptance, tolerance, 

respect, and fairness. These accounts suggest that these leaders possess a well-rehearsed moral 

vocabulary of inclusion, representing a generalized awareness of DEI principles rather than an 

operationalized understanding of how such principles are enacted in practice. 

To illustrate, participant 3 (P3: Senior Lecturer) mentions: 

 

“DEI means accepting all employees together regardless of race, colour, disability or 

gender differences.” 

Equally, participant 6 (P6: Lead Clinical Practice Educator) emphasises: 

 

“For me being inclusive of individuals with different backgrounds, abilities, race etc. 

is what DEI is about. It’s important to ensure that I am mindful of my unconscious bias 

and I take steps to ensure that people are supported according to their needs however 

I also recognise that this may not always be easy.” 

Such narratives foreground inclusivity in as an individual mindset, positioning DEI as a 

predominantly attitudinal orientation, rooted in personal awareness and personal moral 

responsibility. Notably, Participant 6 also introduces a degree of reflexivity by acknowledging 

the difficulty of consistently enacting these ideals, hinting at the limits of individual-level 
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awareness alone. These were not the only instantiations of DEI either being framed or alluded 

to, as an individual moral mindset. For instance, Participant 7 mentions: 

“I think from a personal perspective, I would say I have a good ability to lead different 

people from all walks of life. I am fortunate to have worked with a diverse group of 

people, which has allowed me to develop a mindset of exploring options that meet both 

business needs and individual characteristics.” (P7: Campus Operations Manager) 

However, these accounts rest on an implicit assumption that awareness of difference naturally 

translates into equitable decision-making and therefore equitable outcomes. This assumption 

warrants critical scrutiny. Awareness, in certain instances, might constitute a necessary pre-

requisite condition for inclusive practice; however, it is insufficient in isolation. The findings 

indicate that participants’ reliance on ideals can obscure the mechanisms through which 

inequities are reproduced or challenged. In this sense, DEI is frequently conceptualised as a 

cognitive or moral stance rather than as a set of embedded organisational practices. 

This ideological framing aligns with broader critiques in the literature. For example, 

Ballakrishnen (2023) argues that identity functions as a form of non-economic capital, shaping 

differential access to professional opportunities and influencing how individuals navigate 

organisational contexts. From this perspective, inequities are structurally embedded rather than 

merely perceptual, suggesting that DEI cannot be reduced to individual awareness or intention. 

Instead, it must be understood as operating through institutionalized processes and power 

relations. 

The distinction between mindset and structure was explicitly articulated by Participant 8 (P8), 

a Managing Director, who critiqued the superficiality of prevailing DEI interpretations, he 

states: 

“DEI is often considered in terms of quotas and gender, racial and ethnic identity rather 

than from a justice lens” (P8: Managing Director). 

This critique highlights a perceived disconnect between tokenistic or superficial representations 

of DEI (e.g. demographic targets) and more substantive concerns with equity and justice at the 

core of practice. It also suggests that organisational enactments of DEI may remain at the level 

of compliance or optics, rather than engaging with deeper systemic inequities. According to 

Opara and colleagues (2023), this is especially important, as one cannot disentangle him or 

herself from the power-related systemic aspects of organisational 
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membership, this means that we are either directly benefitting from it or directly being injured 

by the system within which we work. The findings suggest that participants’ ideological 

framing of DEI aligns more closely with a generalized fairness heuristic than with evidence-

based practices. This creates a potential misalignment: initiatives designed to promote DEI may 

inadvertently conflict with employees’ perceptions of fairness. In fact, recent scholarship has 

begun to highlight this gap (e.g., Nishii and Leroy, 2022; Randel, 2023), noting that such 

tensions may contribute to resistance or backlash against DEI efforts. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that DEI, as understood by participants, is predominantly 

constructed as an ideological ‘ought’, a set of internalised norms about appropriate moral 

comportment, evidence by one’s attitude and behaviours. While this moral framing may be 

necessary for fostering initial engagement, it risks limiting the transformative potential of DEI 

if not accompanied by a more explicit focus on structural conditions. Notwithstanding, there 

were several instantiations of DEI in practice. These looked like accountability mechanisms, 

and initiatives to ensure representation and equal access to opportunities. The challenge for 

organisations, therefore, lies in moving beyond abstract commitments toward a more integrated 

approach that aligns individual mindsets with systemic interventions. 

Theme: DEI practically - (‘what they actually do’) 

 

The findings indicate that for many participants, DEI is largely constructed as an ideological 

‘ought’, which sees DEI conceptualised predominantly as an individual mindset, rather than a 

as a collective, system-wide effort. Though participants frequently articulated DEI in terms of 

personal values, i.e. fairness, respect, awareness of bias, there is a growing recognition that 

individual intent alone is insufficient to drive meaningful or sustained change. DEI not just as 

a moral mindset or epistemology but should be an active mechanism to eradicated workplace 

discrimination, inequity and to foster fair systems, where all are represented and have equal 

access to opportunity and advancement (Ashley, 2022; Illingworth and Hiddleston-Mumford, 

2025). When DEI remains at the level of subjective mindset, its impact is inherently uneven, 

dependent on individual motivation, and therefore difficult to scale. 

Nonetheless, what begins to surface in contrast is a nascent shift toward collective 

ownership, where DEI is understood not just as ‘how I perceive it, and therefore, how I behave,’ 

but ‘how we design and run systems together.’ This shift marks the first significant blind spot 

identified in the findings, the gap or blind spot between transitioning from individualised DEI 
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to collective, embedded practice. Participants’ examples of DEI in action illustrate what 

bridging the gap can look like when it begins to take hold. 

At the operational level, one participant demonstrated how fairness can be collectively 

enacted through shared processes: 

“When organising the rota, I aimed to ensure workloads and on-call commitments were 

distributed fairly... The aim was not necessarily to make everything identical for 

everyone, but to ensure that people felt the system was fair and that individual 

circumstances were considered where possible.” (P4: Radiologist). 

Here, DEI moves beyond personal goodwill into structured and systematic decision-making, 

where fairness is embedded into how work is allocated across a team. Similarly, the 

introduction of simple, transparent data-driven practices reflects an emerging collective 

approach, where measurement and review are possible: 

“I started to keep simple statistics on how much service each person had provided over 

time. This allowed discussions about workload to be based on objective data rather 

than perceptions or feelings [… ] In practice, this often-reassured team members that 

work was broadly fairly distributed and that any imbalances could be identified and 

corrected” (P4: Radiologist). 

This example is particularly instructive. It shows how shared visibility and accountability 

mechanisms can shift DEI from subjective interpretation to collective understanding. Fairness 

is no longer assumed, it is evidenced, discussed, potentially measured and adjusted as a group. 

From a more strategic perspective, participants were also able to explicitly challenge the 

limitations of individualised (assumed) DEI: 

“DEI means designing and maintaining fair systems, not relying on individual 

goodwill. It includes how we recruit and develop staff, how we respond to complaints 

or conflict, and being alert to what gets labelled as ‘difficult’ or ‘not a good fit’ because 

those labels can often hide bias or discomfort with difference.” (P5: University Centre 

Deputy Director). 

DEI is further challenged, due to the emerging blind spot between individual mindset and 

collective data-driven systems: 
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“I’ve also argued that inclusion should be treated as a data-driven, quality issue (and 

not only an HR issue), because the way we design services and standards directly 

shapes who thrives. sometimes the inclusive move is to slow down, listen longer, and 

co-design rather than decide alone. (P5: University Centre Deputy Director). 

This framing positions DEI as a collective organisational responsibility, embedded in systems, 

policies, and shared norms, not left to discretionary effort. The above narratives of participant 

4 and 5, demonstrates the importance of DEI to them and their willingness to apply DEI policies 

and strategies as part of their leadership roles within their organisations. They also reflect on 

their individual understanding of the organisation's DEI culture and its importance to 

employees' well-being. In particular, ‘Participant 4’ outlined practical steps taken, such as 

discussing, listening, and offering reassurance, for team-members, to ensure fairness and 

inclusivity when organising and leading the team. 

Despite these promising examples, the broader pattern remains, that across the leaders 

in this study reports of promoting inclusive mindsets were given more often than embedding 

collective (evidence-based) mechanisms to sustain teams and organisations. This first blind 

spot between individual mindset and collective effort reflects a key developmental issue. Many 

organisational leaders express that they have successfully built awareness and moral alignment 

around DEI, but this is only one piece of the DEI puzzle. The next phase requires bridging the 

gap towards intentional system-building and practice adoption. Furthermore, this requires a 

nuanced approach that regards the quality of systems and practices, and doesn’t simply 

implement ‘systems for systems sake’, as a sort of tick box endeavour, as expressed by 

Participant 7: 

“I think it’s important to measure DEI, but not superficially as a tick box, as in ‘how 

many people of colour are there?’ but rather ‘why are we not attracting individuals 

from particular backgrounds?’ (in a more holistic sense)” (P7: Campus Operations 

Manager). 

In this sense, DEI must evolve from something people believe in, to something organisations 

deliberately design and enact together, through systems, within which quality, integrity and 

consistency determine impact. This should not be reduced to a tick-box exercise or symbolic 

displays of compliance (Ashley, 2022). Furthermore, narratives show mixed opinions on how 

DEI should be implemented, measured and monitored, highlighting uncertainties, or 

knowledge gaps, about how leaders in organisations should engage with DEI strategies in the 
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workplace. For instance, Participant 18, a Chief Executive Officer within the legal industry 

states: 

“I consciously integrate DEI principles into leadership practice, in developing 

the website I ensure that DEI comes through […] In reviewing the programme to offer 

places for trainees, I pushed to give weighting to candidates who had to really stretch 

themselves, and overcome obstacles to get where they were […] As for any blind spots, 

possibly they are there – but as it’s a blind spot, I would not know about it!” )” (P18: 

Chief Executive Officer). 

Again, it shows a clear ideological mindset, and a good attempt to integrate and monitor DEI 

initiatives; whilst simultaneously identifying that this engagement might be limited or 

underdeveloped. The participant's narrative aligns with the work of Bowe et al (2023) 

on a practical approach to monitoring and measuring DEI in the workplace. 

These findings suggest that, as participants narrate, the measurement and monitoring of DEI 

strategies and policies is predominantly a set of individual leaders' plans rather than a laid-

down protocol to be followed. This is evidenced by each leader's willingness and zeal to use 

different tactics to measure DEI practice in the workplace through their initiatives and 

approaches. Furthermore participant 18 introduces another potential issue, that being where 

DEI initiatives are being engaged, leaders are only doing this in part, based on their existing 

knowledge, therefore in a deficient manner. 

Theme: DEI deficiently - (‘what they fail to do’) 

 

Building on the first gap, the shift from ‘individual mindset to collective effort’ the 

findings point to a second, more operational blind spot, DEI deficiencies. Even where leaders 

attempt to engage with DEI in practice, this engagement is often partial, inconsistent, or 

underdeveloped. In effect, DEI is being done but not yet being done well. Our study findings 

highlight that many leaders are failing to fully understand what diversity and equality should 

look like, not just as an ideological commitment, but practically, and when steps are taken to 

implement DEI in a practical sense, these attempts are likely lacking, this is therefore informing 

a second blind spot. 

This creates a pattern of ‘incomplete operationalisation’, where DEI initiatives exist, but lack 

the coherence, depth, or quality required to drive meaningful change. 

For instance, one participant explicitly referred to this disconnect, asserting: 
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“I can see that at the organisational level; there are steps that the organisation is taking 

to address DEI. However, I am unsure of how effective this is, and whether at the local 

team level and individual level, it is evident.” (P6: Lead Clinical Practice Educator). 

This observation reinforces a critical insight, that is, visibility at the organisational level 

does not guarantee translation into effective everyday practices. When feedback mechanisms 

signal responsiveness, but do not lead to visible and appropriate action, then these systems are 

lacking; furthermore, they risk becoming performative systems and structures that demonstrate 

compliance without delivering substantive change. Over time, this disconnect can erode trust, 

particularly among those already marginalised, reinforcing a perception that participation will 

not meaningfully influence decisions or outcomes (Opara et al., 2023). Furthermore, research 

shows that where trust and authenticity is eroded, this creates negative situations, contributing 

to increased emotional exhaustion and diminished well-being for those affected (Ofori and 

Bell, 2020). This dynamic also reveals the subjective nature of DEI blind spots, as often times 

a tailored approach is required when leaders seek to inform equality and diversity initiatives in 

meaningful ways. As one participant noted: 

“It is not enough to gather feedback through surveys or formal procedures; people must 

feel assured that their concerns have really been heard, and will be taken seriously, i.e. 

put into practice” (P4: Radiologist) 

This narrative suggests the existence of “tick-box” behaviours, and a potential gap between 

what leaders and managers say in principle, and what they actually do. The “say-do gap” is all 

around us, and this should be a cause of real concern. Formal mechanisms for inclusion exist 

in principle but might fail to translate into lived experiences of psychological safety or 

meaningful organisational change, this reinforces the subtle messaging that participation of 

diverse group members may not meaningfully alter decisions or behaviours around DEI. 

For instance, Participant 4 continues: 

 

“Another challenge is that those who feel most disengaged or unheard are often the 

least likely to participate in surveys or feedback processes, leaving leadership with an 

incomplete picture” (P4: Radiologist) 

Here, the limitations of DEI systems are not only operational but epistemic: organisational 

leaders may rely on data that systematically excludes the voices of those most affected by 
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inequity. This creates a cycle in which gaps remain hidden, and leaders overestimate the 

effectiveness of their DEI efforts. For instance: 

“I think there are gaps, particularly as inclusive leadership can be interpreted as being 

“nice” or avoiding difficult conversations, rather than combining respect and 

psychological safety with clear measurable standards and accountability. I also think 

there is sometimes a blind spot around subtle behaviours, such as who gets visibility, 

who is heard in meetings, and how opportunities are allocated informally” (P10: 

Client Services Lead) 

Importantly, this second blind spot cannot be understood in isolation. It is structurally linked 

to the earlier gap between individualised and collective understandings of DEI. Taken together, 

the findings expose a persistent tension between what organisations say they are doing and 

what is actually experienced in practice, a phenomenon widely described in the literature as 

the “say–do gap” (Nishii, 2013). This gap is particularly salient in DEI contexts, where 

symbolic commitments can proliferate without corresponding changes in organisational 

systems or outcomes. 

Creating an inclusive culture requires more than intent; it demands deliberate action, 

strong leadership, and sustained accountability. Leaders should commit to designing policies 

and practices in consultation with colleagues who have lived experience of discrimination, 

while ensuring that they as leaders and managers actively role-model inclusive behaviours 

throughout the organisation. Organisations that successfully foster inclusion benefit from 

higher levels of employee engagement, stronger performance, and a greater ability to attract 

and retain talent (Özbilgin and Tatli, 2008). 

Critically, a distinction must be made between doing DEI, the introduction of initiatives, 

policies, and communications that signal commitment (Iyer, 2022) and doing DEI well, which 

requires the design and maintenance of fair, transparent, and accountable systems that function 

consistently across organisational levels (Nishii and Leroy, 2022; Gagnon et al., 2022). Without 

this distinction, organisations risk drifting into a tick-box mode of engagement, where the 

presence of DEI activity is mistaken for evidence of progress. As Gagnon and colleagues 

(2022) caution, diversity work can become institutionalised as “performative,” where 

declarations of commitment are widely expressed but do not consistently translate into the lived 

experiences they are intended to support. 
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Contribution and implications 

 

This study contributes to the growing literature on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) by 

demonstrating that the effectiveness of inclusion efforts depends not only on individual 

commitment but also on the quality and coherence of collective organisational systems that 

support equitable practice. The findings suggest that while many organisations have achieved 

broad consensus regarding the importance of DEI, significant challenges remain in translating 

this commitment into consistent and effective implementation. 

For leadership, key implications are twofold. First, DEI cannot be reduced to ideology, 

awareness, or mindfully signalling intent; equally, the existence of policies and initiatives does 

not necessarily constitute meaningful change. Second, the effectiveness of DEI initiatives once 

implemented, depends on whether systems are trusted, operationally robust, and experienced 

as consequential in everyday practice. This requires a shift from DEI as an aspirational or 

reputational concern toward DEI as a matter of system design, culture, evaluation, and 

continuous refinement (Roberts and Nkomo, 2025). Without this shift, DEI risks remaining 

performative, highly visible in organisational discourse, yet limited in transformational impact. 

With it, organisations have the potential to move beyond aspiration toward embedded practice, 

where fairness is not merely articulated, but consistently produced through the structures and 

systems of organisational life (Gagnon et al., 2022; Roberts and Nkomo, 2025). 

For policymakers, HR practitioners, and organisational leaders, the study highlights the 

importance of bridging this ‘say-do’ gap, through a shift in focus toward the quality of DEI 

systems themselves. Therefore, adopting a systems-based approach to DEI must include 

strengthening accountability mechanisms, improve the consistency of implementation, and 

regularly evaluate the effectiveness of policies and practices. By integrating inclusion into 

everyday organisational processes rather than treating it as a standalone initiative, organisations 

are more likely to achieve sustainable improvements in employee experience, organisational 

performance, and long-term adaptability. Crucially, leaders must also reach those least likely 

to engage through formal mechanisms, as these voices are reported to be the most critical for 

identifying structural inequities (Nishii, 2013). 
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Conclusion 

 

The first gap identified in this study, between individual mindset and collective effort, 

highlights the limits of relying on personal commitment, goodwill, or interpersonal competence 

as the primary vehicle for inclusion. While such orientations are necessary for engagement, 

they are insufficient in the absence of shared systems that structure decision-making, 

accountability, and fairness. The second gap, between partial and effective practice extends this 

critique further, showing that even where systems are introduced, they are often inconsistently 

implemented, unevenly understood, or insufficiently robust to generate equitable outcomes. 

Taken together, these gaps suggest that many organisations are occupying a transitional and 

unstable phase in their DEI journey. They have broadly achieved why DEI matters, reflected in 

moral and ideological alignment across leadership narratives. They are increasingly developing 

how DEI is enacted, through policies, initiatives, and procedural mechanisms. However, they 

have not yet consistently addressed how well DEI functions in practice, particularly in terms 

of system quality, coherence, and impact across organisational levels (Nishii and Leroy, 2022; 

Roberts and Nkomo, 2025). 

The study, therefore, effectively shifts attention from the presence of a DEI agenda and DEI 

initiatives to the conditions under which they become effective. It suggests that meaningful 

progress depends not simply on organisational commitment or activity, but on the extent to 

which inclusion is embedded within coherent systems, consistently enacted across 

organisational levels, and experienced as fair and equitable by employees. Understanding and 

addressing this implementation challenge remains central to advancing both theory and practice 

in organisational inclusion. 
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