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Looking Beyond Workforce Diversity: Towards a Theory of Workplace Complexity

Abstract

Decades of inbound immigration and affirmative government policies have led to a rise in
cultural and demographic diversity in both public and private organisations, however there is
still no consensus about how these affect organisational performance. Moreover, with rapid
advancements in technology and changes in human resource management practices, modern
workplaces have become more complex and dynamic than ever before, making it even more
difficult to identify and manage factors that influence individual, group and organisation-
level performance. In this paper, we respond to these developments by arguing that we need
to look beyond workforce diversity and acknowledge workplace complexity as the new
frontier in organisation behaviour and human resources management research. Specifically,
we introduce a multi-dimensional workplace complexity construct based on a preliminary
review of diversity and workplace literatures, and we propose to validate this construct with
Australian Public Service Commission’s (APSC) State of the Service Census data, as briefly
described in this paper. This research would help both academic researchers and managers
understand the importance of workplace complexity and gain useful insights into its
underlying dimensions as well as its antecedents and outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

“Workforce diversity’ covers a wide range of differences in the characteristics of the
employees in any organization; in terms of their culture, ethnicity, nationality, gender,
functional role, general ability, language, religion, lifestyle, service tenure and even
intellectual capability (Kossek and Lobel, 1996). In the last few decades, with more women,
ethnic minorities and people with disabilities entering the workforce and with rapidly aging
societies, modern workplaces have become increasingly diverse (Lau and Murnighan, 1998).
This increase in diversity seems to have provided opportunities for creativity and competitive
advantage on the one hand (Milliken and Martins, 1996) but also led to communication
difficulties and misunderstandings on the other (Jehn et al., 1999).

More recently, globalization and migration are leading to even greater workforce diversity in
most developed countries (Pitts and Wise, 2010); hence there is a growing need to understand
the advantages and disadvantages of diversity in organizations and identify ways to deal with
it in an effective manner (Podsiadlowski et al., 2013). However, despite a long history of
research, there is still no consensus on the impact of workforce diversity on organization
performance (Williams and O’Reilly 111, 1998), possibly because past research on diversity
mostly focuses on surface-level traits such as gender, ethnicity or nationality rather than the
underlying mechanism by which demographic diversity affects organization performance via
diversity in information, values and perspectives (Jehn et al., 1999).

In this research, we look beyond the traditional workforce diversity perspective and introduce
a multidimensional *“Workplace Complexity’ construct, which incorporates not only the usual
demographics (e.g., age, gender, and ethnicity) but also introduces new variables that should
be considered relevant for workgroup performance. We propose to validate this construct
with Australian Public Service Commission’s Census data.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Workforce Diversity

Prior research on workforce diversity shows mixed findings about its impact on
organisational performance. For example, over the course of a five-year research project
Kochan et al. (2003) found that diversity had very few positive or negative effects on
organisational performance. Similarly, Horwitz and Horwitz (2007) found that task-related
diversity affects workgroup performance but demographic diversity does not. A recent
comprehensive meta-analysis also shows non-significant findings on the link between
performance and a range of diversity attributes including gender, race, age, and tenure (Joshi
and Roh, 2009; p.599). Interestingly, others show that the relationship between workgroup
diversity and performance may be rather complex, such as a curvilinear relationship between
organisational tenure diversity and team innovation (Chi et al., 2009).

In contrast, Wegge et al. (2008) found that both age and sex diversity positively correlate
with performance of teams working on complex problems. Similarly, Jehn et al. (1999) found
that different types of workgroup diversity (e.g., social category, values, and informational
diversity) relate with many key organisational outcomes, such as group performance, morale,
commitment and intention to leave. We argue that these mixed findings could be the result of
workforce diversity being often considered only in terms of those characteristics that are
immediately apparent (sex or ethnicity for example), whereas identifying the diversity



attributes that are directly related to organisational performance is far more complex than
simple demographic characteristics and requires further investigation.

Bassett-Jones (2005) describes it well when he says that it “...takes more than demographic
or ethnic diversity to result in the creativity that leads companies to perform better.” (p. 170).
In this context, Jackson et al. (2003) identify a continuum of diversity attributes from those
that are obvious immediately to those that become evident only after “getting to know the
person well” (p 802), and those attributes that fall in between. More importantly, they
identify diversity attributes that are directly related to work performance (e.g., experience or
relevant tertiary qualifications) and those that only indirectly related (e.g., gender or
ethnicity). While that latter may be important in an organisational context (e.g., in the public
sector where representation is important as mentioned above), they are less directly relevant
to immediate work performance.

Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2002) distinguish between dominant functional diversity (how
diverse is the functional knowledge in the workgroup) and intrapersonal functional diversity
(how much functional diversity exists within team members). They argue that any
consideration of workforce diversity when considering workgroup performance needs to take
a holistic view of diversity and include those aspects of diversity that are relevant to the
workplace. We address this gap by introducing “Workplace Complexity’, a multidimensional
construct that encompasses different types of employee diversity and workplace complexity
characteristics into a single conceptual framework, as described next.

Workplace Complexity

“Today's workplace has become more complex than ever before. The influx of millennials
and the influence of ever-changing technology have altered how people work... Welcome to
the new age of the workplace where complexity is the norm...” (Youst, 2015). In fact, there
is a growing body of research documenting differences in work-based variables, such as
personality, work values, work-life balance, leadership styles and preferences, and career
experiences, from one generation of employees to the next (Lyons et al., 2015). In this
context, we propose a multidimensional “Workplace Complexity Model’ consisting of the
following dimensions based on our preliminary literature review:

e Diversity of personal characteristics of employees in the work group such as gender,
ethnicity, and disability (Gonzalez and Denisi, 2009, Guillaume et al., 2015, Horwitz
and Horwitz, 2007, Lau and Murnighan, 1998, Williams and O’Reilly 111, 1998)

e Diversity of task characteristics in the work group such as job families and task
complexity (Chi et al., 2009), general ability and intellectual capability (Kossek and
Lobel, 1996, Milliken and Martins, 1996)

e Diversity of work experience in the workgroup, including job tenure, classification
levels, number of agencies worked in, management experience etc. (Chi et al., 2009)

e Diversity of work knowledge in the workgroup, such as job families and tertiary
qualifications (Kossek and Lobel, 1996, Milliken and Martins, 1996)

e Diversity of life experiences in the workgroup, such as employee’s age and carer
status in the family (Lyons et al., 2015), and cultural background (Cox Jr., 2001, Cox
and Blake, 1991, Podsiadlowski et al., 2013, Stevens et al., 2008).

Figure 1 shows our proposed multidimensional model for workplace complexity. Next, we
describe our proposed methodology to test this model using Australian Public Service data.



Figure 1 — Workplace Complexity - Multidimensional Model
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Empirical Setting

We propose to operationalise our multidimensional “Workplace Complexity Model’ using
data from the Australian public sector, which is characterised by a number of common
diversity dimensions, notably: sex (or gender), Indigenous status, and whether the employee
has a disability. These tend to be looked at in a compliance sense, that is to satisfy a
legislated requirement to meet some established representation rate, as well as with a view to
how this affects organisational performance. As a result, managing diversity in the public
sector is particularly complex yet the research literature on this is limited. For example, Pitts
and Wise (2010) found that while diversity remained important for the public sector, “useable
knowledge is in short supply” (p. 44) and most prior research in this area focuses on the
bureaucratic support for representation levels in the public sector workforce rather than on
how diversity may actually affect organisational performance outcomes. Hence, this context
provides an appropriate setting to validate our proposed ‘Workplace Complexity’ construct.

Research Design

We plan to use descriptive research design with secondary data analysis to develop a scale to
operationalise and validate our multidimensional workplace complexity construct.
Specifically, we will map all the components of workplace complexity (personal and job
characteristics, work experience, work knowledge and life experiences) onto the questions
included in the APS State of the Service Census 2015 that tap into these variables
(http://data.gov.au/organization/australianpublicservicecommission), as shown in Table 1.
The full APS State of the Service Census questionnaire with all the details is available at
http://www.apsc.gov.au/about-the-apsc/parliamentary/state-of-the-service.



Table 1: Workplace Complexity and Sample Measures

Dimensions

Sample Measures from APS State of Service Census 2015

Personal
Characteristics
(PC)

#1 Gender, #2 Age, #10 Education, #12 Indigenous, #13 Disability

#14 Non-English speaking background

Job
Characteristics
(JC)

#3 Location (State) #4 Location (Capital)

#5 Classification Level (Substantive), #7 Classification Level (Current)
#11 Employment Category (Ongoing, Part-time, Casual, Others)

#16 Type of work, #19 Number of employees in work-group

#31 Hours worked per week

Experiences
(LE)

Work
Experience #6 Tenure (Substantive), #8 Tenure (Total), #9 Tenure (Current)
(WE)
#38, 39 Organisation Citizenship Behaviours (OCB)
Work
Knowledge #51 Performance Expectations, #52 Performance Evaluation
(WK)
#56 Training Effectiveness, #57 Training Days (last 12 months)
#15 Carer Responsibility, #17 Job Satisfaction
Life

#18 Attitude towards workplace & colleagues, #22 Work Environment

#24 Work-group culture, #33 Work-Life Balance, #35 Job Stress

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This research would help identify and validate the dimensions underlying workplace
complexity, the next frontier in organisational behaviour and management strategy research,
brought into focus due to the rapid technological developments and changes in organisation
structures and work processes in modern organisations. Our findings will have particular
implications for public sector organisations because of their conventional focus on promoting
diversity rather than its impact on organisational performance. A natural extension of this
study would be a look at the antecedents and outcomes of workplace complexity, in order to
provide a proper nomological network for this construct that would help assess its predictive
validity. We hope that future research would include our workplace complexity scale to help
generalize our findings and pave the way for a general theory of workplace complexity.
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