
Master’s Thesis 
Submitted to: 

Reykjavík University 
School of Business 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational Psychology and Human Resource Management 
 

Workplace Equality and Diversity in Iceland: 
Organizational Efforts and  
Influence on Employees 

 
Laura Nesaule 

 
Supervisor: 

 
Arney Einarsdóttir 

 
 
 
 
Reykjavík, 17/05/2016 
 



Abstract 
 

 

The aim of this study was to determine whether management intentions to enhance or 

manage equality and diversity in organizations positively influences employee 

perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. Participants in the study in phase one 

were 35 human resource managers in Icelandic organizations with 70 or more 

employees. In phase two, 1041 employees within the same organizations participated. 

The measurement used for phase one was designed by The Research Center for Human 

Resource Management at Reykjavík University and is based on the Strategic Human 

Resource Management (SHRM) maturity scale developed by Paul Kearns (2005). The 

measurement for phase two included constructs designed to assess employee 

perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. Results revealed no relationship 

between the existence of equality statements and employees’ perceptions of equality, 

diversity, justice or trust, but there were significant relationships between the existence 

of diversity statements and employees’ perceptions of equality. Both organizations’ 

intentions in terms of acquiring equal wage certification and equality maturity had a 

positive and significant relationship with employee perceptions of equality. Overall, 

Strategic Human Resource Management maturity was significantly related to employee-

perceived equality, diversity and trust scores.  

 

Keywords: Human Resource Management, SHRM maturity, employee perceptions, 

equality, diversity, justice, trust. 



Útdráttur 

 

Markmið þessarar rannsóknar er að skoða hvort fyrirætlanir stjórnunina til að auka eða 

stjórna jafnrétti og fjölbreytni í skipulagi sé jákvæð áhrif á skynjun starfsmanna vegna 

jafnréttis, fjölbreytileika, réttlæti og traust. Þátttakendur í rannsókninni í fyrsta áfanga 

voru 35 mannauðsstjórar í íslenskum stofnunum með 70 og fleiri starfsmenn. Í áfanga 

tvö 1041 starfsmenn innan sömu stofnunum tóku þátt. Mælingin sem er notað í fyrsta 

áfanga var hannað af starfsmönnum hjá Rannsóknarmiðstöðvar í mannauðsstjórnun við 

Háskólann í Reykjavík og það er byggt á þroskastigi mannauðstjórnar (Human 

Resource maturity scale) þróað af Paul Kearns (2005). Mælingin fyrir áfanga tvö ætlað 

að meta skynjun starfsmanna um jafnrétti, fjölbreytileika, réttlæti og traust. Niðurstöður 

sýndu engin tengsl milli tilveru stefnu jafnréttis og skynjun starfsmanna varðandi 

jafnréttis, fjölbreytileika, réttlæti eða traust, en það voru marktæk tengsl milli tilveru 

stefnu fjölbreytni og skynjun jafnrétti starfsmanna. Fyrirætlanir báðum stofnunum í 

skilmálar af jafnlaunavottun og þroskastig jafnrétti (equality maturity) hafði jákvæð og 

marktæk tengsl við viðhorf starfsmanna um jafnrétti. Heildar þroskastig 

mannauðstjórnar hafði veruleg tengsl við skynja starfsmanna um jafnrétti, 

fjölbreytileika og traust. 

 

Efnisorð: mannauðstjórnun, þroskastig mannauðsstjórnunar, skynjun starfsmanna, 

jafnrétti, fjölbreytileiki, réttlæti, traust. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Workplace equality and diversity is gaining more and more attention nowadays and 

many organizations are putting an effort into achieving an equal and diverse workforce. 

This has proven to be challenging as successful implementation of equality and 

diversity programs face various obstacles and is not straightforward. In addition, 

various equality and diversity theories show that equality and diversity concepts are not 

straightforward either and it can be difficult even to define each concept and understand 

their meaning. 

One way of defining individuals is by the different groups they belong to. 

People can belong to several groups at the same time. Some of the groups cannot be 

chosen and changed, for instance, gender and race, but some can change throughout the 

lifetime; for example, age, social class, and religion. Individuals should have the same 

opportunities regardless of the groups they belong to. Work is a large part of most 

individuals’ lives and many hours per week are spent working. It is common that rules, 

values and processes existing in society are reflected in the workplace and if society 

expects justice and equality, the workplace should as well.  

Some groups (or combination of characteristics from certain groups), however, 

have proven to be more advantaged compared to others in life as well as in career 

advancement. Nkomo (1992) defines the “norm” in the workplace as being a white male 

(Bell & Nkomo, 2003). He explains it by the common factor for “white male”, which 

historically has been the most privileged. Taking “white male” as a point of reference, 

the rest of the groups in literature are often referred to as “other groups” or “others” 

who traditionally are disadvantaged. 

Even though western society has come a long way in terms of gender equality, 

women still are paid less, often by 25-33%, and are not represented in high managerial 

positions as much as men (Eikhof, 2012), proving that discrimination against women 

still exists. Similarly, other disadvantaged groups too are not yet equal. At the same 

time, due to globalization, organizations in Europe and North America are becoming 

more diverse according to different demographic projections (Cornelius, 2002). The 

population projections in Iceland have similar tendencies – in the next fifty years 

immigration rates are expected to increase primarily due to foreign immigration 

(Statistics Iceland, 2015). Furthermore, the population in Western societies is declining 
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and a demographic shift towards an older population can be observed (Knights & 

Willmott, 2012), meaning that organizations will have more aging employees. 

Within this context, organizations and Human Resource Management (HRM) 

practitioners will have to take these population changes into consideration when 

planning their HRM actions relating to recruiting, training and development, 

compensation and communication. In addition, the continuous problem of existing 

inequality in organizations has to be addressed with more concern. Earlier research 

shows that the existence of various programs within companies addressing the 

inequality issues for the “other groups” is not sufficient and employees still feel that 

they are treated unfairly (Cornelius, 2002). This is only one of the problems addressed 

by the recent research in the field. There is room for improvement if the organizational 

goal is workplace equality for all groups.  

This study aims to explore the potential relationships between organizational-

level actions and employee-level perceptions of these actions. Organizational-level 

actions refer to HRM function in terms of how developed and strong it is as well as 

more specific HRM actions targeting equality and diversity. Icelandic law states that 

every organization with 25 and more employees must have a gender equality program 

within their HRM policy, including a statement with specific goals and an 

implementation plan (Act on Equal Status nr. 10/2008). This means that the minimum 

requirement by law in terms of equality is for organizations to have a gender equality 

statement. In addition to this minimum, organizations can practice various initiatives 

and actions to encourage equality for all groups. Such an initiative that requires 

committment from organizations is having a diversity statement addressing not only 

inequalities faced by women, but also other groups, like minorities and different age 

groups.  

Moreover, organizations can show special efforts addressing the existing pay 

gap between male and female employees. In Iceland, organizations can obtain, for 

example, Equal Wage Certification to show that they are fulfilling the requirements of 

Equal Pay Standards of Iceland (Staðlaráð Íslands, 2014). As of 2014, around 20 

companies had acquired this certification and many are in the process of acquiring it. 

In addition, HRM practices related to each of the five HRM domains, those 

being HRM status within organizations, staffing, training and development, 

compensation, and communication, can be carried out in a way that attends to equality 

and diversity issues. Practices within these domains for some organizations are more 
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developed, which makes them more likely to have a positive influence on employees. 

One way of determining how developed the HRM function is is by looking at the 

Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) maturity scale introduced by Kearns 

(2005). The SHRM maturity scale is used in this study to determine organizations’ 

overall SHRM maturity that might indicate how effective HRM practices are, including 

equality and diversity practices and intentions. 

On the receiving end of the organizational-level initiatives that are most often 

administered by HRM functions are the employees. Employees can be affected either 

positively, negatively or there can be no effect on them at all. Four employee 

perceptions associated with organizational-level equality and diversity initiatives have 

been emphasized in this study: perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust. These 

employee perceptions can be linked to HRM equality and diversity practices (see, for 

example, Laer & Janssens, 2011) and could be a reference point for HRM practitioners 

when evaluating the results of their actions. The main problem here, pointed out by 

some researchers (Cornelius, 2002), is the gap that seems to exist between HRM hoped-

for results in terms of equality and diversity, and the employee perceptions. Therefore, 

this study aims to answer the following research question: 

Do organizational efforts to increase equality and diversity at the workplace 

influence employees‘ perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust? 

 

1.1. Theoretical framework 

The concepts of workplace equality and diversity and their approaches have been of 

interest to various studies for decades. The meanings of both concepts have been 

changing and developing both in state-level as well as in organizational-level. In this 

chapter the various definitions of both concepts as well as the main approaches and key 

studies in the field will be discussed. 

 

1.1.1. Equality and diversity – the key concepts 

Diversity management originated in the U.S. and Canada, (Blanpain, Bisom-Rapp, 

Corbett, Josephs, & Zimmer, 2007). The shift towards diversity in the U.S. was due to 

“other” groups gaining more rights, and after realizing their diverse customer base, 

organizations began paying more attention to diversity in order to reflect the 

demographics around them (Knights & Willmott, 2012). When the diversity concept 

was first introduced in Europe in the ‘90s, it sounded familiar to Europeans, or more 
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precisely, suitable to their long on-going discussions about gender equality (Konrad, 

Pushkala & Pringle, 2006). Nevertheless, the diversity concept is rather new in Europe 

and it can be said that more has been achieved mainly in terms of gender equality. 

At the same time, it must be kept in mind that what is understood by the term 

“diversity” differs from country to country and its meaning in the U.S. might not be 

applicable in, for example, Nordic countries due to geographical and cultural settings 

that must be taken into account when looking at diversity (Meriläinen, Tienari, Katila, 

& Benschop, 2009). Thus, when analyzing diversity the geographical location plays an 

important role. As Meriläinen et al. (2009) explains,  the historical power relations are 

very important in diversity management, therefore, it has to be viewed in the specific 

context of local demographics, culture and political differences. Additionally, 

interpretations of the diversity concept can vary between organizations within one 

nation as well. 

Cornelius (2002) further explains diversity of communication caused by cross-

cultural interactions as well as diversity of knowledge. Thomas (1990) as cited in 

Meriläinen et al. (2009) defines diversity as empowering every employee within an 

organization to perform to his or her potential. He develops this idea by adding to the 

diversity definition different perspectives and approaches that members of different 

groups bring to the workplace, as well as different skills possessed by the individuals 

within groups (Thomas & Ely, 1996). In addition, Konrad et al. (2006) talk about 

diversity as differences between social groups. 

Therefore, it can be observed that in Anglo-American cultures diversity is 

traditionally understood as ethnic differences, but it can also mean differences between 

groups, such as gender, culture, age, religion or social class, or can even be narrowed 

down to the differences between people possessing different characteristics and skills. 

In this study the concept of diversity refers to this broader definition, including various 

groups and even individual-level differences. 

As described above, “diversity” is mostly associated with “other” groups, 

mainly ethnic minorities, race and increasingly age, etc., while “equality” mostly 

focuses on gender. At the same time, it should be pointed out that these concepts are 

closely related and the distinction seems to becoming blurred. Konrad et al. (2006) 

explain the main differences and similarities between gender equality and diversity 

perspectives. Researchers agree that gender is one dimension of an individual’s identity, 

among others. Similarities can be found when looking at the assumptions of the group 
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characteristics. He explains that historically women and men are employed in different 

jobs at different levels, or if they do the same job, their tasks might differ (Rubery, 1997 

as cited by Konrad et al., 2006). This segregation has been viewed as somewhat 

“natural” (Osman, 1999), indicating that when it comes to workplace equality, 

differences between groups based on gender could be hard to oversee. 

Comparable segregation can be observed when looking at ethnicity (Konrad et 

al., 2006). “Other” ethnic groups have been “blamed” for not having enough 

qualifications and/or knowledge of language, which is a “natural” obstacle for obtaining 

employment or being appointed to higher-level jobs (Osman, 1999). Konrad et al. 

(2006) further indicate that in a similar way, characterizing women as having good 

caretaking skills puts them in some work fields where this skill is required, for example, 

nurses and preschool teachers. He further explains that when it comes to “other” ethnic 

groups, there is a risk that they would be mainly steered towards work such as cleaning, 

caring and servicing and that they do not have what it takes to fill management 

positions, implying rather strong stereotypes. These observations reveal that differences 

between “gender” and “other” groups are not very distinctive and both face similar 

problems. Based on this, equality and diversity initiatives within organizations can be 

strongly linked in practice if the aim is a diverse workforce where all employees are 

equal and empowered. In fact, some organizations do not strictly separate these 

practices; for instance, according to a survey carried out in 1999 in the U.K., most 

employers see the equal opportunities approach and diversity management as 

complements to each other rather than separate concepts (Cornelius, 2002). 

Furthermore, diversity management can be regarded as an approach to workplace 

equality (Cornelius, 2002), meaning that in theory and practice both concepts are 

strongly linked.  

As described above, recent tendencies indicate that both concepts are moving 

towards each other and are in some cases becoming one – equality for a diverse 

workforce. In practice this would mean that an integrated approach is needed to achieve 

equality for everyone within organizations. Meriläinen et al. (2009) criticize striving for 

equality in terms of gender only. Their research on diversity management in the largest 

companies in Finland showed that organizations state diversity as their priority, but only 

mention gender, more precisely, the ratio of men and women in management. 

Nationality and age comes into the picture, but is left far in the background showing 

that diversity for companies mostly mean diversity in terms of gender (Meriläinen et al., 
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2009). This indicates a strong focus on gender equality in Finland and suggests that 

organizations are mainly addressing one employee group at a time that group being 

women. 

Indeed, the approach of managing different groups separately has earned some 

criticism from researchers. For example, some organizations have initiatives for the 

older workforce and separate initiatives for promoting gender equality. When these 

organizations fail to look at the combined groups, such as older women or immigrant 

women, they are, in fact, silencing important issues (Meriläinen et al., 2009). This 

creates a bigger problem, because the most disadvantaged groups are these “combined 

groups” such as women from minority groups (Bell and Nkomo, 2002). In order to 

avoid discriminating against some groups while promoting equality to others, 

Meriläinen et al. (2009) suggest extending the meaning of equality (adding other groups 

besides gender to it), rather than adopting the diversity management discourse that has 

its roots in Anglo-American culture. Therefore, it can be concluded that both concepts 

are rather closely linked and ideally organizations should look at them together and 

include all employee groups when addressing equality.  

At the same time, it cannot be ignored that in some countries much more is 

achieved in terms of gender equality than diversity, and that the tendency of the 

concepts to merge is rather new. Even though recent research suggests that the 

integrated approach might hasten the achievement of  equality among all groups in 

work settings, in practice, many organizations tend to keep the initiatives separate 

(Meriläinen et al., 2009). In addition, as discussed earlier, geography is a significant 

factor. In Iceland the population is homogenous. The population of foreign origin 

accounts still for only 8-9% of the total population and the development of increased 

immigration is rather recent (Jónsson, 2013). This plays an important role in the fact 

that the diversity concept is rather new in Iceland. At the same time, gender equality has 

been high on the agenda for decades and the equality concept has acquired a rather 

strong connotation for “gender equality”. Moreover, the development of the two 

concepts of diversity and gender equality has been different, and more has been 

achieved in terms of gender equality, such as in terms of legislation. Additionally, in 

Iceland women’s involvement in the labour market is very high – 84.2% in 2014, while 

the average female labour force participation in OECD countries is only 62.8% (OECD, 

2014). Therefore, in this study the gender equality and diversity concepts are kept 

separate.  
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1.1.2. Equality and diversity approaches 

When it comes to workplace equality and diversity approaches, the discussion in 

academic literature often refers to three main approaches – equal opportunities, 

capabilities and diversity management (Thomas & Ely, 1996; Gagnon & Cornelius, 

2000; Konrad et al., 2006). 

The equal opportunities (EO) approach is directly linked to equal rights and 

often relies on the law. EO programs deal with unequal distribution of opportunities, 

resources and rewards (jobs, salaries, promotions and benefits) among workers from 

different groups (cultural, ethnic, age, etc.), but the main focus of EO still tends to be on 

gender (Cornelius, 2002). The EO approach is not straightforward and different 

approaches exist within it. For example, one of them is the “liberal EO approach”, 

which views equality as sameness and concentrates on equality of opportunities. 

Another EO is the radical EO perspective that focuses on equality of outcomes, where 

individuals not only have access to equal opportunities, but also are enabled to take the 

advantage of these opportunities in order to reach equal results or outcomes (Cornelius, 

2002).  It can be said that the EO approach, whether it focuses on opportunities or 

outcomes, is mostly concerned with addressing historical inequalities and 

discrimination. 

The capabilities approach, which is derived from the capabilities theory in the 

field of development economics developed by Sen A. and Nussbaum M. (Cornelius, 

2002; Gagnon & Cornelius, 2000), looks at equality in relation to both the sameness and 

difference through the perception of freedom. Sen (1987) as cited in Subramanian, 

Verd, Vero, & Zimmermann (2013) defines equality as a degree of freedom given to 

people.  He bases the measuring of equality between people on informational basis of 

judgement in justice (or public judgement) not only regarding monetary means, but 

mainly in regards to social arrangements. These social arrangements should be 

evaluated “according to the freedom they provide to a person to do and be what s/he 

values”. He names this the “capability of function”, where value is put not only on 

freedom of opportunity, but also on individual freedoms as well as individual and 

collective agency. Essentially, the capabilities approach promotes equal freedom for all 

employees in order for them to be able to “achieve what they have reason to value” 

(Gagnon & Cornelius, 2002). The capabilities approach is the most in-depth and 

integrated approach for managing a diverse workforce by focusing on diversity on an 

individual level. 
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The diversity management approach concentrates on gaining a competitive 

advantage by managing a diverse workforce (Cornelius, 2002). Several different 

approaches and perspectives exist within the concept “diversity” and “diversity 

management”. As previously mentioned, one of the definitions of diversity focuses on 

race and ethnicity in addition to gender. Recognizing the value that these groups can 

bring to the organization (Cornelius, 2002) extends the original meaning of equality 

when gender is the main focus. Similarly, Osman (1999) defines diversity as the main 

force for recognizing and accepting the existence of various different groups in a certain 

geographic area. Diversity management ideally should concern all the various groups 

within an organization as well as take into account the specific organizational context to 

fully use the potential of the diverse workforce. Managing diversity means creating a 

climate within an organization that maximizes employee potential (Cornelius, 2002). 

The existence of various approaches and definitions could mean that organizations can 

define what diversity means to them and what is most applicable for their particular 

context or situation. 

Various studies have been conducted in order to explore and understand equality 

at the workplace, including organizational-level intentions, effectiveness of HRM 

practices, as well as employee perceptions of equality and diversity. There are studies 

aimed at determining existing inequalities (Carlsson & Rooth, 2007; Bertrand & 

Mullainathan, 2003), exploring intentional and unintentional discrimination (Boone, 

McKechnie, Swanberg, & Besen, 2013) as well as subtle discrimination (Laer & 

Janssens, 2011; Bruckmüller, Ryan, Rink & Haslam, 2014). Some studies reflect on 

existing HRM equality and diversity practices and uncover drawbacks, which in turn 

suggest various ways of improvements (Marilainen, et al. 2009; Eikhof, 2012; Kossek, 

Markel & McHugh, 2003; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Bruckmüller et al., 2014). Other 

studies go deeper to explore employees’ views and feelings (Creegan, Colgan, 

Charlesworth & Robinson, 2003; Ellemers, Rink, Derks & Ryan, 2012; Chasserio, 

Pailot & Poroli, 2014; Ghorashi, Carabain & Szepietowska, 2015). Summaries of the 

studies conducted in the field revealing various aspects and problems concerning 

equality and diversity in organizations can be found in Appendix A. Before discussing 

the organizational-level initiatives and specific HRM equality and diversity practices, it 

is important to focus on state-level equality and diversity regulations and the legal 

requirements that organizations must abide by. 
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1.2. Legal framework 

In the Western world (as well as in many other countries worldwide) legal requirements 

are pressuring organizations to think about equality and diversity issues. The roots of 

workplace antidiscrimination law are found in the United States (Knights & Willmott, 

2012). Their federal employment antidiscrimination law prohibits employment 

discrimination based on race, colour, sex, religion and national origin since 1964, age 

since 1967 and individuals with disabilities since 1990. Some states cover 

antidiscrimination in terms of, for example, sexual orientation and marital status 

(Blanpain et al., 2007). 

When looking at legal developments in Europe, it can be observed that both the 

discussion and the laws addressing equal rights for men and women appeared several 

decades before the regulations regarding equality for other groups. Antidiscrimination 

law started with addressing equal rights for men and women. In 1975, the first European 

Union law against discrimination required its member states to include the law of equal 

pay for men and women within their national legislation. A year later the member states 

were required to implement equal treatment for men and women regarding access to 

employment, training, promotions and equal working conditions. Finally, equal 

treatment for both genders was required in terms of social security and later regarding 

occupational social security schemes, etc. Indirect gender discrimination was included 

in the 1997 directive (Blanpain et al., 2007). Only in the year 2000 did the EU law 

require its member states to implement the principle of equal treatment for everyone 

regardless of their race and ethnic origins, according to Directive 2000/43/EC. Later, 

Directive 2000/78/EC prohibited age discrimination and discrimination against 

individuals with disabilities (Blanpain et al., 2007). This rather late correction in the EU 

law, which adds other groups to the equality law, exemplifies how gender equality may 

be better developed in Europe than diversity.   

In Iceland, the constitution states that everyone should have equal rights 

irrespective of their “sex, religion, opinion, national origin, race, colour, property, birth 

or other status”. However, equality between men and women are specifically addressed 

stating that both men and women shall be equal in all respects (The Constitution of the 

Republic of Iceland). A strict focus on gender equality seems to exist and there is an 

open discussion on whether equality issues for all groups should be addressed in unity, 

promoting general diversity, or whether gender equality should be placed as a priority, 

as has been the case so far (Þorvaldsdóttir, 2010).  
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Similarly to the European Union and the United States, The Icelandic Act on 

Equal Status (nr. 10/2008) regards to workplace states that both genders should be paid 

equal wages and have equal employment terms for the same jobs or jobs of the same 

value. Vacancies have to be equally available for both men and women. Employers 

have to ensure that both genders enjoy equal opportunities when it comes to training, 

continuing education, etc. In addition, measures should be taken towards achieving 

increased flexibility of work and working hours for better work-life balance for both 

men and women. 

The latest major changes were made in the Icelandic law on equal rights in 

2008. The institutions responsible for initiating and implementing gender rights (Centre 

for Gender Equality, Gender Equality Council and Complaints Committee on Gender 

Equality) were given more power in terms of surveillance. The main responsibilities 

and authority given to these institutions were: 1) the right to request information from 

organizations when they were suspected of not abiding by gender equality law and the 

right to deliver a binding decision on whether a particular organization has broken the 

gender equality law; 2) greater authority for monitoring whether organizations are 

complying with the law (Act on Equal Status nr. 10/2008). 

To improve equality within organizations and to increase transparency, the Act 

on Equal Status (nr. 10/2008) also states: 1) employers’ requests of secrecy about 

salaries are prohibited and employees are allowed to discuss their salaries, which is one 

of the means of abolishing wage discrimination; 2) organizations employing 25 and 

more employees should, within one year, establish a gender equality program or 

perspectives in their HRM policy, specifically including the statement of goals and the 

plan for achieving them so that employees get the equal rights set forth in the law; 3) if 

the organization does not have an equality program in place it will be instructed to 

establish one within a certain time limit; the same applies for organizations whose 

gender equality programs are not satisfactory or clear. In addition, another state-level 

intention promotes gender equality - Act on Equal Status was amended in year 2010 

stating that boards shall consist of minimum of 40% women to avoid overrepresentation 

of men (or minimum of 40% men in cases where boards are overrepresented by women) 

(Act on Equal Status nr. 162/2010). 

The changes made to the law in 2008 intended to provide more transparency of 

processes and further prevent discrimination in the workplace. However, in such cases 

when there are no grounds for expecting inequality or discrimination within a particular 
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organization, authorities do not request the organization to provide information on the 

actual gender equality situation. Therefore, potentially existing inequality can go 

unnoticed by authorities. This makes it difficult to uncover inequality, as even 

employees themselves sometimes do not notice existing discrimination (Benschop & 

Doorewaard, 1998) and therefore cannot report it. It can be said that after the minimum 

legal requirements are met the responsibility rests with organizations and management 

on how the implementation of the policies is carried out and whether it is successful. 

When it comes to “other” groups the law is not that explicit; discrimination by age, 

race, etc. is prohibited, but active promotion for inclusion of the “other” groups in the 

workplace is not initiated at state level and again is left up to each organization as to 

how the equality for other groups is reached.  

When looking at studies conducted in Europe, it can be observed that 

discrimination still exists despite legal regulations. For example, in the Netherlands 

state level EO policies exist in order to eliminate gender inequality. However, the 

change is very slow and inequality in the workplace still exists.  In some cases it may 

even be reinforced, even though at first glance it appears as though organizations are 

pursuing equality (Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998). In addition, women are still behind 

men in earnings (Cunningham-Parmeter, 2015) despite the active discussions and 

efforts in the matter for decades. Likewise, in Iceland there is still room for 

improvement for gender equality and the employment market cannot be judged as 

providing equality in reality (Ólafsdóttir & Rögnvaldsdóttir, 2015), implying that state 

level regulations in reality have not achieved workplace equality. 

Similarly, when it comes to other groups, workplace discrimination exists even 

though local laws prohibit it. For instance, an experimental study conducted in Sweden 

shows the existence of discrimination against disadvantaged groups in the hiring 

process. The aim of the study was to determine whether callbacks for interviews when 

applying for a job differ if the applicant has a Middle Eastern name on it versus a 

Swedish name. The results showed that applicants with Swedish names were more 

likely (by 50%) to receive an invitation to an interview when compared to applicants 

with a Middle Eastern name on their application, with both having indicated the same 

education and work experience (Carlsson & Rooth, 2007). This shows that ethnic 

discrimination is part of the Swedish labour market, at least with regards to recruiting. 

Another similar experiment was conducted in Chicago and Boston revealing very 

similar results – resumes with African American-sounding names received 50% fewer 
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callbacks for interviews than resumes with Caucasian-sounding names. Interestingly, 

the results of this study showed that federal contractors and employers who positioned 

themselves as “Equal Opportunity Employers”, and were thus supposed to be more 

strictly bound by laws regarding affirmative action, did not discriminate any less than 

other employers (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2003). This problem has been pointed out 

by Cockburn (1989) as cited in Cornelius (2002), who argues that legal requirements 

alone are not sufficient as organizations are not necessarily committed to change, but 

only make sure to abide by the minimal requirements of the law. 

From this, the question arises whether organizations and HRM managers are 

doing enough to promote equality and diversity or whether the practices exist only “on 

paper” in order to fulfill the legal requirements.  

	

1.3. Organizational-level equality and diversity efforts 
This brings the discussion to organizational-level approaches and initiatives regarding 

equality and diversity. When it comes to implementing equality for all groups, the 

societal role of organizations including HRM tends, at times, to be undervalued 

(Zanoni, Janssens, Benschop & Nkomo, 2010). At the same time, the role of top 

management and HRM is critical for providing equal opportunities to all employees 

within organizations. Dickens (1999) suggests that in order to successfully build 

equality in organizations the combination of legal regulations, social regulation through 

trade unions and a strong, long-term commitment by the organization itself is required. 

This means that organizations have to be proactive and committed to achieve real 

change.  

 

1.3.1. Organizations’ commitment for creating equality and diversity 

Being proactive and committed requires extra effort that some organizations might find 

hard to justify (Ghorashi et al., 2015). At the same time, previous research reveals 

various benefits associated with successful equality and diversity strategies, such as, for 

instance, talent attraction and retention. Talent attraction and retention is a common 

problem that organizations face nowadays due to demographic changes and employers 

must try to make themselves attractive in the eyes of potential and existing employees 

in order to gain a competitive advantage (Lundkvist, 2015). In Sweden a study 

conducted on gender equality as employer value proposition concluded that employers 

that are “gender aware” will attract a larger target group of talent (Lundkvist, 2015). 
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Additionally, a study by Jauhari & Singh (2013) showed that organizations with a 

successful diversity policy that further translates into a positive diversity climate, are 

perceived well by employees and such diversity policy positively affects employee 

loyalty and retention. The study was done at only one company, but it shows the 

potential positive results for organizations that truly commit to diversity policy. 

Another study conducted in Canada indicates that diversity is an important 

dimension for employees when selecting companies to work for (Love & Singh, 2011), 

meaning that for many employees, working in organizations that embrace diversity is a 

priority. If organizations are to attract these employees they must match demand and so 

commit to diversity actions as well as work on branding and positioning diversity and 

equality as their added value. 

To some extent, diversity is becoming more popular among organizations and 

many choose to present themselves as being diverse (Guerrier & Wilson, 2011). 

However, appearances do not always match reality. One of the reasons why 

organizations may appear diverse on the outside, but actually have underlying 

inequality issues within, could be that organizations are not actually committed to 

diversity and equality goals (Dijk, Engen & Paauwe, 2012). Yet another reason could be 

that organizations have the best intentions, but are not succeeding. This could be due to 

various drawbacks within existing equality and diversity strategies and practices that 

result in an organizational culture and climate that does not promote equality and 

diversity (Creegan et al., 2003) and therefore employees might perceive inequality 

instead.  

Once organizations start looking for ways to improve their equality and 

diversity, there are many issues they should consider. Strategic and cultural change is 

crucial for setting and meeting the long-term goals. According to a systematic literature 

review by Alcázar, Fernández & Gardey (2013), it appears that “best practices” and 

universal tools for achieving equality within organization for all groups do not always 

work. The aim of their review was to see how diversity is integrated within the SHRM. 

They criticized current practices for diversity stating that often context is not taken into 

account and that the tools suggested for building up diversity are generalized without 

explaining the effects of diversity. Another critique was that very few SHRM models 

attempt to describe how different HRM practices can be adjusted and used for diversity 

management. They concluded that holistic shift from traditional HRM strategies is 

required for successful diversity management.  
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Nonetheless, the change has to start somewhere and several steps can be defined 

as those that organizations could take in the direction of better equality and diversity. 

The first step organizations can take is to abide by equality and diversity legislation. In 

Iceland, as discussed earlier, the minimum legal requirement is for larger organizations 

to have a gender equality statement. In addition, organizations must ensure that their 

boards consist of minimum 40% of either gender (Act on Equal Status nr. 162/2010).  

The second step organizations can take are acquiring official equal pay 

certifications to show their commitment to gender equality.  Icelandic organizations 

can, for example, acquire Equal Wage Certification to meet the requirements of Equal 

Pay Standards of Iceland. These standards have been created by private labour market 

partners and are based on the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 

standards. The standard was developed in 2012 and was partly financed by the Icelandic 

Ministry of Welfare. This standard helps organizations achieve their goals concerning 

equal pay for men and women and the certification they acquire can further be used to 

position themselves as equal pay employers (Staðlaráð Íslands, 2014). This 

certification, among with similar official certifications, is voluntary and potentially 

distinguishes organizations that are committed to their equality goals in terms of equal 

pay and those that are not.  

Thirdly, organizations can also have a diversity statement. In Iceland this is not 

mandatory, therefore organizations choosing to put extra effort into developing such a 

statement, could be classified as more committed in terms of equality and diversity. 

According to literature, after organizations have met the minimum legal 

requirements and have presented a strategy for achieving their equality and diversity 

goals, the next step is to accept that HRM has a key role for implementing equality and 

diversity goals. As well, HRM managers must support line managers in the matter, 

because line managers are more directly involved in recruiting, selection, grievance, 

training, discipline etc. (Cornelius, 2002). HRM should strive for more developed, 

transparent and thought-through practices in general as well as when specifically 

addressing equality and diversity issues. At the same time, HRM function would also 

require various support within all levels of organizations in order to achieve hoped-for 

equality and diversity outcomes. 

Organizations should understand that for the strategic change to be successful, it 

should go hand in hand with other initiatives like culture change towards inclusiveness 

of other groups (Kossek et al., 2003). In the meantime, all traditional HRM practices 
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should be questioned in order to determine whether they create any obstacles for equal 

opportunities to all. The obstacles for disadvantaged groups are present in the recruiting 

process, but there are issues in the work setting that have to be addressed even before 

the successful integration can take place (Konrad et al., 2006). These include, for 

example, recognizing managers as role models for equality and diversity leadership, 

ensuring transparency of promotions, performance appraisals, etc. and giving voice to 

employees (Cornelius, 2002). In other words, organizations should be aware that they 

consist of a diverse workforce and should recognize the different groups. At the same 

time they should see each of their employees as individuals and provide them with 

equal opportunities in order to realize the diverse workforce to its full potential.  

Simultaneously, the focus should be on the organization as a whole, as well as the 

meaning of “diversity” concept and a long-term, bottom-up mindset (Ghorashi & 

Sabelis, 2013).  Therefore a structural change and a strategic change, including change 

in SHRM, as well as cultural change, is often required for achieving actual equality and 

diversity. 

 

1.3.2. Equality and diversity strategies’ implementation pitfalls 

Organizations should be aware of the “weak points” associated with the implementation 

of equality and diversity policies which make it challenging for them to accomplish 

their equality and diversity goals. For example, HRM policies that are successful in 

enhancing capabilities for some groups can sometimes simultaneously discriminate 

against other groups (Moore, Parkhouse & Konrad, 2010; Subramanian et al., 2013). 

Another study by Van den Broek (2009) shows that (intentionally or unintentionally) 

maintaining a strong focus on “other” groups’ deficiencies and imperfections makes it 

nearly impossible to notice their qualities and expand the scope of the criteria of what 

are considered qualities. Additionally, the perception of equality on the surface 

sometimes covers rather than uncovers actually existing inequality (Ghorashi et al., 

2015), making it go unnoticed. 

This once again suggests that external constraints through laws and regulations 

are not enough to institute equality to all groups within organizations (Subramanian et 

al., 2013). Liff and Cameron (1997) as cited in Cornelius (2002) discuss external 

pressure alone as insufficient in obtaining real change, and they call for change in 

dominant organizational culture. Benschop & Doorewaard (1998) also mention 

organizational culture, as it brings forth what is considered to be “a norm” in terms of 
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gender relations and what is not. They further mention another obstacle that prevents 

actual gender equality in the workplace, which they call a “profile of ideal the worker” 

(Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998). This “ideal worker” is presumed to have masculine 

attributes – willing to work full time, willing to work overtime and be 100% available.  

The same applies for diversity. One of the obstacles faced by “other” groups 

during the job search is potential employers’ prejudices and biases, and common 

excuses that individuals from “other” groups do not possess necessary qualifications. 

Researchers ask such questions as: “what are the qualifications needed?” and “what are 

the requirements equal to?” Perhaps the reference point for required qualifications and 

skills could be changed for inclusion of “other” groups (Konrad et al., 2006), and this 

again is a challenge that organizations and more precisely, HRM managers, would face, 

as discrimination during recruitment and selection mostly takes place due to stereotypes 

that are held by the recruiter according to Dijk at al. (2012). Therefore they introduce a 

value and virtue perspective that is aimed at minimizing discrimination that often occurs 

within HRM practices. For example, to avoid the stereotypes during the recruitment and 

selection process Dijk et al. (2012) suggest addressing and correcting them during the 

conceptualization of the ideal type of worker for a particular position. Therefore the 

potential virtues are defined before accessing applicants and the selection process 

should be based on these previously-defined virtues which should lead to identifying the 

“ideal type” instead of “stereotypical” worker. 

It can be concluded that acquiring gender equality and diversity in the workplace 

is not an easy task. Often organizations have to undergo major changes and face various 

challenges during the process. The focus on various equality and diversity practices can 

differ among organizations. Some organizations have integral approach, whereas most 

organizations implement separate practices aimed at enhanced equality and diversity. 

 

1.3.3. Human Resource Management equality and diversity practices 

There are several initiatives and actions that organizations can do to increase equality 

and diversity. According to literature they all have their pros and cons. It is not always 

clear what are the practices and what are the approaches, and some could be even called 

the outcomes. Here, for the sake of convenience, they are called “HRM practices” and a 

summary of the most thoroughly discussed practices in literature can be found in Table 

1. These HRM practices can be associated with any of five HRM domains; for example, 

practices one, two, three and six in the table can be associated with staffing; practice 
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seven is associated with HRM domain training and development; whereas practice four 

refers more to the shape of the organizational culture. 

 

Table 1. HRM equality and diversity practices. 

Nr. HRM practice Description 

1 Affirmative programs Increase the number of minority employees. 
 

2 Gender quotas Increase the number of women. 
 

3 Work-life balance policies Aim at increasing women’s participation at 
work. 
  

4 Celebrating the differences Focus on differences between groups and 
celebrate diversity within the workplace. 
 

5 Empowerment of one particular 
minority group 
 

Focus on empowering only one (of many) 
minority group, usually women. 

6 Promotion to fill quotas 
 

Promotion for wrong reasons, either to fill 
gender/minority quotas or to appear to have 
equality and diversity. 
 

7 Adaptation of others 
 

Mostly refer to the training programs that are 
designed to adapt “other” groups to the 
existing organizational culture. 
  

8 Compliance with equal rights law Ensuring that minimum legal requirements 
are met. 

 

When analyzing these HRM practices various issues have been pointed out by 

researchers. The first and probably most commonly-known practice is the affirmative 

action program, designed to increase the number of employees from disadvantaged 

groups within organizations. Ghorashi & Sabelis (2013) criticize affirmative action 

programs and other common instruments used for enhancing diversity. They argue that 

these programs were designed and implemented as short-term actions for extending the 

number of “others”, mostly ethnic minorities. To meet equality and diversity goals at 

the work-group level, increasing numbers is not enough. It is necessary to focus also on 

positive climate change and the development of supportive norms (Kossek et al., 2003). 

Therefore, increasing the numbers of “others” is a good start, but organizations should 

not stop there. 

Second, gender quota implementation targets increasing the number of women 

within organizations; however, it is argued again that increasing numbers alone is not 

enough, because in doing so, women’s full potential is still not being used (Bruckmüller 



WORKPLACE EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IN ICELAND 
	

Reykjavík	University	 	 May,	2016	

25	

et al., 2014). Gender quotas can also be used to increase the number of women in 

management, as well as committees, boards, etc. One of the drawbacks here is that if 

women are promoted for the wrong reasons it can lead to “tokenism” (Ott, 1985 as cited 

in Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998), where women are promoted to either meet gender 

quotas in management or to create an appearance of equality and thus become “tokens”. 

In such situations women often experience hindrances while men in similar situations 

experience benefits. Also such promotions may seem unfair to other groups within 

organizations. For instance, in Iceland in 2010 Act on Equal Status was amended 

obliging organizations with 50 and more employees to have a minimum of 40% of 

either men or women on their boards (Act on Equal Status nr. 162/2008). This law is 

aimed at existing inequality and targets discrimination against women; however, not 

everyone perceives it as fair. 

Both practices mentioned above focus mainly on numbers and do not give much 

attention on realizing the potential of the “others” after they have been hired. 

Nevertheless, the representation of minority groups within organizations is important, 

because otherwise minority groups lose their voice. When minority groups do not 

challenge traditional processes within organizations, the organizations tend to stick to 

the mainstream ways of qualifying employees and decision makers are not pressured to 

strive for improvements and change (Ghorashi et al., 2015). The importance of 

increasing the numbers can also be seen when looking at specific HRM practices. For 

example, with regards to performance management, minority groups are more likely to 

face inequality because majority groups usually have more voice within organizations. 

As a result, performance standards are more likely to be designed to benefit majority 

groups and not minority groups. Here, virtue-based performance evaluations are 

suggested, because they would require focus on those virtues that contribute to an 

organization’s long-term results (Dijk et al., 2012), instead of focusing on what suits the 

current or existing organization and its short-term goals. 

The third practice concerns organizational work-life policies and focuses on 

increasing women’s participation at work. Ususally these policies are designed to 

increase flexibility at work allowing women to more easily combine their family plans 

and career. The downside of this practice is that it has hidden gender consequences; for 

example, falling into a “mummy track” (Eikhof 2012), meaning that women returning 

after parental leave or women with small children are more likely to follow a certain 
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career path which is slower and does not lead as high within the organizational 

hierarchy as it does for their male collegues or women with no children. 

 The fourth practice, or rather approach to diversity management, is concerned 

with creating an organizational culture where differences between groups are celebrated 

(Dwyer, Richard & Chadwick, 2003). One of the drawbacks of this approach according 

to Bruckmüller et al. (2014) is that when gender groups acknowledge differences, it can 

reinforce the existence of gender stereotypes. He points out that it cannot be ignored 

that differences between groups exist and that they are part of the organization. 

However, group differences should not be regarded as most important when comparing 

to individual differences. He suggests, therefore, celebrating differences between 

individuals rather than groups. In this way it is recognized that women, like men, differ 

from each other when it comes to professional identities, management styles, career 

advancement paths, work strategies, etc. (Ellemers et al., 2012).  

In contrast, once again, researchers suggest that it is better to address differences 

(even though they are group differences instead of individual differences) than do 

nothing at all and ignore the diverse workforce. For example, one of the common 

practices is gender and minority awareness training. According to Ng & Burke  (2004), 

if this practice is somewhat poorly implemented and on its own does not achieve much 

in terms of actual equality and diversity, it still has a positive outcome on employees, 

showing them that management cares about the other groups and that diversity and 

equality matters to the organization. In addition, this and similar actions could 

neutralize the attitudes of the members of other groups through greater awareness. One 

of the suggestions by Bruckmüller et al. (2014) for increasing equality in the workplace 

is to provide training for both female and male employees to become more aware of 

various obstacles that women encounter during their careers. This would better equip 

women for career advancement and would help men to understand how their female 

colleagues experience the workplace differently and help them “adjust their attitudes 

and evaluations”. 

 The fifth practice focuses on empowerment of one particular group, usually 

women, meaning that organizations have a strong focus on “integrating”, supporting 

and empowering one group of employees. One of the criticisms of this practice set 

forward by Bruckmüller, Hegarty & Abele (2012), is the fact that when there is too 

much focus on women and they are compared to men, then men are being perceived as 

the “norm” or a reference group for comparison. Here, their research shows that when 
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comparing two groups, the group that is referred to as being a “norm” is sometimes 

being perceived as more powerful. Therefore the exceptional focus on women can 

encourage reinforcement of men being the “norm” when it comes to leadership, for 

example. It is argued that it is important to include male stereotypes within discussions 

about female stereotypes, such as when designing training programs for top managers 

as well as for regular employees. Organizations should present such programs to their 

employees in a gender-neutral way focusing on gaining specific skills for the 

organization instead of just improving gender demographics (Bruckmüller et al., 2014). 

Another problem mentioned earlier is that this kind of empowerment of one particular 

group might seem unfair to other groups and while empowering one group, others might 

at the same time be discriminated against (Meriläinen et al, 2009). 

Sixth, promotion for the wrong reasons, of course, is not a practice as such, 

however, it is quite a common outcome of the HRM staffing practice that does not 

benefit promoted employees or the organization itself. One of the results of such 

promotions, “tokenism”, has been discussed above. Another pitfall is the so-called 

“glass cliff” phenomenon where women are promoted to management positions when 

the organization is on the downward slope (Rink, Ryan & Stoker, 2012). Studies show 

that there seems to exist a link between how companies are performing and what is the 

gender of company’s leader at the time. For example, Morgenroth (2012) as cited in 

Bruckmüller et al. (2014) found that companies’ performance based on stock market 

figures predicted the appointment of women in leadership positions. At the same time 

the measurements based on accounting did not predict more women leaders meaning 

that the existence of the “glass cliff” has psychological rather than material causes.  

 The “glass cliff” phenomenon raises the question of whether women prefer this 

kind of difficult management position. A study by Rink et al. (2012) shows that they do 

not. Women do not seek risky positions. They were found to be reluctant to take risky 

leadership positions when there was no social support available. Men, on the other 

hand, were reluctant to seek similar positions when financial resources were absent. 

Their findings state that both men and women consider risky positions carefully and 

women, in fact, value these positions more negatively than men. Ellemers et al. (2012) 

add to the discussion that if men are likelier to reject such positions, women tend to take 

them as they might think it as the only opportunity for them to advance in their careers.  

 It is therefore important for decision makers in organizations to be aware of this 

phenomenon when choosing a leader. Here, researchers set forward a few guidelines for 
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organizations to follow in order to avoid the occurrence of the “glass cliff”. 

Bruckmüller et al. (2014) discuss a few best practices, such as, when evaluating 

companies and their leaders, it is more objective to look at accountancy-based measures 

to avoid stereotypical expectations and biases. In addition, they also advise for senior 

management to become aware of subtle forms of discrimination by informing them 

about the presence of gendered leadership beliefs and how they can play an important 

role when choosing a manager for a particular position at a particular time (Rink et al., 

2012). They suggest that with knowledge of the existence of these beliefs top leaders 

can consciously fight these beliefs in order to make the decision based only on 

candidates’ skills and competencies and their fit to requirements instead of gendered 

stereotypes. 

To create gender equality in top management it is suggested (Ellemers et al., 

2012) to abolish gendered leadership views. The same goes for lower levels within 

organizations. For example, the results of a quantitative study by Sieben, Braun & 

Ferreira (2016) showed that in organizations as well as during temporary projects, work 

is divided and rewarded based on gender, further establishing (and reestablishing) 

inequality between men and women. In any case, researchers suggest that the focus 

should be on personality and individual potential rather than on gender and the 

expectations that come with it, either when it comes to choosing a leader or employee 

rewards or other practices (Ellemers et al., 2012). 

 The seventh practice, or approach, could be called the adaptation of “others”. 

Ghorashi & Sabelis (2013) explain how training for raising cultural consciousness is 

often aimed at assimilation of the other groups into existing organizational culture, 

habits and procedures, and these “others” are perceived as soon becoming the same. The 

critique of this initiative, as well as most common initiatives, is due to it staying mostly 

at the organizational-level. In this way there is not much room left for creative 

modifications or individual involvement when searching for various solutions to 

achieve equality. Diversity policies in organizations are often short-term with the main 

goal being to adapt other groups to the organization. That means that organizations do 

not question themselves and are not subjects for change. As a result, the number of 

members from other groups is increased, but their potential is not realized and neither 

are they prevented from leaving the organization (Ghorashi et al., 2015), which 

becomes a problem when organizations are trying to keep their talent. 
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 The eighth practice could be called the “compliance with equal rights laws and 

regulations”, meaning that organizations fulfill the minimum legal requirements in 

terms of equality and diversity. For example, the requirements in Iceland are having an 

equality statement or plan for all organizations with 25 or more employees. The 

minimum that organizations have to do is write up such a statement and plan (Act on 

Equal Status nr. 10/2008) and it may be done simply through copy-paste actions rather 

than actually thinking through the design, implementation and desired outcomes of such 

plans. 

When looking at the practices mentioned above and their criticism by 

researchers, the suggestion that is often offered is the setting of long-term equality and 

diversity goals. There are several ways that organizations can switch from the short-

term to long-term mindset. Cox (1993) as cited in Ghorashi et al. (2015) stresses the 

need for integral policy and a long-term analysis of inclusion and exclusion processes in 

organizations. This analysis would allow seeing these processes at different levels 

including organizational mission, vision, norms, values, symbols and rituals, as well as 

rules and regulations and also informal networks, intergroup relations, etc. Ghorashi et 

al. (2015) introduce an approach to diversity, which they call “focus in context”, which 

means rethinking the concepts that appear neutral and using a long-term investment 

combined with tackling short-term challenges to achieve actual diversity. For 

organizations to become more long-term oriented in terms of equality and diversity, it is 

important that diversity is moved up towards the top of their priority list and 

organizational diversity strategy is developed using an integral approach. Ghorashi & 

Sabelis (2013) stress the importance of first becoming aware of the existing, often 

hidden hierarchies and power relations within organization that might be unintentionally 

and continuously reinforced, as well as reflecting on the image of what is considered the 

norm within a particular organization. The focus should be on including others rather 

than trying to assimilate them. Therefore, the organization itself has to change to be 

truly welcoming to all employee groups, rather than trying to change employees to fit 

within existing organizational structure and norms. 

Consequently, even when organizations are proactive and committed there is a 

probability that they would fail in achieving equality and diversity goals. The required 

strategic change calls for substantial efforts on the part of organizations and 

transformation from traditional and familiar ways of “doing things” might be 

accompanied with struggle and even resistance within different levels of organization. 
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What is more, strategic change alone is not enough, as culture change is usually needed 

too, as well as managerial and employee support. When instituting the strategy change, 

organizations have to be aware of different pitfalls to avoid in order to achieve the 

actual equality that eventuates to all employee groups. Otherwise, a gap between 

organizational equality and diversity actions and employee perceptions can appear.  

One way for organizations to evolve and become more effective in terms of 

HRM is to strive for more developed, focused and mature HRM function with strong 

HRM practices.  

 

1.4. Evaluating Human Resource Management function and efforts 
From the discussion about achieving actual equality whether it refers to gender equality 

or includes more groups, it can be concluded that strategic change is most likely to be 

required. For the change to be effective it would with no doubt call for necessary 

changes also within SHRM. 

According to Kearns (2005), HRM within organizations can be defined in six 

stages (see Appendix B) depending on the so-called maturity or how developed the 

HRM function is. Overall SHRM maturity consists of five HRM domains – HRM status 

and participation, staffing, training and development, compensation and rewards and 

communication with employees. It can be difficult to define precisely where an 

organization is on the SHRM maturity scale as some practices can be more developed 

and fine-tuned while at the same time not as much attention is given to others within the 

same organization. However, the scale provides organizations a guide for determining 

how developed the HRM is.  

There are several indicators that predict on what SHRM maturity scale an 

organization is. In stage 0 there is no HRM or systematic approach and the 

responsibility lies purely with senior managers. Stage 1 is associated with personnel 

administration, but there is no knowledge of HRM. At stage 2 good professional 

practices can be observed, but they are carried out by line managers and there is no 

HRM department. At stage 3 the existence of professional HRM practices is 

acknowledged and HRM practices have operational focus. For instance, performance 

management systems, feedback systems and performance culture emerge here. At stage 

4 HRM starts to align with organizational business goals, for example, by including 

clear business measures in performance management.  For organizations to be at stage 4 

it is critical to overcome the obstacle of the board not truly regarding HRM as a valid 
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source of competitive advantage. Stage 5 can be regarded as a transition stage for 

reaching stage 6, which is associated with a strong strategic focus, where an 

organization becomes a whole system and employees are given freedom on how the 

organizational goals are reached.  

 The Kearns (2005) SHRM maturity scale can not only help determine where 

HRM function exists within each HRM domain and overall, but it can also predict 

whether the HRM actions are effective and translate over to employees. He talks about 

HRM becoming effective only at stage 3. This is where employees should notice the 

effects of HRM practices and their behaviour should be positively influenced. In 

addition, the maturity scale shows the stages that organizations have to go through in 

order to achieve better and more successful HRM. 

Equality and diversity efforts within organizations could be looked upon as one 

of the HRM practices. In fact, Kirton and Greene (2000) based on Miller (1996) as cited 

in Gagnon & Cornelius (2000) attempt to make a distinction between different types of 

equality initiatives within organizations where some could be considered better than 

others:  

1) The simplest initiative, the Liberal approach, focuses on equal opportunities. 

This initiative includes an equality statement, equal recruitment and selection processes 

and can provide assistance to other groups by, for example, training. 2) A step forward 

would require strong positive action by the organization moving from equal 

opportunities towards equality of outcome. Here organizations are welcoming other 

groups by, for example, having family-friendly policies supporting parents of young 

children, providing access for disabled people and generally giving positive preference 

to “other” groups. 3) The Radical approach values positive discrimination and practices 

preferential selection and quotas. It is arguable whether this approach is better than the 

two mentioned above, as positive discrimination is often seen as being unfair even by 

the groups that benefit from it (Noon 2010). At the same time, organizations following 

this approach can increase the numbers of “others” faster and thus it can be a good start 

to correcting historical inequalities and to giving voice to minorities. 4) The Managing 

diversity approach maximizes individual potential. This approach calls for a strong 

organizational commitment; it includes diversity as added value in an organization’s 

vision statement, business objectives and communication and requires change in 

organizational culture.  
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Gagnon & Cornelius (2000) add their own approach called the “Capabilities 

approach”. The central focus of this approach is “human dignity” and freedom to do 

what he or she wants. It consists of a multi-method, multi-HRM-domain approach 

including all stakeholders and focusing on equality of choice and outcomes.  

These different approaches could also be classified as Equality maturity stages 

(similarly as Kearns (2005) SHRM maturity stages), which determine how mature the 

organization is when it comes to their equality practices. A stage 0 can be added 

referring to organizations that do not have any initiatives in place. A summary of 

Equality maturity stages can be seen in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Equality maturity stages. 

Stage nr. Stage name Description 

0 “No approach” No initiatives regards equality and diversity. 
 

1 Liberal approach (I) Values equal opportunities. Existence of equality 
statement. Equal recruitment and selection. 
 

2 Liberal approach (II) Values equal outcomes. Initiatives exist to welcome 
“others”. 
 

3 Radical approach Values positive discrimination – preferential 
selection and quotas. 
 

4 Managing diversity approach Values individual potential. Diversity seen as added 
value and is included in vision statement, as well as 
in business goals. 
 

5 Capabilities approach Values freedom to become and do what he or she 
wants. Multi-method and multi-HRM-domain 
approach exists. 

 

Bowen and Ostroff (2004) introduce another concept of determining SHRM 

effectiveness called Strength of the HRM systems. If an organization has a strong HRM 

system, that means that HRM practices translate over to the employees reaching the 

desired organizational HRM goals. They have classified components that build strong 

HRM systems, which have powerful influence on employees. The components are 

summarized in Table 3.  

The first component, distinctiveness emerging from the environment and 

attracting attention, is critical for creating strong HRM systems. For HRM to achieve 

this distinctiveness it has to be visible, understandable, legitimate and relevant. 

Visibility here refers to having HRM practices that are noticeable by employees. 
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Understandable HRM practices are those that do not leave room for ambiguity and are 

not complicated. Legitimacy is important if the desired effect of the HRM is obtaining 

certain employee behaviour. The HRM has to be perceived as high in status, credible, 

highly active, and as relevant for reaching important goals; therefore HRM has to align 

with organizational goals. 

 

Table 3. Components of strong HRM systems (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004).  

Nr. Component Description of HRM practice 

1 Distinctiveness Emerging from the environment and attracting 
attention. 
 

a Visibility Noticeable and observed by employees. 

b Understandability Unambiguous and comprehensible. 

c Legitimacy High in status, high in credibility, active. 

d Relevance Aligned with organizational goals. 
 

2 Consistency Perceived and interpreted uniformly by 
employees. 
 

a Instrumentality Existence of clear, unquestionable perceptions 
of cause-effect relationships between desired 
employee behaviours and consequences. 
 

b Validity Intentions aligned with actions. 

c Consistent HRM messages Signals sent by HRM practices incorporate 
compatibility and stability. 
 

3 Consensus Existence of an agreement among all employees 
in terms of what is the cause-effect relationship. 
 

a Agreement among principal 
HRM decision makers 
 

HRM decision makers have to share an 
agreement of the goals and implementation 
processes of HRM practices. 
 

b Fairness Employees perceiving HRM practices as fair. 

 

Secondly, if HRM messages are to be perceived and interpreted uniformly by all 

employees, it is critical that HRM practices are consistent. To establish this, 

instrumentality, validity and consistent HRM messages have to be present. 

Instrumentality refers to clear, unquestionable perceptions of cause-effect relationships 

between desired employee behaviours and consequences. The power to link outcomes 

to employee behaviour are in the hands of HRM and line managers, so they can directly 

influence these cause-effect relationships. In addition, HRM practices have to be valid, 
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showing that their intentions are in line with what is actually done. For HRM messages 

to be consistent, compatibility and stability is required in the signals that are sent by 

HRM practices. 

The final component of strong HRM systems is consensus, which is present 

when there exists an agreement among all employees in terms of what is the cause-

effect relationship. To reach the consensus, agreement among principal HRM decision 

makers has to be present, and HRM practices have to be perceived by employees as 

being fair. 

When the components mentioned above are present and an HRM system 

becomes strong, it affects organizational climate in such a way that it emerges above the 

individual level and collective perceptions become strong. However, the climate can 

still vary between different groups within the organization (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004).  

It can be concluded that for HRM function to be successful and more effective it 

has to fulfill certain requirements or has to consist of certain components. The more 

requirements are met and more components are present the more developed the HRM 

function becomes and is more likely to translate over to employees and reach the 

desired goals. This goes for both – overall HRM function including all HRM domains 

as well as specific actions like equality and diversity intentions and practices. The effect 

of such practices on employees can be various – there can be no effect, as when 

employees do not notice HRM intentions at all; there can be negative effects, as when 

HRM goals and intentions do not harmonize with employee perceptions and behavior; 

or there can be positive effect, as when the HRM goals are reached and employees 

perceive HRM intentions as they are intended and adjust their behaviour accordingly.  

 

1.5. Employee perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust 

When it comes to equality and diversity efforts, a long line exists between international- 

and state-level legal requirements to organizational-level initiatives and finally to the 

outcome of employee perceptions (see Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Equality and diversity formal regulations and organizational efforts influencing 
employees. 
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From the discussion above, it is clear that the more mature and strong the HRM 

function within the organization is, the stronger influence it has on employees. Previous 

studies show links between organizations’ equality and diversity efforts and employee 

perceptions of equality, diversity and justice (Bruckmüller, et al., 2014; Creegan et al., 

2003; Dijk et al., 2012; Ng & Burke, 2004). In addition, the relationship has been also 

observed between HRM equality initiatives and employee organizational loyalty and 

support (Jauhari & Singh, 2013), as well as organizational commitment (Kim, Lee & 

Kim, 2015). The focus of this study lies on employee perceptions of equality, diversity, 

justice and trust. The perception of trust is added here, because gaining employee trust 

through various HRM practices has been highly valued in the eyes of employers 

(Condrey, 1995) and it could be expected that strong equality initiatives in the 

organizational-level would in return positively influence employee perceptions of trust. 

Several studies have been made to examine how employees perceive equality 

and diversity at their workplace to analyze whether existing initiatives are efficient (see 

Appendix A).  

 

1.5.1. Perceived equality 

Since nowadays direct discrimination is mostly not only illegal, but also socially 

unacceptable, the main problem according to recent research is subtle discrimination 

(Laer & Janssens, 2011). For instance, when organizations want to increase the number 

of women leaders and managers, they sometimes cause unfair and unequal outcomes. 

As previously discussed, this can happen if promotion and hiring decisions for 

increasing the number of women in high positions are based (or partly based) on 

gendered leadership stereotypes, then such initiatives can become ambiguous. 

There are various reasons why organizational-level actions are perceived as 

discriminating. Perceived gender inequality often has its roots in different expectations 

that are assigned to employees depending on their gender (Bruckmüller, 2014; 

Ellemers, 2012). For example, when it comes to leadership styles, even though previous 

research reveals that male and female leadership styles do not, in fact, differ, the 

stereotypes are there and the expectations of each gender differ (Ellemers et al., 2012). 

Men are expected to be agentic, that is, controlling, assertive, dominant and even 

aggressive (Eagly et al. (2000) as cited in Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt (2001), while 

women are expected to bring softer management styles focusing on interpersonal 

relations. Ellemers et al. (2012) further explain that meanwhile, agentic or masculine 
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management styles are mostly preferred. However, neither of these management styles 

can actually be tied to one’s gender. This puts women in difficult situations – they 

might be promoted in hopes of a “softer” management approach, which means that they 

are offered the position because they are women and not because of their personal 

competencies and management style. Thus, if they do not provide this expected 

management style, they may be made to feel as though they failed to deliver. This is 

only one of the examples mentioned in their research showing the subtle and often 

unintended discrimination that may exist within organizations and which can be 

perceived by the employees. The challenge here is that subtle and indirect 

discrimination is harder to tackle than blunt and direct discrimination. 

Another issue mentioned previously is the “glass cliff” phenomenon where 

women more often than men are offered unattractive high management positions that 

lack support from relevant stakeholders and networks. Such a situation may occur when 

the company finds itself in a crisis (Rink et al., 2012). The occurrence of “glass cliff” is 

again tied to perceptions of what is a male leader and what is a female leader. 

Bruckmüller et al. (2014) discuss several experimental studies that they have performed 

explaining the “glass cliff” phenomenon. One of their studies showed that when 

students were asked to rank three candidates as an appropriate leader between equally 

skilled male and female candidates, they showed considerable preference towards the 

female candidate in the situation where the company was not performing well, while 

where the company was performing well there was no considerable preference between 

both candidates. Another of their experiments with business leaders as participants 

showed that they valued female candidates as more fitting to leader positions in 

situations where companies were on a downward turn (Bruckmüller et al., 2014). This 

shows that perceptions of male and female leaders are somewhat embodied in societal 

views as similar perceptions exist amongst different societal groups (students, business 

leaders, etc.) and this may suggest that similar views are held by employees at all levels 

within an organization leading to situations that may be perceived as unfair. 

The “glass cliff” phenomenon supports the previous discussion on increasing the 

numbers of female employees in management not being enough to achieve equality. 

When looking at equality, the focus should not be only on numbers, but more 

importantly at experiences that male and female employees have at the workplace 

(Bruckmüller et al., 2014). The “glass cliff” phenomenon is one of the examples that 

shows how complicated and subtle equality issues within organizations can be. 
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Inequality exists not only in numbers, but also when looking at the bigger picture – 

what is each individual’s experience at work, how their daily interactions take place, 

how their careers progress and how they are perceived by their colleagues, managers 

and subordinates. These experiences can be different depending on the different groups 

individuals belong to in terms of gender, race, cultural background, etc. 

A different problem mentioned in the literature is discrimination that exists but 

is not recognized by employees. This can occur due to the belief in a just world – the 

belief that people get what they deserve and they deserve what they get (Lerner, 1980 as 

cited in Lipkus & Siegler, 1993). The belief in a just world can be so important to some 

people that they choose not to see existing inequality (Lipkus & Siegler, 1993) such as 

gender discrimination when continuously valuing “masculine” leadership characteristics 

(Derks, van Laar & Ellemers, 2006). It can also be manifested by denying or repressing 

the experience of discrimination which can be explained by accepting or blaming the 

existence of such behavior within society (Hunter, 2002). 

In summary, employee perceptions of equality can be based on existing societal 

belief systems and norms. As organizations are part of society and reflect the existing 

norms and values, gendered stereotypes are still often present in organizations as well as 

in the views of management and employees, and this may lead to discrimination that 

may or may not be recognized by employees. Change in organizational culture and 

strong HRM equality practices could be necessary prerequisites for tackling inequality 

at the workplace. 

 

1.5.2. Perceived diversity 

The popularity of diversity plans and intentions is growing at the state- and 

organizational-level in countries with diverse population like the U.K. However, 

research shows that it can be difficult to design and implement a diversity plan that 

transfers over to employees (Creegan et al., 2003). The concern for “other” groups is 

again the subtle way of discrimination, which maintains the existing power inequality. 

A qualitative study by Laer & Janssens (2011) where minority professionals were 

interviewed uncovered subtle discrimination that these professionals encountered at the 

workplace. Interestingly, this subtle discrimination includes elements of empowerment, 

which makes it even harder to identify it, but nevertheless employees perceived it. For 

example, when recognizing and embracing only the ethnic background of the minority 

groups or celebrating just the presence of them while at the same time not recognizing 
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their professional skills and competences, organizations, in fact, practice discrimination. 

One example of subtle discrimination, which includes the elements of empowerment, 

was mentioned by the participants of Laer & Janssens (2011) study and relates to 

strategic meetings within the organization. Minority employees would sometimes be 

invited to these meetings even though they did not possess any necessary skills or 

knowledge to make a contribution. Therefore, they felt like their presence in these 

meetings could only be explained by them having an “ethnic background” and for the 

management team to later report that the meeting included a diverse set of employees. 

Another example of subtle discrimination can be observed when supervisors offer more 

help to minorities, which is probably well-intended and might look good on the surface, 

but at the same time makes minority employees experience that they and their 

competencies are not trusted as much as those of their majority colleagues’ (Laer & 

Janssens, 2011). This shows that management’s ignorance for actually increasing 

diversity and even well-intended managerial behaviour can lead to perceptions of 

inequality among employees. 

Another study by Ghorashi et al. (2015) revealed that some minority employees 

admit that they feel accepted at their workplace, but at the same time they do not know 

what their colleagues think, suggesting the feeling of exclusiveness. In addition, when 

asked about diversity programs, employees shared a view that diversity means 

“everybody” so they did not feel like the programs would have any effect on them 

particularly. Once again, an integral approach for managing a diverse workforce 

effectively is suggested. 

 As for inequality regarding age, both intentional and unintentional 

discrimination can be a problem (see, for example, Dennis & Thomas, 2007; Aaltio, 

Salminen & Koponen, 2014). Quantitative research on intentional and unintentional age 

discrimination conducted in the U.S. revealed that perceived discrimination could be 

related to one’s age. For example, older people perceive discrimination when applying 

for jobs (Hahn & Wilkins, 2013) as well as facing unintentional discrimination (for 

example, when they are seen as not fit for a promotion or not wanting a promotion), 

which can lead to self-doubt – considering themselves too old – and affect their well-

being and engagement (Boone et al., 2013). When it comes to younger people, they too 

perceive discrimination. Age discrimination together with perceived justice, 

organizational commitment and job satisfaction have been found to be the best 

predictors for intentions to leave organizations (Bibby, 2008).  This can become a larger 
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problem in societies with an aging workforce. Organizations wanting to retain their 

talent have to be careful with their practices regarding employees of all the age groups.  

 

1.5.3. Perceived justice 

Perceived justice represents people’s perception of fair treatment (Dorfman, Cobb & 

Cox, 2000). Perception of justice or, in other words, organizational justice, can be 

concerned with the perception of fairness of outcomes including equality (distributive 

justice), the perception of fairness and methods (procedural justice), as well as the 

perception of interpersonal treatment (interactional justice) and is considered important 

by organizations (Mathur, Nathani & Dubey, 2013). Moreover, it can be directly linked 

to perceived equality, as according to Greenberg (1987), organizational justice is 

equivalent to workplace equality (Cornelius, 2002). It is argued by some researchers 

(Fujimoto, Härtel & Azmat, 2013) that it is crucial to include organizational justice 

principles within decision-making processes for effective diversity management. 

Therefore, it can be said that perceived justice among employees is desired when 

implementing HRM equality and diversity plans.  

 

1.5.4. Perceived trust 

Employee perception of trust is valued by organizations because it is believed to 

strengthen the supervisory role in the performance evaluation process and the link 

between performance and compensation (Condrey, 1995). Additionally, it plays a 

mediation role between HRM systems and employee organizational commitment, work 

engagement and organizational citizenship behaviour (Katou, 2013). Moreover, 

perception of trust amongst employees is believed to be a critical component for 

successful HRM systems especially during change (Condrey, 1995). It could be said 

that for HRM practices, including equality practices, to be effective they have to be 

supported by employee organizational trust. 

After looking at employees’ perceptions, it can be concluded that perceived 

inequality at the workplace is common. What is more, it can take a form of subtle 

discrimination meaning that the organization might not recognize that it exists and in 

some cases employees might not recognize its existence either. Inequality based on 

gender or other characteristics might be perceived individually and vaguely. 

Organizations should realize that their equality and diversity efforts and practices might 

not be effective, they might be based on the wrong reasons and well-intended actions 
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meant to empower disadvantaged groups might hide disempowering characteristics. 

This leads to an important challenge that can be observed within HRM equality and 

diversity efforts. There seem to be a gap between what companies think they are 

achieving and what employees actually perceive (Cornelius, 2002). Organizations and 

HRM managers might think they are doing enough, abiding to legislation and observing 

the results of their actions, but at the same time, employees might not perceive the same 

level of equality and diversity as intended by management. 

 

1.6. Objective and research questions 

HRM plays a key role in developing and implementing equality and diversity initiatives 

and programs within organizations. At the same time, employees on the receiving end 

should be affected by HRM efforts relating to equality and diversity management. 

However, as can be learned from previous studies, several obstacles exist and it seems 

that neither abiding to the legal framework nor HRM efforts will guarantee positive 

outcomes or perceptions of equality among employees. Therefore, the main objective of 

this study is to examine the impact of HRM equality and diversity efforts at the 

organizational-level in Icelandic organizations on employee perceptions of equality, 

diversity, justice and trust (see Figure 2).  

 

 
Figure 2. Organizational-level efforts influencing employee-level perceptions. 
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Literature review shows that organizations have to put quite an effort into 

making a real change in terms of diversity and the most important of this would be 

organizational change itself. Many organizations do not have diversity goals on top of 

their agendas (Bruckmüller et al., 2012), and their focus is short-term rather than long 

term. On one hand, short-term focus might not seem sufficient to achieve any change 

(Cockburn as cited in Cornelius, 2000). On the other hand, it seems that it is still better 

to do something than nothing at all, and some positive change can be observed among 

employees even when organizations implement practices that are criticized by some (Ng 

& Burke, 2004). Therefore, this research is aimed at answering the following question: 

Do organizational efforts to increase equality and diversity at the workplace 

influence employees’ perceptions of equality, diversity, trust and justice? 

Based on literature review and previous research in the field seven hypotheses, 

listed below, have been set forward. First, the existence of an equality statement alone, 

which is the minimum required by the law in most countries, does not necessarily mean 

that organizations are truly committed to actual equality goals with a positive effect on 

employees (Dickens, 2005; Zanoni et al, 2010; Cockburn as cited in Cornelius, 2000). 

Therefore the primary hypothesis is as follows:  

H1: The existence of an equality statement within organizations does not relate 

to perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust among employees. 

In contrast, when companies are proactive and committed, and add more than 

legally required to their initiatives regards to equality and diversity, a positive influence 

on employees can be observed, including employee perceptions of equality, diversity, 

justice and trust (see, for example, Dijk et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2015). In Iceland having 

a diversity statement is not required by law, therefore organizations that do have this 

statement could be qualified as being more committed to their equality and diversity 

goals and it is more likely that employees within these organizations would perceive the 

positive outcomes of organizational-level initiatives. Thus, the second hypothesis is as 

follows: 

H2: The existence of a diversity statement in organizations has a positive 

relationship with employees’ perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. 

Similarly, organizations that are not only aware of the existing gender salary 

gap, but are also actively striving for correcting it, could be classified as more proactive 

and committed in relation to equality and it is more likely that employees would 

positively perceive their employers’ efforts. Therefore, the third hypothesis states: 
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H3: The further along the organization has come in terms of acquiring the 

Equal wage certification, the higher its employees’ score on perceived equality, 

diversity, justice and trust. 

Moreover, when organizations apply thought-through approaches like the 

Capabilities approach, it should lead to a better transfer of equality to employees 

(Gagnon & Cornelius, 2000). The fourth hypothesis is based on the conclusion above: 

H4: The higher the organization scores in terms of equality maturity, the higher 

the perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust among employees. 

In addition, more mature and strong overall HRM practices have greater impact 

on employees (Kearns, 2005; Bowen & Ostroff, 2005), which leads to the fifth 

hypothesis: 

H5: The higher the organization scores in terms of Overall SHRM maturity, the 

higher the employees score on perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust. 

 In addition, previous research shows that disadvantaged groups in terms of 

gender and age more often experience workplace inequality (Hunter, 2002; Brumley, 

2014; Bibby, 2008). This study explores whether women compared to men, and 

younger people (29 years old and younger) and older people (50 years and older) 

compared to people in the age range of 30-49 years score lower in perceived equality, 

diversity, justice and trust. The following hypotheses are proposed in order to 

investigate whether gender and age plays a role in terms of employee self-reported 

perception of equality, diversity, justice and trust scores: 

 H6: Gender is a predictor in terms of perceived equality, diversity, justice and 

trust. 

 H7: Age predicts perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust. 
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2. Method 
	
2.1. Participants 
This quantitative study was designed in two phases. Data collection for phase one was 

conducted through a survey sent to all HR managers in Icelandic public and private 

organizations employing 70 and more employees, a total of 322 HR managers. 

Altogether 119 HR managers participated in phase one resulting in a 37% response rate. 

Phase two data collection was conducted on a sample of either 50 or all 

employees within the organizations that participated in phase one and agreed to 

participate in phase two. The sample consisted of 35 (N=35) organizations and 2,020 

employees. 1,041 employees (n=1041) participated by completing 50% of the survey or 

more, making the response rate 52%. Table 4 shows the demographic characteristics of 

the sample.  

 

Notes: n=number of employees. 

Table 4. Demographic characteristics of sample. 
  n % 
Gender 

  Male  428 45.1 
Female 521 54.9 
Age 

  18-29 years 85 9.0 
30-39 years 220 23.3 
40-49 years 302 32.0 
50-59 years 235 24.9 
60-69 years 100 10.6 
70 years or older 2 .2 
Education 

  Elementary school 121 12.8 
Trade school 118 12.5 
Gymnasium 146 15.4 
University (BS /BA) 295 31.2 
University (MS/MA/MBA) 241 25.5 
University (Ph.D.) 24 2.5 
Tenure 

  Less than 1 year 72 7.6 
1-2 years 92 9.7 
3-5 years 177 18.7 
6-10 years 275 29.0 
More than 10 years 331 35.0 
Managing responsibility 

 Yes 328 35.0 
No 608 65.0 
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The mean age of the respondents was 40-49 years (SD = 1.133) of whom 54.9% 

were female and 45.1% were male. In terms of education level, 40.7% of the 

respondents did not hold university qualifications; the rest had university education – 

59.2%. A total of 35% held managerial responsibility. Around one third of the 

respondents (35%) had been working at their current organization for more than ten 

years, 29 % had worked there five to ten years, 18.7% – three to five years, 9.7% – one 

to two years, and 7.6% – less than a year. The participants mostly mirror the Icelandic 

population, as in 2014 there were 50.4% males and 49.6% females. The older 

population in Iceland accounts for 13.38% of the population (DataMarket, 2015), which 

mirrors the sample. However, the younger population accounts for 20.36% 

(DataMarket, 2015), meaning that the sample is skewed in the direction of older age. 

26.7% of the total population in Iceland in 2014 had elementary school education, 

36.1% had further education and 37% had a university degree (Hagstofa Íslands, 2014). 

The educational level in the sample is skewed in the direction of higher education.	

	

2.2. Procedure 
Data collection was executed in two phases as part of the survey for the International 

CRANET (The Cranfield Network on International Human Resource Management) 

research on comparative SHRM. The sample in phase one is the population of Icelandic 

public and private organizations employing 70 and more employees. The data collection 

took place in spring 2015 accessing HR managers (or employees responsible for HRM 

function) using an electronic survey that consisted of 77 items of which 9 items were 

used for this study. Reminders were sent to HR managers and follow-up by phone was 

carried out to increase the response rate. Altogether 119 organizations out of 322 

participated in phase one accounting for 37% response rate (Einarsdóttir, Ólafsdóttir & 

Bjarnadóttir, 2015).  

Later, 35 organizations that participated in phase one agreed to take part in 

phase two. The second phase of data collection took place in January-February 2016 

and accessed employees within these 35 organizations. In each organization HR 

managers provided a sample of 50 or more employees and a link to the online survey 

was sent directly to employees. The survey consisted of 67 items of which 27 items 

were used for this study. Reminders were sent to employees and follow-up by phone 

was carried out. 1041 employees responded to the survey making the response rate for 

phase two 52%. 
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2.3. Measures 

The independent variables consisted of the items from the HR managers’ survey (phase 

one – organizational-level) and the dependent variables consisted of the items from the 

employees’ survey (phase two – employee-level). Data files were disaggregated in order 

to perform statistical analysis using variables from both datasets, building up the 

constructs to measure the relationship between organizational-level actions and the 

perceptions within employee-level. 

To measure organizations’ intentions for increasing equality and diversity within 

organizations an instrument consisting of five factors was used, the factors being 

Existence of a gender equality statement, Existence of a diversity statement, Equal wage 

certification, Equality maturity and Overall SHRM maturity. These factors are general 

actions that organizations can do to increase equality and diversity. The descriptive 

statistics of the organizational-level factors are summarized in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for organizations’ efforts to increase equality and diversity. 

Factors N n % SD M 

1. Existence of a gender equality statement 35 1041  .324 .88 
Yes 29 917 88.1   
No 6 124 11.9   

2. Existence of a diversity 
statement 

35 1041  .441 .26 

Yes 26 274 26.3   
No 9 767 73.7   

3. Equal wage certification (min=0; max=4) 33 974  1.032 3.57 
4. Equality maturity (min=0; max=4) 32 924  .976 2.95 
5. Overall SHRM maturity (min=0; max=4) 33 974  .593 2.06 
Notes: M = mean, N = number of organizations, n = number of employees. 

 

Factor one, Existence of a gender equality statement and factor two, Existence of 

a diversity statement, simply show whether both of these statements exist within an 

organization and are assessed using dichotomous questions, where no = 0 and yes = 1.  

The Equal wage certification item assesses the stage where an organization is in 

the process of acquiring the certification for being a provider of gender equal salaries on 

the scale from 0 to 4, where 0 = Have not thought about it / 4 = Have acquired official 

certification. The option “Not applicable” was also added, however, none of the 

respondents chose that option, hence it was excluded from the analyses. 
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The Equality maturity question was designed to determine on which stage, 

ranging from 0 to 4, an organization evaluates itself in terms of gender equality strategy 

and actions. The question was designed as a scenario question and stages 0-4 (from the 

worst to the best) were chosen in order to mirror the SHRM maturity scale created by 

Kearns (2005). For example, if the following option was chosen: “Minimum of 3-4 

active projects in the field of equality exist (in addition to equality policy), equality with 

regards to positions, salary, training and progression; the composition of management 

reflects the total composition of the company”, it would mean that an organization is on 

stage 3 within the equality maturity scale.  

Overall SHRM maturity is a scale summarizing an organization’s overall HRM 

maturity based on scenario questions that were designed to measure on which stage the 

organization is regarding each of the SHRM domains – HRM status, staffing, training 

and development, compensation and rewards, and communication. In order to 

determine on which SHRM maturity stage an organization is, the analysis is done in 

two steps. First, the answers to scenario questions by HRM managers are used, and 

second, the organization has to fulfil certain requirements in each of the HRM domains 

stated above (Einarsdóttir et al., 2015). For example, concerning the first domain, which 

is HRM status, the organization to be at stage four, it has to have an HRM strategy that 

is based on the organization’s strategy, HRM must be involved in the organization’s 

strategy from the beginning, and performance evaluation of the HRM department has to 

be in place. For an organization to be at stage three it has to have an HRM department 

and the head of the HRM department has to be part of the top management team. To 

qualify for stage two, the organization has to have an HRM strategy and must know its 

turnover. A requirement for stage one is to know FTEs (full time equivalents). There are 

requirements that organizations have to fulfil in order to qualify for certain stages 

concerning all of the HRM domains. 

The measures described above were designed by the Research Center for 

Human Resource Management at Reykjavík University, which gave the permission to 

use the questionnaire. Data collection in phase one took place in Icelandic. The whole 

instrument can be found in Appendix C in both Icelandic, as appeared in survey, and 

English (translation by Arney Einarsdóttir). 

For phase two of the data collection among employees, four different constructs 

were selected or developed. All constructs were rated by participants on a 5-point Likert 
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scale, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither disagree nor agree, 4 = 

agree, 5 = strongly agree.  

First, to measure employees’ perceived equality a construct Perceived Equality 

was used. Three of the items developed by Moore et al. (2010) with a reliability of α = 

.84 were used. The sample question is a statement: “Top management has actively 

complied with equal rights legal requirements”. Further, six items were added to this 

construct, five of which were developed by the researcher and are associated with five 

HRM domains (staffing, performance management, training and development, 

compensation and communication), and one developed by Nickel (1995) assessing the 

decision-making process within organizations to determine whether both men and 

women feel involved when decisions are being made at their workplace: “At work, both 

men and women equally participate in decision-making”. The reliability for Perceived 

Equality was α = .92 indicating that some of the items within the scale may be too 

related (Field, 2009). However, deleting any of the items would not affect Cronbach’s 

alpha so none of the items were removed. 

Second, to measure perceived diversity the “Diversity perceptions scale” 

developed by Mor Barak, Cherin & Berkman (1998) was used. Their whole instrument 

consists of four sections with 15 items altogether, but only the first section called 

“Organizational fairness factor” consisting of five items was selected, as the other 

sections are not considered relevant for the study. Cronbach's alpha for the first section 

that was selected for this study was reported to be .86 (Mor Barak et al., 1998), which 

indicates excellent internal consistency. For this study Cronbach’s alpha for this 

construct was .76, still indicating good internal consistency. The sample item for 

measuring perceived diversity is:” I feel I have been treated differently here because of 

my race, sex, religion or age” (reversed coding). This construct for this study was called 

Perceived Diversity. 

Third, a construct Perceived Justice measuring employees’ perception of justice 

within an organization was used. The Perceived Justice scale was used for a study 

comparing various psychological factors between employees in Icelandic private and 

public organizations and its internal reliability was α = .85 (Kristbergsdóttir, 

Hafsteinsson & Einarsdóttir, 2008); the reliability for this study indicated α = .82. Four 

items of this scale measure employees’ perception of justice regarding work procedures 

developed by Frice and Mueller (1984) as cited in Kirstbergsdóttir et al. (2008) and 

three items access employees’ perception of justice in terms of information flow taken 
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from Beeher, Walsh and Taber (1976) as cited in Kristbergsdóttir et al. (2008). An 

example item for measuring perceived justice is: “General decision-making processes of 

the company have been fair regarding promotion”. 

Finally, to determine whether the existence of equality and diversity initiatives 

correlate with employees’ levels of trust in an organization, the Huff & Kelley's (2003) 

trust construct was used. This construct was chosen among others due to the relevance 

to the study – it is designed for everyone within an organization to measure their 

general trust, and for its good reliability (α = .79). One of the items measuring trust is: 

“Managers in this company trust their subordinates to make good decisions”. In 

addition, two items from a construct developed by Robinson (1996) were added to 

measure benevolence and predictability. The reliability of the Perceived Trust scale was 

α = .89. All four constructs were adjusted and translated to Icelandic and then translated 

back to English. Before distribution the questionnaire was pre-tested to avoid potential 

errors. Data collection took place in both Icelandic and English. All employee-level 

survey questions can be found in Appendix D. 

 

2.4. Statistical analyses 

Several statistical analyses were applied in order to interpret the data. Preliminary 

analyses were performed for each dependent variable to ensure no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity exists. Cronbach’s alpha was 

applied as a confirmatory measure in order to verify the reliability of the scale for 

constructs measuring employee-level perceptions. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

was used to examine the relationship between independent and dependent variables. 

Multiple linear regression was conducted to investigate the predictive relationships 

between independent and dependent variables. In addition, an independent-samples t-

test was conducted to compare the perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust scores 

for males and females; one-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to 

explore the impact of age on perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust scores. All 

of the analyses were conducted through the use of SPSS. 
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3. Results 
	
Various statistical analyses were performed in order to answer the research question and 

test the hypotheses. Preliminary analyses were performed for each dependent variable to 

ensure no violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity 

exists. Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations of organizational-level 

factors, which are Existence of an equality statement, Existence of a diversity statement, 

Equal wage certification, Equality maturity, and Overall SHRM maturity, and 

Perceived equality, Perceived diversity, Perceived justice and Perceived trust. 

Organizational-level factors are actions for increasing equality and diversity and those 

are the independent variables. Dependent variables are employee-level perceptions.  

The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to examine the relation between 

independent and dependent variables. Existence of an equality statement did not have 

any significant relationship with either of the perceptions of employee-level. However, 

Existence of a diversity statement had weak, positive and significant correlation with 

Perceived equality (r = .160, n = 987, p < .001), Perceived diversity (r = .115, n = 970, 

p < .001) and Perceived trust (r = .161, n = 962, p < .001). Thus, the Existence of a 

diversity statement within an organization was associated with higher scores of 

perception of equality, diversity and trust among employees. Equal wage certification 

had a weak, positive and significant correlation with Perceived equality with r = .103, n 

= 926, p < .005. Higher scores of Equal wage certification associated with higher 

Perceived equality scores as evaluated by employees. 

Equality maturity also had a weak, positive and significant correlation with r = 

.178, n = 877, p < .001 with Perceived equality. Higher scores of Equality maturity 

associated with higher Perceived equality scores. Overall SHRM maturity had stronger 

(but still weak) positive and significant correlation with all of the independent variables 

– Perceived equality (r = .248, n = 926, p < .001), Perceived diversity (r = .221, n = 

913, p < .001), Perceived justice (r = .136, n = 974, p < .001) and Perceived trust (r = 

.179, n = 905, p < .001). 
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Table 6. Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients for independent and dependent 
variables. 

 
n M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

 Organizational-level intentions to increase equality and diversity 

1.Existence of 
an equality 
statement 1041 .88 .324 1 

        
2.Existence of 
a diversity 
statement 1041 .26 .441 .051 1 

       
3.Equality 
maturity 924 2.95 .976 .505** .247** 1 

       
4.Equal wage 
certification 974 3.57 1.032 .051 .143** .484** 1      

5.Overall 
SHRM 
maturity 974 20.64 .594 .020 .408** .150** .430** 1 

 
 
 

   
Employee-level perceptions          

6.Perceived 
Equality 985 37.27 .777 .035 .160** .178** .103** .248** (.92) 

   
7.Perceived 
Diversity 970 3.85 .733 -.001 .115** .040 .058 .221** .710** (.76) 

  
8.Perceived 
Justice 1041 32.64 .713 .016 .069 .024 .012 .136** .614** .592** (.82) 

 
9.Perceived 
Trust 962 3.78 .728 -.011 .161** .035 .019 .179** .614** .621** .648** (.89) 
Notes: n=number of employees; M=mean; * p < .05, **p < .001. Coefficient alphas in parentheses 
along diagonal.



WORKPLACE EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IN ICELAND 
	

Reykjavík	University	 	 May,	2016	

51	

 Multiple linear regression was executed to determine whether any of the factors 

explain employees’ perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust scores. The 

summary of the results can be seen in Table 7. All four models according to ANOVA 

were significant. 

 

Table 7. Summary of multiple linear regression for variables influencing Perceived equality, 
diversity, justice and trust. 
Dependent variables  Explanatory variables β t R R2 ∆R2 n 
Perceived equality        
 Constant  23.408 .306 .094 .088 985 
 Existence of an equality statement -.083* -2.136     
 Existence of a diversity statement .018 .489     
 Equal wage certification -.120* -2.831     
 Equality maturity .235** 5.100     

 Overall SHRM maturity .259** 6.555     
Perceived diversity        
 Constant  27.312 .228 .052 .047 970 
 Existence of an equality statement -.027 -.667     
 Existence of a diversity statement .018 .474     
 Equal wage certification -.068 -1.546     
 Equality maturity .046 .979     
 Overall SHRM maturity .236** 5.801     
Perceived justice        
 Constant  25.282 .149 .022 .017 985 
 Existence of an equality statement -.002 -.056     
 Existence of a diversity statement .006 .157     
 Equal wage certification -.075 -1.749     
 Equality maturity .036 .779     
 Overall SHRM maturity .161** 4.022     
Perceived trust        
 Constant  28.317 .216 .047 .041 962 
 Existence of an equality statement -.040 -.978     
 Existence of a diversity statement .092* 2.417     
 Equal wage certification -.091* -2.061     
 Equality maturity .050 1.041     
  Overall SHRM maturity .174** 4.251         
Notes: *p < .05; **p < .005. 

 

The total variance explained by the model, with the dependent variable being 

Perceived equality, was 9.4% (R2 = 0.094), F (5, 871) = 17.971. Overall SHRM 

maturity makes the strongest, statistically significant unique contribution (beta=.259), 

although statistically significant contributions were also made by Equality maturity 

(beta=.235), Equal wage certification (beta=-.120) and Existence of an equality 
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statement (beta=-.083). Overall SHRM maturity explains 4.4% of the variance in 

perceived equality scores with a partial correlation of .211, whereas Equality maturity 

explains 2.7% of the variance (part=.165), Equal wage certification explains 0.8% of the 

variance (part=-.091) and Existence of an equality statement explains 0.5% of the total 

variance (part=-069).  

The total variance explained by the model for Perceived diversity was 5.2% (R2 

= 0.052), F (5, 858) = 9.442. Overall SHRM maturity makes the strongest and 

statistically significant unique contribution (beta=.236). Overall SHRM maturity 

explains 3.7% of the variance in Perceived diversity scores with a partial correlation of 

.193. The summary of beta values explaining Perceived equality and Perceived diversity 

can be seen in Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 3. Beta values for model explaining Perceived equality and Perceived diversity.  
Notes: *p<0.5, **p<0.05. 
 

The total variance explained by the model for Perceived justice was 2.2% (R2 = 

0.022), F (5, 918) = 4.171. Overall SHRM maturity makes the strongest, statistically 

significant unique contribution (beta=.161), explaining 1.7% of the variance in 

Perceived justice scores with a partial correlation of .131. The total variance explained 

by the model for Perceived trust was 4.7% (R2 = .047), F (5, 850) = 8.292. Overall 

SHRM maturity makes the strongest, statistically significant unique contribution 

(beta=.174), although statistically significant contributions were also made by Equal 

wage certification (beta=-.091) and Existence of a diversity statement (beta=-.092). 
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Overall SHRM maturity explains 2% of the variance in Perceived trust scores with a 

partial correlation of .142, Equal wage certification explains 0.4% (part=-.069) and 

Existence of a diversity statement explains 0.7% (part=.081) of the variance in 

Perceived trust scores. The summary of beta values explaining Perceived equality and 

Perceived diversity can be seen in Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 4. Beta values for model explaining Perceived justice and Perceived trust.  
Notes: *p<0.5, **p<0.05. 

 

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the perceived equality, 

diversity, justice and trust scores for men and women. Significance level for Levene’s 

test was larger than .05 for all four dependent variables, therefore the assumption of 

equal variances has not been violated for neither of the dependent variables.  

Results showed that, for Perceived equality there was a significant difference in 

scores for males (M = 3.88, SD = .73) and females (M = 3.61, SD = .81; t (947) = 5.36, 

p = .000, two-tailed). The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = 

.27, 95% CI: .70 to .36) was small (eta squared=.029) meaning 2.9% of the variance in 

perceived equality is explained by gender. 

For Perceived diversity there was a significant difference in scores for men (M = 

3.95, SD = .73) and women (M = 3.78, SD = .72; t (943) = 3.41, p = .001, two-tailed). 

The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference =.16, 95% CI: .71 to 

.26) was small (eta squared=.012) meaning 1.2% of the variance in Perceived diversity 

is explained by gender. 
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For perceived justice there was no significant difference in scores for men (M = 

3.27, SD = .76) and women (M = 3.26, SD = .69; t (947) = .32, p = .753, two-tailed). 

Similarly, for perceived trust there was no significant difference in scores for men (M = 

3.79, SD = .73) and women (M = 3.77, SD = .72; t (943) = .56, p = .579, two-tailed).  

In addition, a one-way between-groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

conducted to explore the impact of age on perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust 

scores. Participants were divided into three groups according to their ages (Group 1: 18-

29 years; Group 2: 30-49 years; Group 3: 50 years and older). Levene’s test showed that 

the assumption of homogeneity had not been violated. A one-way analysis of variance 

of the groups yielded no significant differences between groups in regards to all four 

dependent variables: Perceived equality F(2, 941) = .96, p > .05; Perceived diversity 

F(2, 937) = 1.15, p > .05; Perceived justice F(2, 941) = .020, p > .05; Perceived trust 

F(2, 937) = 1.63, p > .05. The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 8. 

 

Table 8. Number, means and standard deviations of ANOVA – different age groups. 

Age group n M SD            n M SD 

 

 
Perceived equality Perceived diversity 

 
18-29 years 85 3.83 .788 85 3.93 .719 
30-49 years 522 3.74 .813 519 3.88 .711 
>50 years 337 3.70 .729 336 3.82 .747 
Total 944 3.73 .782 940 3.87 .725 

 

 
Perceived justice Perceived trust 

 
18-29 years 85 3.27 .733 85 3.74 .752 
30-49 years 522 3.26 .710 519 3.76 .734 
>50 years 337 3.27 .741 336 3.85 .685 
Total 944 3.27 .722 940 3.79 .719 

Notes: n=number of employees; M=mean (Age group 1: 18-29 years; Age group 2: 30-49 
years; Age group 3: >50 years). 
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4. Discussion 
	
Even though Iceland is at the top of gender equality lists, for example, the gender gap 

index list (World Economic Forum, 2014) with the smallest gap, there is still a room for 

improvement in terms of equality. This study reveals that the improvements refer not 

only to organizations’ efforts in addressing the existing gender pay gap, but also 

regarding organizational commitment for achieving an equal and diverse workforce and 

HRM equality and diversity practices. As explained before, the sample of this study 

consists of organizations that employ more than 70 employees. Since 2008 the Icelandic 

law states that all companies with 25 or more employees must have equality statement 

and plans, which means that all organizations in the sample should by law have, at the 

very least, an equality statement. However, only 29 out of 35 organizations reported that 

they do, meaning that 17.1% (6 organizations) do not even have the minimum required 

by law. Even fewer organizations (9 out of 35) had a diversity statement, however, that 

is somewhat expected as having a diversity statement is not required by law. Diversity 

is a rather recent phenomenon in Iceland and organizations may not feel under the same 

pressure to actively address workplace diversity issues. Altogether, this is a fairly 

interesting result for a country that is ranked so high in terms of gender equality. It may 

be interpreted that gender equality (and diversity) issues are not at the top of 

organizations’ priority lists, which is not a unique phenomenon and has been observed 

in organizations among other countries (Ghorashi et al., 2015). 

When analyzing deeper the organizational-level actions in terms of increasing 

equality and diversity and employee perceptions of it in the workplace, the data analysis 

revealed significant relationships between some of the variables. First of all, the 

Existence of an equality statement did not correlate with any of the employees’ 

perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. This indicates that an equality 

statement within organizations may not really affect employee perceptions of equality, 

diversity, justice and trust. Therefore, it appears that the existence of this statement 

might be there just to comply with the law or, so to say, “on paper”, and not in active 

practice. These findings support the Hypothesis 1 of this study, that being “The 

existence of an equality statement within organizations does not relate to perceived 

equality, diversity, justice and trust among employees”. Moreover, this corresponds to 

some of the previous studies indicating that legal requirements are not enough to 

achieve equality within organizations (Cockburn as cited in Cornelius, 2000), but it may 

still be a necessary minimum in the process of achieving equality in the workplace.  
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A different pattern can be observed regarding the Existence of a diversity 

statement, which organizations in Iceland are not required by law to have. As it is not 

required by law, those organizations who do have it could be classified as more 

proactive and attentive to diversity (which includes equality) issues, and these efforts 

could be more likely to transfer over to employee perceptions. This could explain the 

positive, even though weak, correlations that were found between the Existence of a 

diversity statement and perceived equality, diversity and also trust. This aligns with 

some of the previous studies stating that organizations that are proactive and committed 

to equality and diversity goals are more likely to positively influence employees (Dijk 

et al., 2012) and employees are more likely to notice the effects (Gagnon & Cornelius, 

2000). Moreover, the Hypothesis 2: “The existence of a diversity statement within 

organizations has a positive relationship with perceived equality, diversity, justice and 

trust among employees” is, therefore, mostly supported, as significant positive 

relationships were found between the Existence of a diversity statement and perceived 

equality, diversity and trust. However, there did not exist a significant relationship 

between the Existence of a diversity statement and perceived justice. 

When it comes to Equal wage certification the results show that organizations 

that have come further along in the process of acquiring the certification or have already 

acquired it had employees with higher Perceived equality scores. However, there was 

no significant relationship found between Equal wage certification and the remaining 

three dependent variables, which are perceived diversity, justice and trust. Therefore, 

Hypothesis 3, which is “The further along the organization has come in terms of 

acquiring the equal wage certification, the higher its employees score on perceived 

equality, diversity, justice and trust” is only partly supported.  

Similarly, the results show that organizations that reported being higher on the 

Equality maturity scale had employees with higher scores in Perceived equality. At the 

same time, employee perceptions of diversity, justice and trust did not relate to Equality 

maturity, thus the results only partly support Hypothesis 4: “The higher the organization 

scores in terms of equality maturity, the higher the perceived equality, diversity, justice 

and trust among employees”.  

The results aimed to test both hypotheses 3 and 4 could be interpreted as:  

organizations that are further along for acquiring Equal wage certification and are more 

advanced and systematic in their equality practices have employees that perceive gender 

equality at higher levels in comparison to those who work for organizations that score 
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lower in terms of gender equality intentions. Therefore, it appears as though the 

organizations’ actions aimed directly at gender equality have a small, but statistically 

significant influence on employees’ perception of exactly the equality issue. This 

somewhat relates to the theories stating that an integral approach to equality issues 

would be preferable for achieving the best results (Gagnon & Cornelius, 2000). 

However, unique, separate practices can have a small and positive effect on employees 

(Ng & Burke, 2004). 

When looking at Overall SHRM maturity scores, the results indicated significant 

relationships with all of the dependent variables, which are employee perceptions of 

equality, diversity, justice and trust. Even though the correlations are weak, they do 

indicate a significant relationship between these variables. Moreover, the results from 

multiple linear regression showed that Overall SHRM maturity was the strongest 

predictor of all four employee-level perceptions, explaining 4.4%  total variance in 

Perceived equality, 3.7%  total variance in Perceived diversity, 1.7 % in total variance 

in Perceived justice and 2% in Perceived trust. Even though it leaves residual of more 

than 90% unexplained, the significant unique contribution by Overall SHRM maturity 

can be observed regarding all dependent variables and Hypothesis 5 is therefore 

supported: “The higher the organization scores in terms of Overall SHRM maturity, the 

higher the employees’ score on perceived equality, diversity, justice and trust”. Being 

on the higher end of the SHRM maturity scale generally indicates not only better 

practices within all HRM domains and more effective HRM systems, but also higher 

transparency for organizations (Kearns, 2005). In addition, higher transparency within 

organizations is associated with higher trust and justice (Robbins, Ford & Tetrick, 

2012). Therefore, it is not surprising that employees within organizations that have 

more professional HRM practices and higher transparency of their actions perceive 

higher levels of equality, diversity, justice and trust. 

In addition, study explored whether employee age and gender predict their 

perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. The results revealed that gender 

explained the difference in variance with regards to perceived equality and diversity, 

partly supporting Hypothesis 6: “Gender is a predictor in terms of perceived equality, 

diversity, justice and trust”, as gender did not predict the perceived justice and trust. 

Moreover, gender explained only 2.9% of the difference in variance for perceived 

equality and even less (1.2%) in perceived diversity, revealing that women perceived 

only slightly less equality in the workplace compared to men. At the same time, age was 
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not found to explain the difference in variance in scores of employee perceptions of 

equality, diversity, justice and trust and therefore Hypothesis 7: “Age predicts perceived 

equality, diversity, justice and trust” was not supported.  

 

4.1. Conclusions 

This study, to the researcher’s best knowledge, is the first exploring organizations’ 

equality and diversity efforts and their possible influence on employees’ perceptions of 

equality, diversity, justice and trust. As such, it adds to the knowledge showing which 

organizational-level equality and diversity efforts or practices relate to employee 

perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust, as well as which efforts and 

practices are the best predictors for these perceptions.   

The main results revealed no relation between having an equality statement and 

employee perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust. However, a positive link 

was found between the existence of a diversity statement and employee perceptions of 

equality. In addition, there was a positive correlation between organizations making 

greater efforts for acquiring the equal wage certification and employee perceptions of 

equality, meaning that organizations reaching above the minimum legal requirements in 

terms of equality had employees who scored higher in perceived equality. In addition, 

organizations having more mature equality practices had employees with higher 

equality scores. Moreover, organizations with more mature overall SHRM function had 

employees scoring higher in all four perceptions. Furthermore, Overall SHRM maturity 

was found to be the best predictor for all of the four employee perceptions. 

In terms of practical implications this means that there exists room for 

improvement for Icelandic organizations that aim for an equal and diverse workforce. 

Organizations are likely to benefit in regards to their equality and diversity goals if they 

strive for higher levels of SHRM maturity, however, at the same time, separate HRM 

practices attempting to improve the equality and diversity situation should not be 

neglected. Most importantly, organizations should realize that having an equality 

statement is not enough to acquire real change and they need to be more proactive and 

committed to tackling inequality issues, realizing their societal role for enhancing 

equality is an important one. At the same time, extra efforts can pay off and instituting a 

diversity statement as well as acquiring Equal wage certification can help organizations 

position themselves as diverse and equal pay employers which would potentially help 

with talent attraction and retention. 
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Equality and diversity issues should not be neglected and organizations should 

become more involved in tackling them. The importance of future population 

projections (increase in immigration and aging population) should be taken into 

account, despite Iceland’s current rather homogenous population. At the same time, 

when organizations do have initiatives for enhancing equality and diversity, they might 

not have the hoped-for effects on employees, therefore, organizations should be aware 

of the drawbacks of various equality practices. They should thus be ready to change and 

acquire a different mindset for becoming inclusive for all groups and transferring the 

results of their equality and diversity practices over to employee perceptions.  

This study is not without its limitations. The first limitation, with regards to 

organizational-level survey questions about an equality and diversity statement, is that 

both questions were dichotomous, leaving no room for accessing more detailed 

information about the statements. Second, the employee-level sample is skewed in the 

direction to people with higher education and older people and therefore does not reflect 

the general population. This is somewhat explained due to the survey being distributed 

through employee work emails, perhaps leaving employees working outside the office 

out of the sample. Third, a question about respondents’ ethnic and cultural background 

was not included in the survey, therefore it cannot be observed how many respondents 

were born in Iceland or lived in Iceland for a long period of time and how many belong 

to minority groups. It is therefore impossible to say whether the sample mirrors the 

Icelandic population in terms of ethnic and cultural background. Fourth, respondents 

were asked about their age in multiple-choice questions with six possible answers where 

they had to check the age group they belonged to. This limited the statistical analysis as 

it was not possible to divide respondents in groups according to their age, as the groups 

were given. For example, the youngest age group was 18-29 years, however, in 

literature when discussing younger employees, the age group mention is often up to 25 

years old (Bibby, 2008). A “25 years old or less” group was impossible to define due to 

limitations explained above, therefore the between-groups comparison regarding 

employee perceptions of equality, diversity, justice and trust could not be measured 

addressing employees younger than 25 years.  

  To determine what are the best HRM practices in terms of equality and 

diversity, it might be beneficial for future research to focus on detailed analysis of 

current practices within organizations, exploring what are the equality and diversity 

goals within organizations, what are the actions and processes designed to meet these 
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goals, who within organizations carries them out and is responsible for them, and 

finally, how employees perceive the processes and results of these practices and actions. 

This would provide more detailed information on exactly what organizations are doing 

and how effective their efforts including specific practices are. Another suggestion for 

future research could be a qualitative study on employees’ perceptions of equality and 

diversity in order to get a fuller picture and get a more in-depth understanding about 

how employees experience the workplace depending on the minority and majority 

groups they belong to. 

 This study gives insight into whether and how various organizational-level 

equality and diversity efforts are perceived by employees. In light of future 

demographic changes, it is important for Icelandic organizations in general and HR 

managers in particular to understand the benefits as well as drawbacks various equality 

and diversity practices can bring and on which areas, e.g. stronger and more mature 

SHRM, to focus in order to achieve the best results for an equal and diverse workforce. 
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Appendices 
	
Appendix A – Literature review table, chronologically reversed 

Author, Year, 
Place 

Aim of Study Method Findings 

Ghorashi, Carabain 
& Szepietowska 
 
2015 
 
Netherlands 

Show how best-intended 
diversity actions fail in 
practice. 

Both survey and in-depth 
interviews used to gather 
data within the 109 
organizations in the 
philanthropic sector. 

Equality actions that appear 
neutral and goodwilled on 
the surface can be a source 
of exclusion. Minorities are 
blamed for their lack of 
representation within 
organizations. 

Sieben, Braun & 
Ferreira 
 
2015 
 
Germany & 
Portugal 

Find out whether there is 
an association between 
gender and project roles 
within temporary 
organizations (e.g. 
projects). 

Participants: members of 
International Project 
Management Association, 
241 respondents to online 
survey. 

Project Citizen behaviour 
does not depend on gender, 
however, the results showed 
that each gender was 
rewarded differently 
depending on the gender 
association of their project 
roles. 

Kim, Lee & Kim 
 
2015 
 
Korea 

Explore whether 
employees respond 
differently to diversity 
management depending 
on their gender. 

Participants were 260 
employees from 6 
companies that responded 
to the online survey.  

Female employees were 
found to be more favorable 
towards diversity 
management than male 
employees. Additional 
finding – diversity 
management practices 
positively affected 
employees’ organizational 
commitment. 

Brumley 
 
2014 
 
USA 

Compare male and female 
employees’ perceptions of 
the new work culture.  

Qualitative case study.  
Data collected during 2.5 
years. Participants are 55 
male and female managers 
or professionals in large 
Mexican owned 
multinational corporation. 

The perceptions are based on 
so-called “gendered ideal 
worker” which is easier 
fulfilled by men.  

Chasserio, Pailot, 
Poroli 
 
2014 
 
France 

Explore the dynamics of 
women entrepreneurs’ 
multiple identities. 

Qualitative interviews with 
41 women entrepreneurs. 

Entrepreneurial and social 
identities overlap. Social 
expectations (gendered 
roles) are challenges for 
women entrepreneurs.  

Bruckmüller, Ryan, 
Rink, & Haslam 
 
 2014 

Review the existing 
studies on the “glass cliff” 
phenomenon, one of the 
subtle forms of gender 
discrimination. 

Review of the existing 
research. 

Men and women occupy 
different leadership positions 
and their experience in these 
positions differ. Gender 
stereotypes make it seem 
that female managers will be 
better in crisis situation, 
therefore more women are 
filling leadership positions 
in the situation of crisis; at 
the same time research 
shows that women would 
rather avoid such positions. 
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Hahn & Wilkins 
 
2013 
 
Australia 

Examine degree and 
nature of self-reported job 
discrimination. 

Quantitative: 13,969 
respondents in 7,682 
households. 

Age accounts for perceived 
discrimination when 
applying for jobs. Gender 
(being a woman with young 
children) accounts for 
perceived discrimination 
during the employment. 
 

Ghorashi & Sabelis 
 
2013 
 
Netherlands 

Discuss alternative 
approaches for diversity 
management. 

Review of existing 
diversity management 
approaches. 

Discursive power should be 
included in the diversity 
management analysis; 
dominant discourses should 
be questioned. 
 

Aaltio, Salminen & 
Koponen 
 
2013 
 
Finland 

Explore the existing 
research trends concerning 
HRM and aging 
employees. 

Extensive literature review 
related to HRM and aging 
employees with special 
note to gender. 

Four main strands of studies: 
age management, ageism, 
retention and gender 
sensitive. Lack of research 
in terms of combined view 
of age and gender. When 
researching age and HRM a 
feminist research approach 
could be of use. 
 

Jauhari & Singh 
 
2013 
 
India 

Explore the impact of 
organizations’ diversity 
strategies on employees’ 
attitudes and behaviours. 

Participants in phase 1: 
700 employees in an 
Indian IT multinational 
company. Participants in 
phase 2: 330 employees 
who participated in phase 
1. 

Positive relationship was 
found between perceived 
diversity climate and 
employees’ organizational 
loyalty with perceived 
organizational support as 
mediator. 
 

Rink, Ryan & 
Stoker 
 
2012 
 
Netherlands 

Examine whether men and 
women consider different 
issues when evaluating a 
risky leadership position, 
so called “glass cliff” 
position. 

Two experimental 
scenario-based studies. 
Study 1 participants – 146 
Dutch business students. 
Study 2 participants – 132 
Dutch graduate business 
students. Both groups were 
asked to evaluate 
hypothetical leadership 
positions with different 
resources available. 

Both women and men 
carefully consider the pros 
and cons of taking a risky 
leadership position (in the 
situation of crisis). Men are 
more reluctant to take the 
position when there are no 
monetary means, women are 
more reluctant to take the 
position with no social 
resources. 
 

Ellemers, Rink, 
Derks & Ryan 
 
2012 
 
Netherlands 

Study gendered leadership 
beliefs and find out how 
these beliefs affect the 
work experience for male 
and female employees. 

Interviews with women 
professors in universities 
and women in higher 
management in various 
public, semi-public and 
private companies. 
 

The presence itself of 
women in leadership 
positions tends to reinforce 
gendered leadership beliefs 
in the workplace. 

Eikhof 
 
2012 

Reveal gender issues that 
can accompany 
organizational policies 
like work-life balance 
policy. 

Analyze empirical 
evidence on work-life 
balance, women’s careers 
and knowledge work. 

Work-life balance policies 
increase flexibility at work 
that should encourage 
women’s participation at 
work, therefore increasing 
equality, however, hidden 
gender consequences exist, 
for example, falling into a 
“mummy track”. 
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Laer & Janssens 
 
2011 
 
Belgium 
 

Determine the subtle 
discrimination at the 
workplace. 

26 in-depth interviews 
with minority 
professionals. 

Experience of subtle 
discrimination is ambiguous 
and encourages the 
reproduction of unequal 
power distribution. Elements 
of disempowerment are 
hidden within the attempts 
of empowering minorities. 
 

Guerrier & Wilson 
 
2011 
 
UK 

Analyze the representation 
of diversity policies on 
companies’ websites. 

28 websites (from Times 
Top Big Employers list) 
were studied focusing on 
language use, diversity 
strands and images.  

Most companies are 
sophisticated in terms of 
their diversity policies on 
how they are reflected on 
their websites. 
 

Moore, Parkhouse 
& Konrad 
 
2010 
 
USA 

Investigate the effects of 
organization’s characters, 
philosophical support and 
HRM equality programs. 

Data gathered via survey. 
Participants: 500 
professional and collegiate 
sport organizations. 39% 
response rate. 

Top management support 
encourages development and 
implementation of gender 
equality strategies, which 
results in greater number of 
female representation within 
organizations. 
 

Meriläinen, 
Tienari, Katila & 
Benschop 
 
2009 
 
Finland 

Explore how diversity 
discourse is shaped by the 
local societal context. 

Analysis of websites of 20 
largest Finnish companies 
focusing on how 
organizations choose to 
represent themselves in 
terms of diversity.  

Results show that companies 
representing diversity 
actually use the language of 
gender equality in that way 
silencing issues of other 
minority groups.   

Bibby 
 
2008 
 
USA 

Explore the relationship 
among perceived age 
discrimination, 
organizational justice, 
commitment, job 
satisfaction and intention 
to leave.  

Online survey used to 
collect data. Participants: 
251 engineers from the 
Florida Engineering 
Society. 

Main findings: age is 
predictor of age 
discrimination. Younger 
engineers perceived more 
age discrimination. 
Perceived age discrimination 
together with org. justice, 
commitment and job 
satisfaction were the best 
explanations of intention to 
leave. 
 

Carlsson & Rooth 
  
2007 
 
Sweden 

Determine whether ethnic 
discrimination exists 
during the recruitment 
process in Sweden. 

Experimental study. 3104 
applications were sent to 
1552 employers during 1 
year. Swedish and Middle-
Eastern sounding names 
were randomly assigned to 
applications stating the 
same skills and experience. 
 

Job applications with 
Swedish names received 
50% more callbacks for 
interviews than applications 
with Middle-Eastern names. 

Ng & Burke 
 
2004 
 
Canada 

Examine the role of 
gender and race on values 
that are likely to form 
attitudes towards equality 
and diversity. 

Survey participants were 
120 employees from 
Canadian financial 
institutions. 

When there is a more 
diverse workforce the 
attitudes of equality and 
diversity lessen. Masculine 
cultural values relate to more 
negative attitudes to equality 
and diversity. 
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Kossek, Markel & 
McHugh 
 
2003 
 
U.S. 

Examine the consensus 
within department level in 
terms of HR change 
strategy of increasing the 
numbers of female and 
minority workers. 

Data collected from HR 
information system records 
over 8 years within a large 
university department. In 
addition, the survey (775 
respondents, 51% response 
rate) to measure success of 
the strategy was 
conducted. 

HR strategies that only focus 
on structural change 
(increasing the number of 
female and minority 
employees) without creating 
positive climate and 
developing supportive 
norms will not meet the 
hoped-for goals in work-
group level.  
 

Creegan, Colgan, 
Charlesworth & 
Robinson 
 
2003 
 
U.K. 

Examine minority 
employee perceptions of 
local authority’s equality 
plan in the U.K. 

Research design: review of 
documentation; self-
completion questionnaire 
survey of the whole work 
force with response rate 
21.4%; 14 interviews with 
key people and 18 
employee focus groups. 

Main findings suggested that 
there were various problems 
regarding the 
implementation of equality 
programs. Staff mostly 
remained skeptical about the 
efficiency of the equality 
actions and stated that 
employees perceive 
discrimination. 
 

Hunter 
 
2002 
 
Australia 

Examine the denial of 
gender discrimination 
against women at the State 
bar. 

Interviews with both male 
and female barristers at 
State bar. 

Findings suggested that 
perceived discrimination 
depends on interviewees 
themselves, on how they see 
themselves within the bar 
and whether the perception 
of themselves is gendered or 
not. 
 

Benschop & 
Doorewaard 
 
1998 
 
Netherlands 

Examine gender subtext in 
organizations. 

Subtext analysis used to 
analyze organizational 
practices within the Dutch 
banking sector. In 
addition, data was gathered 
from 5 cases by 
investigating documents, 
observing the work climate 
and daily routines and by 
conducting interviews with 
60 employees including 
managers. 
 

Gender subtext exists within 
organizations. This subtext 
is hidden and based on 
existing power relations, 
therefore is continuously 
reinforced. 
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Appendix B – Kearns (2005) SHRM maturity scale 

 

Personnel 
administration 

Stage 2 
Good  
professional 
practice 

Stage 3 
Effective  
HR management 

Stage 4 
HRM becomes  
integral to business 
operations 

Stage 5 
Transition - from 
operational HR  
to strategic focus 

Stage 1 
Personnel 
administration 

Strategic  
HRM 

Personnel  
Management 

Human resource not truly  
regarded by the board as a  

source of competitive advantage 

HRM 

Stage 6 
Organisation 
becomes a whole 
system 

Stage 0 
No conscious 
personnel 
management 
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Appendix C – Organizational-level survey questions 
 

Appendix C has been removed from this copy. 
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Appendix D – Employee-level survey questions 

Appendix D has been removed from this copy. 


