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In 2016, the Brookings Institution elevated inclusion and diversity to a strategic priority with a particular
emphasis on our scholar ranks and management. There is a strong case that we should pursue increased
diversity of the Institution’s workforce, as well as a more inclusive workplace, because it is simply the
right and fair thing to do. As an organization whose central purpose is bringing quality research to bear on
public policy questions, however, we should not ignore the wealth of social scientific work on the
consequences of diversity and inclusion in the workplace to justify this elevated institutional focus. If we
are to ask our audiences to use our research to make informed decisions, we should be prepared to hold
ourselves to a similar standard.

This document reviews a range of relevant literature with the goal of informing ongoing conversations,
decision-making, and goal setting around these issues at Brookings. It considers both the diversity and
inclusion sides of the ledger—as we must as we make changes not only to our recruiting strategies but
also to our broader policies and practices. There are benefits to having a diverse workforce, but we cannot
capture them if we do not also ensure that the talented individuals we hire have the opportunity to make
meaningful contributions. Inclusion and diversity efforts also reinforce each other. An inclusive
workplace culture makes Brookings an attractive destination for the kinds of job candidates that enhance
the diversity of our ranks.

Recruiting and supporting a diverse workforce matters at all levels of, and across all job functions within,
the Institution. But to the extent that we are focusing on identity diversity, data on the composition of our
workforce makes clear we are falling especially short in terms of our scholar population. Definitions of
identity diversity generally rely on six primary categories—race, gender, age, ethnicity, physical qualities,
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and sexual orientation—but can include others, such as educational background and socioeconomic
status, that may also be relevant to the particular challenges Brookings faces.2

The research on the effects of identity diversity in the workplace is voluminous. One major review of
relevant literature identified approximately 250 relationships between different kinds of identity diversity
and various attitudes, behaviors, and performance metrics that have been studied by researchers in a range
of fields.3 To be clear, much of this work suggests that diversity comes with tradeoffs. For example,
several studies found evidence that more diverse teams of employees are less cooperative with one
another, but also tend to make better decisions and, depending on the type of diversity, may generate
higher revenues.4 Other work has argued that more diverse groups are less likely to trust each other’s
decisions; that distrust, however, may introduce a healthy amount of skepticism into deliberations.5

In a wide range of contexts, if individuals are willing to accept these tradeoffs, there is evidence that
suggests better outcomes may result. One analysis of academic publishing indicated that less diverse
author teams see their work published in lower impact journals and are cited less often.6 In the for-profit
world, some studies—though by no means all—have found identity diversity to be associated with
outcomes like higher sales, profits, revenue, and market share.7 Other work has suggested that
encouraging more identity diversity spurs innovation in firms.8

How might this work? One line of research proposes that identity diversity has a direct effect on decisionmaking processes by introducing new perspectives.9 According to one study, when groups include
members whose demographic differences are apparent from physical appearance alone, participants are
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less likely to assume that others know the same things they do. As a result, they are more likely to share
the information they have with their teammates.10 In another experiment, when a black group member
presented a dissenting opinion to her white teammates, it was considered more novel than when the same
information was presented by a white participant to an all-white team.11 At a research organization like
Brookings, building environments where all available information is heard and taken seriously is
especially important.

Beyond introducing new perspectives, identity diversity may also change how people behave in groups.12
In one study, adding a new, socially dissimilar participant made a group more likely to get the right
answer on a task because the original members are more apt to change their minds.13 A different
analysis—of simulated jury deliberations—found that, in racially diverse panels, white participants use
more novel facts and make fewer inaccurate statements than they do in racially homogeneous situations.14
Ensuring that groups are more diverse, then, may make people work harder at coming to a decision
because they assume that not everyone else on the team agrees with them. At an increasingly team-based
Brookings, where research work takes place across programs and collaboration occurs between research
and business units, taking advantage of these team-level benefits of diversity will be particularly
important.

Importantly, the positive effects of identity diversity can also be indirect. Our race, gender, and other
identities profoundly shape our perspectives on issues. Male and female economists, for example, view
certain economic outcomes and policies differently.15 Researchers refer to these differences in what
people know and how they reason from that information as cognitive diversity. Studies suggest it is
especially important for efforts that require complex thinking,16 including those for which no single
person has the knowledge or tools to complete the task alone and for which it is difficult to separate the
assignment into simpler, routine components.
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Much of what we do here at Brookings falls squarely into this category. A range of studies have indicated
that bringing a cognitively diverse set of individuals to bear on these kinds of tasks can produce better
outcomes, including predictions that are more correct, solutions that are more creative, and decisions that
are better informed.17 One study, for example, found an association between racial heterogeneity and
increased productivity in industries that focus on creative decisionmaking and problem-solving.18 In other
work, there is evidence suggesting that female representation in top management improves performance
in firms that prioritize innovation.19 A more diverse Brookings, then, has the potential to produce more
original thinking.

This discussion of the value of cognitive diversity should not suggest that it is a replacement for identity
diversity.20 Rather, the latter is an important source of the former. An identity diverse Brookings will also
be a more cognitively diverse one. A range of evidence indicates that that cognitive diversity can enhance
our ability to produce high-quality research. The potential of a more identity diverse workforce to
improve the work we do, then, is both direct and indirect.

Beyond improving the quality of our output, a more diverse workforce can also enhance the reach of that
output. To “enhance our influence and relevance”—another one of our strategic priorities—we must
consider how we are viewed by those who consume the work we do. The demographic composition of
our staff affects the kinds of issues we identify as important enough to place on our research agendas, and
an inclusive environment is key to guaranteeing that these perspectives are incorporated into the choices
we make. We see evidence of this dynamic, for example, in research on state legislatures, where black
and female representatives are more likely to introduce bills dealing with issues of particular importance
to women and racial minorities.21 Investing in a diverse scholar population, then, is likely to produce
research that a wider audience will find relevant. A diverse and changing audience may also to be more
likely to trust our work if it is produced by a more diverse workforce; experimental evidence suggests that
African-Americans ascribe more legitimacy to institutions with more black representation.22 Work done at
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Brookings by Jennifer Bradley, moreover, suggests that demographically diverse employees may be
particularly well-equipped to be flexible in reaching broad audiences, including global ones.23

A diverse workforce has the potential to benefit Brookings’s core mission of producing quality research
that bears on public policy debates. If we are to reap those benefits, however, we cannot simply wait for
them to materialize magically. We must, research indicates, be careful and purposeful in how we
approach our efforts. A number of different studies have suggested that the benefits of diversity are
greater for tasks involving the exploration of new opportunities and ideas, and most likely to be realized
when the nature of the diversity is germane to the goal at hand.24 In one study, for example, the positive
effects of racial diversity on firm performance were concentrated among organizations pursuing growth
strategies, where the flexibility and creatively associated with a more diverse workforce helped offset
inefficiencies that can arise with growth.25

This need for careful implementation extends to efforts like training and other learning opportunities,
where analyses of various initiatives suggest all well-meaning offerings are not created equal. The
literature on the efficacy of various training-based approaches is wide and presents a decidedly mixed
picture.26 In some cases, interventions that prime participants to be aware of stereotypes and biases can
backfire and have a negative impact.27 Initiatives like targeted recruitment and mentoring, meanwhile,
have been more successful at producing greater gender and racial diversity among managers in some
studies.28

Similarly, the inclusion side of the ledger also requires thoughtful execution. In one study, for example,
public employees intended to remain at their jobs longer when they perceived they were treated fairly and
had equal access to opportunities—conditions that do not arise on their own, but rather require active
cultivation and management.29 Other work suggests that “building teams and groups in which
demographic attributes do not overlap with functional roles” is key to employees’ performance and well-
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being.30 To ensure an inclusive workplace, then, we must think beyond individual hiring decisions and
consider carefully the composition of our teams, small and large.

Building a more diverse workforce, and a more inclusive workplace, are not just short-term goals, and our
commitment to these goals does not operate in a vacuum. The broader environment matters. To the extent
that there are tradeoffs to be navigated between negative and positive consequences of introducing
diversity, one analysis found that the drawbacks are more likely to arise in occupations dominated by
whites and men.31 When Norway introduced gender quotas for corporate governance, for example,
evidence suggested it led to lower corporate profits,32 in part because there was not a sufficiently large
pool of strong female candidates to fill the required slots.33 If we are committed over the medium and
long terms to building a more diverse staff at the scholar and management level, we must also do our part
to feed that pipeline through efforts focused on our early career workforce.

As we review what the literature in a range of fields tells us about the value of diversity in the Brookings
context, it is also worth considering the assumptions that underlie this task. As Columbia Business
School’s Katherine Phillips has written about the task of offering a justification for diversity and
inclusion,
We should reflect on how seeking evidence of a business case for diversity reifies the status quo and
legitimates the idea that some people belong and some people deserve to be included in
organizations, while other people have to go above and beyond to prove their worth. The questions
we ask about diversity have power. They have underlying assumptions that often go unspoken.34
In offering this literature review to support our institutional focus on inclusion and diversity, we are
beginning from the assumption that these goals should be justified in terms of what they mean for our
ability to produce high-quality research that has an impact on the policymaking process. There is certainly
value in offering social scientific evidence in support of our choices; indeed, it is what we ask others to do
with our work every day. But this argument cannot and should not be the end of our institutional
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conversation about how and why we should pursue a more diverse and inclusive workplace. It is only a
starting point.
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