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Abstract  
This paper introduces the results of a discourses survey on a sample of online content on the topic of 

demographic diversity in product development teams. Three main discourses were identified where the first 

two work to justify or explain the need for demographic diversity, and the third one to create boundaries for 

acceptable diversity and its expression in the workplace. Each discourse is geared to its specific audience 

and when looked at together, shows discrepancies between accepted narratives. This is perceived as evidence 

of the complexity of the topic and the maturity of the current conversation.   
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1. Introduction 

With the rise of more agile and iterative product development processes, the role of experts has 

become more important. Successful companies such as Netflix, believe that problems are best solved 

by the people closest to them, which results in more decision-making happening on the team level (e.g., 

Hastings & Meyer, 2020). This again results in more attention being paid to what kinds of team 

compositions and processes make teams the most effective. One example of such attention is Google’s 

(2015) study on effective teams which is often referred to in product development process 

conversations. 

One popular unit structure in product development is a ‘cross-functional team’ consisting of 

representatives of different disciplines, such as business, design, and engineering. The assumption is 

that varied educational backgrounds result in a wider perspective and therefore more innovative 

products, better product quality, faster execution, and ultimately a more successful business. In more 

recent years, the diversity considered has evolved from age, tenure, and discipline to include an array 

of demographic markers such as class, gender, race, religion, sexuality, and ability. (Gladstein Ancona 

& Caldwell, 1992; Sethi, 2002; Gebert, Boerner & Kearney, 2006; Dayan, Ozer & Almazrouei, 2017). 

This paper applies the method of discourses survey to look at media content on the topic of product 

team diversity. I will look at discourses justifying diversity in product teams, and others discussing the 

kind of diversity encouraged. My hypothesis is that when companies talk about diversity, they mean 

only a certain, preapproved type of diversity, and the expression of diversity is regulated. My twenty 

years of experience practicing product design in cross-functional product teams provides a backdrop 

that I use to situate the texts in the business and technology content landscape. This combination 

grounds this paper in transdisciplinary research: I examine a multidisciplinary environment combining 

the lenses of a researcher of one discipline and the practitioner of another in the hopes of uncovering 

new knowledge between the disciplines. 

2. Research process 

Discourses survey, a method within nexus analysis, can be used to look for interesting issues to 

examine more closely. Nexus analysis is a framework for the analysis of the affordances and constraints 

of communicative media as mediational means in social actions, but it can also be viewed as discourse 
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analysis to engage in social action. In nexus analysis, discourse is seen as ‘cycling’ through social 

actions, that is, verbal and textual tools work their way into practices, material objects, and the built 

environments in which we interact. (Scollon & Scollon, 2004; Norris & Jones, 2005).  

As opposed to critical discourse analysis, nexus analysis focuses on micro-actions, but within nexus 

analysis, broader social issues are seen as grounded in the micro-actions of social interaction and, 

conversely, the micro-actions are the nexus through which the largest cycles of social organisation and 

activity circulate. (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Nexus analysis differentiates between 

discourse with a small d, which refers to language in use to enact activities and identities, and Discourse 

with a capital D, which refers to systems of language use and other practices that form ways of talking 

about social reality. Both discourses include all meaningful semiotic activity and thus are ‘whole 

systems of the possibility of producing meanings, with or without language’. (Gee, 1992; Scollon, 

2001). 

In nexus analysis, discourse is seen as a form of social action and these actions are situated in time 

and place and the historical bodies (experiences, familiar practices) of the participants. As a long-term 

practitioner in product development and a short-term one in nexus analysis, I hope my perspective will 

bring forward some new insight. However, it is important to note that I am a participant in the nexus of 

practice I am studying, which means that the interests of the researcher and participants overlap. In 

addition, my historical body as a product design practitioner and my place in the interaction order 

(participants and their mutual relationships) make me privy to certain information and certainly affect 

my reading. (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). 

The data I am focusing on is a small sample of online content from influential actors in the 

community of technology business. The measure of influence is not objective but largely based on my 

personal experience in the community. The data is: 

1. Business News Daily article “Hiring for Cultural Fit? Here's What to Look For” 

2. Glassdoor article “How to Hire for Culture Fit” 

3. Google “Annual Diversity Report” 

4. McKinsey’s report “Why Diversity Matters” 

5. BCG report “The Mix That Matters. Innovation Through Diversity”  

6. McKinsey report “Diversity wins. How inclusion matters“ 

7. Personio company website 

3. Discourses of diversity 

Already thirty years ago academics were arguing that the most important diversity variable in new 

product teams is function, rather than age or tenure for example. Cross-functional teams have more 

access to information and a wider network which helps cross-team collaboration and product transfer 

but agreeing on shared goals and processes was perceived problematic to performance. (Gladstein 

Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). Ten years later the teams were hoped to improve product quality and a few 

years later innovation, but again researchers failed to find evidence of the positive impact of functional 

diversity. (Sethi, 2002; Gebert, Boerner & Kearney, 2006). Finally, in 2017 a study showed that there 

is a direct relationship between functional diversity and new product creativity, but demographic 

diversity did not behave in the same way (Dayan, Ozer & Almazrouei, 2017).  

One could argue that it is difficult for academics to unarguably prove the impact of a single factor 

such as diversity on fuzzy and highly contextual concepts such as quality, innovation, and creativity but 

curiously for example the Google study mentioned above, does not list diversity in the qualities of 

highly effective teams (Google Guide, 2015). The next sections will look at what kinds of discourses 

fuel the rhetoric of demographic diversity. 

3.1. Discourses for diversity 

In recent years, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) has become a topic companies, specifically 

international ones, have needed to take a stand on. The topic is very complex, sensitive, even polarising, 

and the corporations need to tread lightly. The following examples, which are all from the Google 

Annual Diversity Report (2021), show how Google speaks about diversity when addressing its 
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employees and customers. Google is a very influential source of corporate diversity agenda because 

they have billions of users, over 100000 employees and they have been working on their approach for 

years. I call their approach the Corporate DEI Discourse. 

The report starts with the following sentence: 

 
1) We’re listening, learning, and taking action. 

By this statement, Google positions itself as an empathetic, well-intentioned student. Learning is 

typically mentioned as a goal in product development as it reduces the pressures of decision-making 

and succeeding (for example Hughes & Chafin, 1996). In this case, this is effective because the topic 

is sensitive and the likelihood of addressing it in a way that pleases everyone is low. One such incident 

took place in 2021 when Google failed to give a satisfying account of their firings of their staff scientist 

Margaret Mitchell and AI ethics researcher Timnit Gebru, who had called for greater diversity and 

inclusion among Google’s research staff.  

In Google’s Corporate DEI Discourse, the company positions itself as a part of the society, with the 

people and their struggles. This is done in several different ways but specifically repeating a sentence 

structure where Google is in the center and expands out to the world. 

 
2) These issues [COVID and racial violence] deeply impacted us all, at Google and around the world, serving as a 

reminder that systemic barriers still hold too many back. 

3) We recognize our responsibility to meet this moment and believe the greatest contribution we can make to changing 

these structural inequities is sustained action within our company, our communities, and the world. 

This not only strengthens the connection between Google and the world it occupies but can also be 

seen as a way of justifying actions: because Google and the world are interrelated, acting within Google 

will have positive outcomes also outside Google. Furthermore, the report specifies a connection 

between the diversity of their workforce and the inclusivity and quality of their products. 

 
4) Building diversity, equity, and inclusion into our workplace, products, and programs are at the heart of creating a 

more helpful Google for everyone. When we get this right, we ensure that everyone feels like they belong at Google 

and beyond. 

The example above connects the humans who build the product and those who consume the product. 

It backgrounds the exchange of services for profit and foregrounds universally accepted themes such as 

equity and accessibility. 

Corporate DEI Discourse balances between the narratives of product development, corporate 

responsibility, and social conscience. It seeks to convince the audience of its sincerity while remaining 

conscious of how to reply to a public backlash if the shared agenda and its goals are not met. The 

vocabulary of the Corporate DEI Discourse is based on common assumptions of what is important to 

the current or future Google employees, who are its primary audience. 

As opposed to the Corporate DEI Discourse which hid the exchange by foregrounding inclusion, 

Discourse of Business used in influential reports from McKinsey (2015) and BCG (2017) justified 

diversity with the logic of capitalism: if hiring diverse teams increases the profit margin, not hiring 

diverse teams is bad for business. 

 
5) Our latest research finds that companies in the top quartile for gender or racial and ethnic diversity are more likely 

to have financial returns above their national industry medians. Companies in the bottom quartile in these 

dimensions are statistically less likely to achieve above-average returns. And diversity is probably a competitive 

differentiator that shifts market share toward more diverse companies over time. (McKinsey Report 2015). 

Discourse of Business aims to convince that what is being stated is a fact. The sentence structures 

leave little doubt, even when words like ‘probably’ are used. The factual tone is reinforced with the 

vocabulary of statistics and the inclusion of graphs and number data to highlight the objectivity of their 

data and analysis. The BCG (2017) report emphasizes the vocabulary of statistical analysis to the extent 

that it excludes any audience not familiar with the concepts.  
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6) The companies were first analyzed using the Blau index to aggregate their levels of diversity in six areas. (See the 

Appendix for an explanation of the statistical analysis and terms used in this report.) The resulting diversity score 

was plotted against each company’s innovation level. We found that innovation revenue—which we define as the 

share of revenues from new products and services in the most recent three-year period—rises with diversity.  

McKinsey continued their reporting in 2020 with another report (McKinsey & Company, 2020) 

where they reiterate their argument. They state that there is ample evidence that diverse teams will be 

not only more creative but more resilient and more likely to bounce back from the impact. At the same 

time, they confess that majority of the companies they studied for their 2015 report have not followed 

on the path of more diversity. McKinsey continues to believe in the Discourse of Business in delivering 

the message, this time with an ounce more conviction bordering on religiousness: 

 
7) It is critical that companies ensure that there is a level playing field in advancement and opportunity, in pursuit of 

true meritocracy. Companies should deploy analytics tools to build visibility into the extent to which promotions 

and pay processes and criteria are transparent and fair. They should de-bias these processes and work to meeting 

diversity targets across long-term workforce plans.  

The quote shows how Discourse of Business is built on the belief of capitalism being a neutral and 

transparent system where everyone can have a “level playing field”. It also introduces “true 

meritocracy” as both something that exists and is possible to achieve with the means of objective and 

transparent data and processes. The word “de-bias” implies that a mechanical process, not unlike that 

of erasing a computer hard drive, can make humans more objective and better at pursuing true 

meritocracy. 

In addition to the business world waking up to the inequality and bias, there is more and more 

mainstream writing on design, products, and even medicine being developed with “the Reference Man” 

in mind, thus dismissing minorities such as women and people of colour. (Cleghorn, 2021; Criado-

Perez, 2019; Eddo-Lodge, 2017). These voices representing different minorities coincide with the rise 

of intersectionality and even the design community has started to consider that we might be more biased 

than empathetic. Like McKinsey, the writing on product design believes in “de-biasing” either by 

acknowledging the bias, using a set of tools or metrics or by hiring diverse teams. The justification for 

the latter is the same as in the Corporate DEI Discourse: better and more inclusive end products. 

4. Limits to diversity 

While there are justifications to building diverse product teams, there are fewer actual guidelines on 

what it means in practice. One often referred study on effective teams is done at Google (2015) which 

does not list diversity as one of the building blocks. Instead, the study showed that effective teams need 

psychological safety, dependability, structure and clarity, meaning, and impact (Google Guide, 2015), 

which is reminiscent of the earlier academic writing on diverse teams as it alludes to shared ground 

being more important than diverse thought.  

Shared ground is primarily perceived more as a practice, something that can be built within the 

company and more specifically in the teams but its repercussions to hiring and career advancement 

should be noted. There is an underlying requirement for uniformity, cultural fit, which in practice means 

that the employee needs to subscribe to the company values and strategy, and even capitalism if the 

workplace seeks profit. Or at least the employee should not actively oppose these in their daily work 

activity. Unfortunately, cultural fit can be very elusive and can result in biased hiring. The following 

sections look at a small sample of sources on how cultural fit is talked about. 

Personio is a company building tools for recruiting and human resource management. They define 

cultural fit as: 

 
8) A cultural fit for your company is somebody who embodies the same values that your company embodies. 

The word “embody” here is quite key in both building a physical, cohesive actor out of the company 

and in posing a requirement of uniformity for the employee(s): by embodying the values of the company 

a person works for, they give tangible or visible form to these values. To me this conflicts with the 

requirement of diversity, or in the least, it sets boundaries to what kind of diversity is accepted and 
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where. However, it should be noted that company values are typically quite high-level and often related 

to ways of working. The questions Personio lists for interviewing candidates for cultural fit are also 

quite generic, but they do reflect the typical requirements for modern-day adaptable employees who 

need collaboration skills and self-reflection.  

It should be noted also that Personio does not list a DEI strategy in their list of things to include in 

the company culture while Glassdoor, an employer branding specialist, brings up bias in hiring but does 

not specifically speak about diversity. Like McKinsey, Glassdoor believes in numbers as a method of 

preventing bias. 

 
9) Fortunately, being clear on your values and deciding precisely what you need to measure during the recruitment 

process will prevent bias. For example, use rating scales to grade candidates’ responses to culture-based questions 

and only use personality tests if you can justify them. 

Business News Daily’s recommendation goes further to state that DEI strategy needs to be 

considered when hiring. The quote shows Discourse of Business but with a flavour of legal advice, 

which was missing from the more corporate content. 

 
10) "When cultural fit is used to hire a homogenous workforce, the resulting lack of diversity will often manifest in poor 

creativity and undermine a company's competitiveness," Uppal said. "Focusing on hiring based on shared 

background or experiences may also lead to discriminatory practices."  

Based on Glassdoor research (2019), the culture and values of the organization are the main drivers 

for employee satisfaction (see Stansell, 2019). Business News Daily offers a solution on how to 

combine cultural fit with diversity: 

 
11) […] this objective is achievable when organizations have a "culture that's based on positive values that are open 

enough to enable a diverse selection of people to embody them in their own way." 

The above quote reflects Corporate DEI Discourse in that it offers advice on a high level without 

specific details which are crucial when the advice is being actioned on. The advice is based on certain 

accepted principles of working in corporations some of which are relatively established but others are 

cultural and in flux as the society at large continues to discuss equity. While Google may want to build 

at least a rhetorical connection between the company and the surrounding world, others prefer diverse 

thinking being targeted only at the work products. One famous example is Basecamp, which denied 

political topics from the workplace because they were deemed distracting. The decision caused an 

uproar, specifically because it was an active time in the Black Lives Matter movement, and while 

employees fled the company, the leadership held their course. 

5. Finally 

This paper aimed at contributing to transdisciplinary research by looking at a multidisciplinary 

practice from a transdisciplinary perspective of a researcher of one discipline and a practitioner of 

another. With this approach, the aim was to uncover knowledge that might otherwise fall between 

disciplines. 

In conclusion, this discourses survey shows that although many companies have been working on 

the topic for some years, we are still in the early phases. On one hand, we are dealing with important 

topics of structural inequality and equity, which profit-seeking companies need to have a business 

incentive to tackle, or it will not happen. On the other hand, we are dealing with individuals, who face 

conflicting requirements of what or who they should be at work. The requirements are unclear, 

specifically as the accepted diversity is more limited than the conversation implies. 

Finally, it should be noted that having diversity does not mean there is inclusion. Even if companies 

are pushed to make changes, the real change is likely to be slow. 
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