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Editorial
Meaning-Making 
and the Global DEIB Discourse: 
A Reflection and a Call to Action

Fadia Nordtveit 1 and Paola Catenaccio 2
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2	 Università degli Studi di Milano (Italy)
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1.	 A new imperative

The global applications of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belong-
ing (DEIB) hold different meanings and subsequently result in diverse 
frameworks, policies and implementations as they flow through varied 
transnational spaces. DEIB is in constant evolution and the meaning 
and applications take on the histories, traditions and needs of different 
geopolitical contexts to mirror, challenge, innovate and build positive 
and inclusive social futures. Over the last couple of decades, the concepts 
of DEIB have become increasingly central in both business and society 
in fostering a fairer and more inclusive society. They have also been 
subjects of attacks from conservative politicians and media globally. It 
is therefore crucial that they be safeguarded in the face of such attacks – 
both with regard to the values that are promoted and in respect of the 
goals of implementation for more inclusive outcomes. In particular, 
DEIB should be protected from ideological manipulation and financial 
exploitation, as well as from partisan hijacking.

The contextual complexities of DEIB as terminologies have resulted 
in a halo of indeterminacy surrounding the construct. This is not uncom-
mon in concepts with a strong idealistic character, such as, for instance, 
‘sustainability’, and can be attributed to the fact that DEIB, like sustain-
ability, is complex, multifaceted and context-sensitive. The flexibility of 
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these constructs makes them highly adaptable to different settings and 
circumstances, which is a clear asset for concepts that have the potential 
to be applicable broadly. However, due to the inherent multiplicities of 
these concepts and terminologies, it is important to guide their defini-
tion and implementations, backing them with ethical and inclusive data 
and histories that illuminate their origins and scope.

To give an example, DEIB as constructs have gained fever pitch in 
countries like the United States of America, where the future of organi-
zational, media and state policies and programs are linked to the evolu-
tion and application of DEIB as discourses that inform the creation of 
legal, educational, industry, social policies and government programs. 
While DEIB work is most evident in the US in multi sectors of the econ-
omy, this is a common trend in many other parts of the world, in both 
the global north and global south, with its relevance rapidly spreading 
globally.

The widespread appeal of DEIB is hardly surprising. Ellen Berrey, 
a University of Toronto sociologist, states that DEIB was created to be 
“code for everybody. It emphasized cultural difference and inclusion and 
having different perspectives” (Lawrence 2024). Berrey further empha-
sized the long history of DEIB principles, which can be dated back “to 
the original supreme court decision on affirmative action” (ibid.); for ex-
ample, in the US, to Executive Order 11246, better known as Affirma-
tive Action (1965), which was born out of the civil rights movement 
(Jenkins and Moses 2014). The response of the global private sector to 
Affirmative Action and the legal and government evolution of DEIB 
have been accelerated by rapid “globalization, changing demographic 
trends and discourses around the role of corporations in society and in 
societal governance, all of which have contributed to pushing organiza-
tions to put both CSR [corporate social responsibility] and diversity 
management (DM) onto the agenda” (Hansen and Seierstad 2017, 2).

This is in sharp contrast to long-held assumptions about the role 
of business in society. Milton Friedman’s model of economic capital-
ism in liberal society in his iconic book Capitalism and Freedom (1962) 
emphasizes the idea that business and society are disconnected, and that 
business outcomes should only be tied to the bottom line. The inclusion 
of DEIB in business structures challenges this perspective, and works 
towards building a necessary bridge between business and society. This 
approach of developing a more inclusive and socially oriented business 
identity is also accompanied by a rise in stakeholder demands to create 
transparency in organizations, where ethics cannot only be a legal and 
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reputational defense mechanism (Taylor 2024). Businesses need to 
foundationally create methods of operation and output that take into 
account the environment and DEIB (ibid.). The increasing recognition 
of the need for adopting such an approach implies that the discourse 
of DEIB has reached a stage where innovative, sustainable solutions are 
required so that the principles underpinning it can to all effects become 
part and parcel of widely shared, and increasingly vocally expressed, soci-
etal expectations.

2.	 DEIB wars

The growth of DEIB discourse and of DEIB work and applications in 
society has not been without controversies, pushback and sabotage by 
a rising globally divisive, aggressive, populist and conservative agenda, 
especially in the US (Bennett and Norris 2024; Kessler 2024; Lawrence 
2024). DEIB has been a major topic of polarizing debate in global poli-
tics, fuelled by misinformation, bigotry, fear of losing control and the 
general defense of the old guard to hold onto how things have always been 
done. In the United States of America, for instance, in the current politi-
cal climate, the two major political parties, Democrats (liberals) and 
Republicans (conservatives) hold dramatically polarizing views, vision 
and strategies on the meaning, use and future of DEIB. The Republi-
cans view DEIB work as threatening, divisive and unpatriotic, and the 
US Republican Presidential Candidate 2024, former president Donald 
Trump, and his allies have invested significant resources across states 
and industries to wipe out and demolish the flourishing of this impor-
tant work that binds the multiculturalism and plurality of the American 
identity and experience (Mercieca 2020; Telford 2024).

On the other hand, the US Democratic Party and Presidential Can-
didate 2024, vice president (at the time of writing this article) Kamala 
Harris, has championed this work and programming as a foundational 
goal of the kaleidoscope that makes the fabric of the United States of 
America. The themes of DEIB have become one of the most charged 
topics in US recent history, and due to her multi-ethnic background, in 
her vice-presidential run in 2020 and presidential run in 2024, Kamala 
Harris has often been called by her opponents a “DEI” candidate with 
racist and misogynistic aims, falsely equating DEIB work as pejorative 
and non-American. As Lawrence (2024) writes in a recent article in 
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The Guardian, “The decades-old term is about egalitarianism – but con-
servatives have turned it into profanity”. To add, Quinn (2024) writes: 
“They’ve called Harris – who is simultaneously the nation’s first Black, 
first Asian American and first female vice president – a ‘DEI hire’”. 

Intentional, targeted, pejorative (mis)-uses of the meaning and 
rhetoric of DEIB like the example above are being promoted in sections 
of global media and the public sphere. DEIB in its controversies and 
polarizations is influenced by the (mis)-understanding of the self/other 
and us/them and built on the divisive tactics of orientalist thinking that 
informs global discourses and policies even today (Said 2003 [1978]). As 
Said wrote so accurately in his iconic book Orientalism, “Rather than 
the manufactured clash of civilizations, we need to concentrate on the 
slow working together of cultures that overlap, borrow from each other, 
and live together in far more interesting ways than any abridged or inau-
thentic mode of understanding can allow” (ibid., xxii). We need to build 
on the complexities and nuances that bind us – one where differences 
do not have to be in opposition to unity. The ways of building unity 
through developing a shared language of difference have always been one 
of the central aims of DEIB discourses, frameworks and policies. 

DEIB terminologies, discourses and policies are being decried by 
aggressive, conservative, populist forces as being divisive and unpatri-
otic, despite the goals of such frameworks being primarily to unite com-
munities and people through a lens of difference and integration rather 
than homogeneity and assimilation. Investing in clarifying and under-
standing the intended meanings and purpose of these concepts holds the 
key to bringing dignity and unity in a polarized, fractured world. DEIB 
concepts are based on exploring and bringing into light the ways that 
we are all different and how that difference can be beautiful, construc-
tive and powerful to build unity. The goal of DEIB work is not divisive 
work; in fact, it is the opposite – to aid in overcoming the fear and chaos 
around difference and aid in creating structures to help them invest in 
and build on their differences.

One thing is for certain: the need to clarify, understand and build 
on the meaning and potentials of DEIB as a constructive, positive social 
force is urgent in the age of AI, fake-news, social media, self-professed 
gurus and deep-fakes. Equally important is to recognize the pitfalls that 
may beset the construct, its operationalization, and its discursive circula-
tions. In this issue of Languages Cultures Mediations, as co-editors from 
two national contexts, USA and Italy, we bring forth multi-method, 
data-backed, global research on DEIB that touches upon multiple indus-
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tries, contexts and applications of the concepts. Through this global 
collaboration we hope to contribute to a deeper, research-backed under-
standing of DEIB that can foster more collaborations and unity, rather 
than spreading misinformation and sensational, divisive propaganda, 
while at the same time highlighting the need to look at DEIB through a 
critical lens so that its principles and aims are safeguarded.

3.	 Defining DEIB

As a first step in this discussion, it is apt to introduce the definitions of 
diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging provided by Grant (2022) in 
a discussion of belongingness in the field of higher education. Based on 
accessible terms, these definitions read as follows:

Diversity refers to having people of different backgrounds occupying the 
same space
Equity if all people have the same opportunities to grow and develop
Inclusion demands that people are celebrated for their uniqueness so 
everyone can be empowered to contribute
Belonging refers to the degree to which people feel safe and free to express 
their authentic selves in a particular environment. (Grant 2022, 5)

If diversity is the starting point in the DEIB paradigm, belonging is the 
goal. For example, in an organization, diverse voices need to be included 
in the decision-making to create equitable policies and programs to meet 
the needs of such a workplace to create sustainable belonging. Argu-
ments to bolster the case for why organizations can benefit from a DEIB 
approach abound. There is ample evidence that higher organizational 
innovations, low attrition rates, increased stability, higher employee well-
ness are all linked to inclusive culture and strong DEIB policies (Woetzel 
et al. 2015; Lorenzo et al. 2018; Lorenzo and Reeves 2018). In addition, 
Millennials and Generation Z account for about 50% of the global pro-
fessional workforce and data shows the preference of these demograph-
ics to work in institutions that have sound DEIB policies and programs 
(Parmelee 2023).

Despite their growing recognition as key values and increasing 
evidence of their positive impact, DEIB principles remain underdeter-
mined in both organizational theory and practice, often with starts and 
stops due to political challenges, leadership changes, and budget cuts 
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(Alfonseca and Zahn 2023), but also because of intrinsic under-determi-
nacy and transnational, contextual differences. Indeed, one of the ways 
of encouraging the use of more DEIB frameworks is to invest in learning 
about the diverse histories and contexts of what each of the words in the 
acronym of DEIB implies, both theoretically and in practice; there is also 
a need to build a shared vocabulary on these terminologies, so that the 
meanings can be translated and adapted for transnational contexts.

This is even more relevant if we think of the huge variability that 
characterizes DEIB actions. If DEIB’s interpretation is far from being 
universal, its operationalization is even less uniform. This is partly due to 
the fact that contextual factors can play a considerable role in constrain-
ing, as well as enabling, both interpretation and operationalization. 
Thus, while there is global consensus about the need to promote inclu-
sive and sustainable change in the workplace and, more generally society, 
in actual fact “diversity, inclusion, and belonging on an individual basis 
take on different meanings depending on demographics, environment, 
and agenda” (Adejumo 2021, 62), with different constituencies having 
markedly different perspectives on what DEIB policies and actions 
should entail. As a result, despite the widespread institutionalization of 
DEIB through a diffuse process of isomorphic adoption and progressive 
institutional entrenchment (Zeitz et al. 1999), a unified framework for 
its conceptualization and implementation is still missing.

The articles in this issue contribute to the ongoing discussion about 
DEIB outlined above by looking at it through the lens of discourse. Our 
assumption is that the analysis of the discourses mobilized around DEIB 
and DEIB-informed policies, initiatives and communication can help 
us shed light on the way DEIB is understood and operationalized across 
different sectors. It should be pointed out, however, that the lack of 
conceptual formalization of the broadly shared, albeit underdetermined, 
common ground underpinning DEIB practices can hardly be attributed 
to a lack of scholarly interest in the topic. As the DEIB paradigm has 
become more established both in society and the corporate world, aca-
demic interest in it has grown, fueled not only by the societal relevance 
of the issues involved, but also by the nuanced complexities they display, 
which make the unified framework mentioned above all the more elu-
sive. 

And yet, for all this elusiveness, discourses of DEIB have crossed 
academic boundaries, and abound in the “real world” of businesses and 
organizations. The progressive affirmation of DEIB in organizational 
practice can be seen as a prime example of ‘discourse in the making’: 
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while the principles it rests on are not new, the recognition of their 
importance in organizational contexts is. It is this emerging awareness 
of the relevance of social fairness issues in institutional discourse that 
has given rise to an influential, multifaceted discourse of DEIB. This 
discourse can be seen as the outcome of the mainstreaming of once 
marginal discourse formations that in time have come to challenge and 
replace outdated organizational paradigms such as that of Friedman 
(1962), which seeks to separate business and society, when they are inex-
tricably linked, calling for changes in corporate practices to make them 
more aligned with changing social aspirations and expectations (Alyson 
2024).

4.	 A discourse approach to DEIB

In turning to discourse to gain a better understanding of DEIB, we 
adhere to a classic definition of discourse analysis that sees discourse 
as social practice. In particular, the link between discourse and social 
change – of which DEIB is purported to be an example – is a firmly 
established one in discourse analysis, and more specifically in Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA). Fairclough’s possibly most widely quoted 
book bears exactly this title (Fairclough 1992), and while the social con-
structionism upon which the conceptualization of discourse put forth 
by Fairclough reaches well beyond CDA, a CDA perspective is eminently 
suitable for investigating discourses of DEIB. 

The reason for this is, first and foremost, that such discourses aim 
to challenge and reject institutional – but first of all, societal – practices 
that fail to recognize diversity, are based on inequality, and are exclu-
sionary in nature, thus de facto hindering the possibility of a feeling of 
belonging for historically marginalized people. Because of this, these 
discourses naturally fall within the purview of a CDA approach, which 
focuses, as is well known, on examining the relationship between lan-
guage and power in power-imbalanced social contexts with the aim of 
uncovering the underlying ideologies and power structures reflected 
and reproduced in discourse. At the same time, CDA’s commitment to 
exposing social injustices also has a deeply (albeit seldom fully realized; 
Montini 2020) transformative potential: by highlighting how discourse 
can resist and counter, as well as reproduce, inequality, it shows how it 
can contribute to social change. Thus – regardless of whether we adopt 
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an explicit CDA approach – investigating how DEIB discourses are 
deployed, relied on, or even only tokenistically invoked in organizational 
discourse can help us identify at least some of the core features of such 
discourses, as well as the criticalities that beset them.

A critical lens on DEIB is indeed crucial if we want to even only 
approximate an in-depth understanding of its meaning and implica-
tions. Discourse can play a key role in fostering social change; however, 
it can also be instrumental in maintaining a power-imbalanced, and 
fundamentally unjust, status quo. This is especially relevant in the case of 
DEIB. While its mainstreaming is undoubtedly welcome, and whereas 
DEIB and more generally Corporate Social Responsibility principles 
have definitely contributed to creating the pre-conditions for more equi-
table and welcoming practices in organizations, the increasing popular-
ity of DEIB has met with a good share of criticism. 

In a recent essay, Jimenez-Luque and Hubbard (2023) have pointed 
that, despite the spike in organizational initiatives aimed at addressing 
diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging over the last three decades or 
so, disadvantages among minoritized social groups continue to persist. 
Indeed, it is a fact that both actions and overall goals of DEIB policies 
are often the results of decisions taken at the management level by a 
leadership that continues to be characterized by very limited internal 
diversity, and whose perspectives are therefore often – inevitably – con-
strained. A focus on including diverse voices in the implementation of 
equitable policies grounded in difference, integration, belonging and 
retention is the key to solving the critique of the weakness of some DEIB 
programming.

In their review of 40 DEIB-focused graduate programs in the United 
States, Jimenez-Luque and Hubbard found that “the majority of them 
view diversity training and the work of DEIB leadership as ‘managing 
diversity’ to keep the status quo and for economic profit contributing to 
the commoditization and tokenism of people”, further adding that in 
such programs “there was no mention of power in terms of asymmetries 
but rather a legitimizing of the accumulation of power with the leader at 
the top”; they also lamented that, with very few exceptions, “there was 
little attention given to DEIB as a transformative project committed to 
social justice” (Jimenez-Luque and Hubbard 2023, 87).

Jimenez-Luque and Hubbard’s findings, damning as they appear to 
be at first sight, can hardly be said to represent the final word on the state 
of DEIB in the US, or, indeed, the world. For one, they reflect the state of 
DEIB leadership in a given place at a given point in time; by definition, 
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they are contingent upon their time-place coordinates and structural 
limitations such as budget, expertise, marketing, etc. Secondly, they 
should not be interpreted as an indication that no meaningful change 
is possible using DEIB frameworks and programs. To argue this would 
mean to discount the possibility of change altogether, and to succumb 
to the rather disheartening idea that inequity and inequality will prevail 
no matter what. Critical appraisal is crucial, as is critical questioning of 
DEIB principles and of their implementation.

5.	 This issue

Starting from the recognition that DEIB discourse is polyphonic and 
intersectional in nature, and that such polyphony may involve compet-
ing assumptions and require extensive meaning negotiation, as well as 
engaging dialectically with existing – or persisting – paradigms, this 
special issue explores the ways in which DEIB discourse manifests in 
divergent spaces, places and contexts, and interrogates the possibilities 
of a global shared framework on these intersectional concepts. While all 
of these dimensions can and must be addressed in their own right, they 
more often than not overlap with each other, and are best understood in 
terms of intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989; 1991). Based on Crenshaw’s 
coining of the term, Merriam-Webster Dictionary has added a defini-
tion of intersectionality as a concept to create a shared understanding 
of the concept. It is defined as “the complex, cumulative way in which 
the effects of multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, 
and classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the experiences 
of marginalized individuals or groups” (ibid., ad vocem). A focus on 
discourses and policies that address such intersectional needs of people 
and communities will be the pathway to building robust and sustainable 
DEIB standards, goals and policy implementations.

The six articles in this special issue of DEIB critically address differ-
ent aspects of the construct, using a diverse array of analytical methods. 
As editors, we picked varied applications of DEIB in the context of 
global transnational realities in multiple global industries with a focus 
on discourse, meaning-making and praxis. Through our selection, we 
want to bring forth the myriad of ways in which this work for inclusive 
futures is flourishing globally. We are conscious of the heavy-lifting we 
have undertaken to represent the mushrooming global work that is being 
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done in DEIB, leading a special issue on this topic that covers unusual 
and interesting applications of this work. In doing this, we have not 
turned the other way when the research submitted exposed shortcom-
ings or potential misuses of DEIB, either in principle or in practice. 
Throughout, we have endeavored to balance critical and what we are 
not shy to call militant perspectives, signaling pitfalls, shortcomings 
and potential contradictions, but with the ultimate aim of highlighting 
DEIB’s potential and need. 

The first article, by Federico Zaupa, follows a line of investiga-
tion into the discursive construction and representation of equity in 
DEIB. Methodologically grounded in corpus linguistics, Zaupa’s study 
explores the occurrences of the deceivingly similar terms equity and 
equality in a corpus of CSR/ESG reports, comparing their usage in it 
with that found in a corpus of general English. Zaupa’s starting point 
is the often observed equivalence of the terms in much CSR discourse, 
which, however, obfuscates significant differences: “Although they may 
sound similar, equality and equity differ significantly in their mean-
ings”. As he observes, “the distinction between equality and equity 
remains subtle, and their conceptualization is often ‘fluid’ (Lanfran-
coni et al. 2020, 885)”, with “a tendency to promote equity (rather 
than equality), and complain about inequalities (Klassen 2006, 70)” 
(p. 24). Zaupa’s findings confirm that in CSR/ESG reports, compared 
to general English, equity occurs more frequently and in more special-
ized contexts than equality; moreover, it is more clearly linked to policy 
design and implementation, whereas equality is confined to more 
abstract, vague contexts. In other words, the reports analyzed appear to 
highlight the compensatory nature of equity-based interventions, while 
rarely addressing issues of structured inequalities, which remain unchal-
lenged.

The second article, by Jessica Jane Nocella, focuses on the intersec-
tions of inclusion, identity and marketing in the DEIB spectrum. It 
investigates the strategic use of inclusion discourses in the marketing 
of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) toys by 
a US company called GoldiBlox that targets young girls as customers, 
a population that is historically marginalized in the STEM field in the 
global north. GoldieBlox is a company that specifically addresses girls 
with a view to raising their interest in STEM subjects for career path-
ways. Using qualitative analysis of the company’s website, the paper 
explores the links between consumerism, gender, belonging, and promo-
tional language. The paper delves into the tension at the intersection of 
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inclusion and business goals, which is a growth area for many businesses 
doing DEIB work. 

The third article, authored by Raffaele Pizzo, also addresses the use 
of DEIB discourse for marketing purposes with an exploration of the 
concept of belonging in LGBTQIA+ communities. He analyzes the 
strategic communication deployed by the organizers of the New York 
City DragCon 2019, a major drag queen event, on both their online 
platforms, as well as the semiotic design of the event itself. The study 
highlights how the deliberate creation of bonding icons can indeed 
foster belonging, but consistently subordinates it to commercial logics. 
Pizzo writes, “DragCon resorted to a two-fold strategy to combine its 
two main interests: creating a community of belonging and turning a 
profit” (p. 79). This results in the commodification of identity, inclu-
sion and belonging, which are turned into yet another example of capi-
talistic appropriation that pits the goals of business against the goals of 
belonging. He examines “the extent to which the rallying and bonding 
is money-driven”, highlighting “the ties between consumerism and the 
concept of ‘icons selling icons’” (p. 67).

The fourth article, written by Andrea Cifalinò and Erica Cutuli, 
investigates the discursive articulation of the notion of diversity in two 
distinct corpora of corporate communication, one composed of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports and another of X (formerly 
Twitter) posts. Using corpus linguistics methods, the authors identify 
the nuanced articulation of diversity-related topics across the two cor-
pora, finding that CSR reports are characterized by a diffuse vagueness, 
whereas messages posted on X appear to be “more focused on representa-
tion, telling stories and raising awareness, moving beyond merely listing 
categories to actively engaging with specific issues” (p. 110). This suggests 
that the less formal/institutionalized, more communicative/flexible envi-
ronment of social media may be more suitable to the effective commu-
nication of DEIB policies and principles. These findings chime with the 
recommendations recently offered by Confetto et al. (2023), suggesting 
that a key aspect to attend to in DEIB discourse and policies is nuanced 
concreteness, which can be obtained “abandon[ing] the generic use of 
D&I messages and instead characterize posts with explicit references to 
the specific D&I dimensions (and thus initiatives)”. For example, instead 
of using generic statements like “We value diversity and inclusion”, organ-
izations can mention specific actions they are taking to promote gender 
equality, support LGBTQIA + rights, accommodate employees with dis-
abilities, or foster cultural diversity (Confetto et al. 2023, 133).
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The fifth article, by Agnes Bamford, provides insights into the 
understanding of the intersectional role of men in their workplace and 
their families. The study explores the re-conceptualization of pater-
nity leave – both at organizational and at individual level. The article 
provides a comparative investigation of Global Paternity Leave (GPL) 
programs launched in 2017 and 2019 in four early mover multinational 
corporations (MNCs) in the UK and Norway. Bamford’s study explores 
the fathers’ sensemaking discourse upon taking parental leave, finding 
in it a persisting struggle with entrenched self-representations that risk 
inhibiting change. The study suggests that a re-framing of parental 
leave, leadership support and proactive organizational intervention are 
needed for this practice to become trusted amongst male employees and 
organizational culture. The paper’s goal is to extend Diversity Manage-
ment research towards a corporate measure advocating the inclusion of 
fathers, thus extending the DEIB discourse to go beyond typical minor-
ity groups.

The sixth article, written by Gary Fraser and Fadia Nordtveit, takes 
a prescriptive, multi-industry approach to summarize the challenges, 
obstacles, failures and potentials around the visioning of DEIB programs 
and policies in private and public organizations in the United States of 
America in the advent of AI. It looks at the ways in which DEIB and AI 
can inform and impact each other in positive and negative ways if they 
are not examined jointly in a global workplace context. The article comes 
full circle, giving structural recommendations on how organizations can 
incorporate DEIB principles more effectively and holistically in their 
strategies, policies, programs and overall operations and management at 
a time of heightened technological flux in the workplace, highlighting 
the role of discourse in making a real paradigm shift possible.

6.	 Conclusion

In keeping with the spirit of this journal, which emphasizes the contri-
bution of linguistic and semiotic representations to the circulation of 
discourses old and new, we will end our commentary by bringing into 
focus the urgent media discourses around DEIB in global multimedia 
platforms. Issues of DEIB have been core themes in cutting-edge mul-
timedia content produced by global streamed platforms such as Netflix, 
Amazon Prime, Hulu, to name just a few (Umoh 2020). The media 
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discourses around DEIB have contributed to the development of com-
plex, nuanced and global content in television and film that represents 
people, communities and places in more respectful and responsible ways 
to a captive diverse, global audience (Zafar 2024). Multimedia contents 
that incorporate DEIB frameworks in telling stories inclusively and 
responsibly are gaining widespread momentum, reaching newer audi-
ences with record breaking ratings and high profits. An example of 
such a DEIB focused show is the Bridgerton series in Netflix, which is a 
genre-bending, high-budget, inclusive runaway hit that happens to also 
be the most watched show in the history of streaming platforms. Shows 
like Bridgerton, with diverse casts, inclusive stories and nuanced charac-
terizations are becoming an increasing feature in global entertainment. 
However, that is also not without backlash from conservative, right-
wing, racist gate-keepers – for example, the terrible fate of the new show 
from the famed sci-fi Star Wars franchise, The Acolyte (2024), or the new 
version of The Little Mermaid (2023), both with young black women as 
protagonists (Bero 2024; Morrow 2024).

Stories of failed inclusions are also present, and function like cau-
tionary tales. A newly released, highly-ranked, TV-show featured on the 
American subscription streaming media service Hulu, Under the Bridge 
(2024), brings into focus the terrifying realities of pristine, picture-
perfect northern societies not addressing issues of belonging in their 
communities. The show is based on the life story of an Indian-Canadian 
teenager, Reena Virk. Its main premise is that the main protagonist, 
Reena, 

was eager to fit in with a group of girls, and in a desperate attempt to prove 
herself, she went after the clique’s ringleader, Josephine (Chloe Guidry). All 
Reena wanted was a sense of belonging. Maybe some respect, too. Instead, 
she was the victim of catastrophic bullying. (McNeal 2024)

In the show and in real life, Reena loses her life by being brutally mur-
dered in her quest to find belonging in a country (Canada) she was born 
into and she calls home that made her feel like an outsider, stranger and 
unwanted for the way she looked and for the food she ate. That is dan-
gerous and unacceptable. 

Earlier in the introduction, we wrote, “if diversity is the starting 
point in the DEIB paradigm, belonging is the goal”. Hence, we con-
clude, with an invitation to you to emphasize fostering belonging in our 
everyday lives for ourselves and for others at our home, neighborhoods, 
governments, communities and workplaces. 
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Media discourses around centering DEIB methodologies and ini-
tiatives in storytelling have resulted in overwhelmingly positive impact 
on communities that are historically under-represented and downright 
wrongly represented. Studies new and old emphasize that “a sense 
of belonging – the subjective feeling of deep connection with social 
groups, physical places, and individual and collective experiences  – is 
a fundamental human need that predicts numerous mental, physi-
cal, social, economic, and behavioural outcomes” (Allen et al. 2021). 
Research confirms that a sense of belonging may be just as important 
as food, shelter, and physical safety for promoting health and survival 
in the long run (Maslow 1954; Baumeister and Leary 1995). The key to 
fostering belonging is to understand and implement the vital differences 
between assimilation and integration. Unlike assimilation, integration 
frameworks encourage people to preserve their intersectional identities. 
Following this line of thinking of integration rather than assimilation – 
organizations, societies, governments, media programs need to reflect 
the structural willingness to adapt to demographic change, and the 
belief that doing so would make them stronger and better.

Diversity is the first word in the acronym and the starting point of 
DEIB discourse; its recognition as something to be valued (Stanley et al. 
2019) is a precondition for any meaningful talk about the other princi-
ples featured in the acronym. Think about it: just because one is invited 
to a party does not mean that they will end up staying, participating 
and being included in the party. It also does not mean that the same 
guest will resonate with the community and form a sense of belonging 
and commitment to it. Equity, inclusion and belonging all rest on the 
recognition that diversity must be acknowledged, valued and honored – 
something that requires a sustained commitment that cannot be taken 
for granted in societies, cultures and workplaces where inequalities 
resulting in patterns of exclusion have long been, and frequently remain, 
the norm. For much of the global work of DEIB, the goal is to create 
cohesive systems based on difference – to create a new, more inclusive 
normal. DEIB initiatives aim precisely at creating the conditions where 
we make space for what is unique, innovative and efficient about build-
ing structures and systems that are informed by truly integrating rather 
than assimilating peoples, cultures, nations.
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Abstract
Studies across various disciplines have shown that, although they sound similar, 
there is significant difference in the meanings of the words equality and equity. 
However, no research has been conducted on the linguistic and discursive con-
struction of these two concepts, especially in Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) and Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) disclosures, which 
are increasingly used by companies to show their commitment to these issues. 
In light of this, the primary objective of this study is to assess the usage of equity 
and equality in ESG communication, comparing it with their usage in a gen-
eral English corpus. Additionally, the study aims to evaluate the transparency 
of companies’ communication regarding their commitment and approach to 
equality and/or equity. Through a synchronic corpus-based analysis of a pilot 
corpus of ESG reports from companies operating in the sectors of car rental and 
ride sharing, followed by a comparison with the enTenTen21 Corpus, this paper 
provides insights into the linguistic profiles of the two words and the commu-
nication strategies in both contexts. The findings attempt at contributing to an 
updated linguistic definition of the distinction between equity and equality that 
is still lacking in the literature.

Keywords: corpus-based discourse analysis; equality vs. equity; ESG communi-
cation; generic English; transparency vs. vagueness.
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1.	 Introduction

The notions of equality and equity have increasingly become of rel-
evance, together with those of diversity, inclusion, and belonging, for the 
promotion and the achievement of social sustainability goals. Although 
they may sound similar, equality and equity differ significantly in their 
meanings (Bronfenbrenner 1973, 9), as suggested by studies from differ-
ent non-linguistic disciplines, including law, politics, and economics. 

On one hand, equality, mostly discussed in terms of equality of 
opportunity, means that “all individuals should have the same chances 
and opportunities” (Neugebauer 2021, 293). However, it was pointed 
out that this notion does not account for individuals’ conditions, nor do 
equality discourses challenge any existing disparities (Lanfranconi et al. 
2020, 883-884; Minow 2021, 180). Equality has also been conceptualised 
as “a mathematical concept”, or even “an impossible, idealistic, or suspi-
cious goal, often associated with communism/socialism” that is insuffi-
cient for removing any existing social inequalities (Klasen 2006, 70).

On the other hand, an equity-based approach acknowledges the root 
causes of any disparities and consists in diversifying the allocation of dif-
ferent resources or opportunities according to the different backgrounds 
or needs (Minow 2021, 180) to create equal opportunities 1. The impor-
tance of such an approach was also stressed, in 2005, by the Council of 
Europe, which forcefully claimed that the commitment to equity con-
tributes, above all, to social cohesion (Battaini-Dragoni 2006). In order 
to reach these goals, equitable approaches should be adopted in different 
areas, including income, employment, health, housing, gender, culture, 
ethnicity, age, income, education, participation in political life, and citi-
zenship (COE 2005, in Battaini-Dragoni 2006, 48-49). In addition, it is 
noteworthy that in dictionaries of contemporary English the word equity, 
compared to equality, is mostly associated with justice and fairness 2.

Following these considerations, the distinction between equality 
and equity remains subtle, and their conceptualisation is often ‘fluid’ 
(Lanfranconi et al. 2020, 885), although equity appears to be generally 
preferred by people covering power positions: in other words, there 
is a tendency to promote equity (rather than equality), and complain 

	 1  See: https://onlinepublichealth.gwu.edu/resources/equity-vs-equality/ [14/01/2024]. 
	 2  See, for instance, the definitions provided by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
(https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/equity), and Oxford English Dictionary 
(https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=Entries&q=equity) [14/01/2024].
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about inequalities (Klassen 2006, 70). The terminological confusion 
surrounding the two words has resulted in them being commonly used 
interchangeably. However, to the best of my knowledge, the equivalence 
between equality and equity has not been demonstrated either conceptu-
ally or on the basis of their use in discourse. 

This is especially relevant in light of the fact that these concepts play 
a key role in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) communication, 
particularly in disclosing information about corporate commitment to 
social sustainability. CSR communication emerged in the 20th century, 
reflecting the increasing concern of companies to demonstrate that their 
actions are ethically responsible and socially beneficial. This has resulted 
in the annual publication of CSR reports that include policies and 
activities showing their ethical social commitment. These documents 
are addressed to a diverse range of stakeholders, including investors, 
employees, and customers. As explained by Breeze (2012, 165), compa-
nies have gradually expanded their CSR reports to include policies and 
practices related to social issues such as labour standards in developing 
countries, human rights, bioethical issues, corporate accountability and 
transparency, diversity, and inclusion.

In recent years, there has been a change in the nomenclature of CSR 
reports, with many companies now entitling these documents ESG 
reports. The concept of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
is an evolution of CSR. While CSR has often been considered a philo-
sophical and philanthropic concept of responsibility in management 
(Carrol 1979; 2016), ESG entails quantifiable sustainability practices 
and metrics that allow the assessment of a company’s or organization’s 
sustainability level. Despite this terminological difference, both CSR 
and ESG represent approaches to sustainability, resulting in many 
similarities between CSR and ESG reports in terms of structure and 
thematic choices, including the focus on social issues. In light of this 
analogy and the conceptual relationship between human sustainability, 
equality, and equity, investigating how equality and equity are concep-
tualized and communicated by companies in their CSR or ESG disclo-
sures to their stakeholders can offer useful insights into their conceptual 
differences, if any, thus helping clarify their respective meanings in a 
nuanced manner.

In the field of management, scholars have published contributions 
that focus on the practices promoting diversity, equality/equity, and 
inclusion (e.g., Mazzei and Ravazzani 2012; Oswick and Noon 2014). 
With specific reference to equality and equity, Utting’s (2007) study has 
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identified four crucial aspects that are covered in CSR, namely social 
protection, rights, empowerment, and redistribution. The first term is 
also referred to as the welfare and well-being of companies’ internal and 
external stakeholders, and it includes any initiatives aimed at improving 
working conditions and providing support and assistance to “commu-
nities where company operations are located” (ibid., 699). The second 
aspect acknowledges that creating equal opportunities requires the 
recognition and full realisation of the rights of workers, women, chil-
dren, and any minority groups being historically or currently oppressed, 
exploited or marginalised (ibid., 701). Focusing on the first two issues 
undoubtedly contributes to the inclusion of the different corporate 
communities and, thus, to their empowerment: in particular, employees 
feel that their diversity makes them unique and, hence, work proactively 
for the success of a company. Finally, the last aspect accounts for the 
allocation of money and resources that is aimed at reducing any existing 
gaps, especially those of an economic nature. 

Communicating a socially responsible behaviour on these issues in 
CSR and ESG disclosures boosts stakeholders’ trust and enhances cor-
porate reputation. However, merely releasing information about com-
panies’ commitments is not sufficient to fully achieve this goal. Such 
content must also be transmitted transparently. Not only is transparency 
the open sharing of information, but it has also been characterized in 
terms of information amount (Winkler 2000), completeness (Vaccaro 
and Madsen 2006), accuracy and clarity (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 
2016), availability, accessibility, and understandability (Turilli and 
Floridi 2009). However, the transparency of a message depends not only 
on the writer’s intention but also on the recipients’ perception, making it 
difficult to identify specific and conventionalised linguistic choices that 
convey transparency. Conversely, linguistic vagueness can be a give-away 
for the identification of non-transparent linguistic and communicative 
choices. In the field of CSR and ESG communication, Jin (2022) con-
ducted linguistic research on CSR reports from the cosmetics sector, in 
which she identified and classified vague expressions into four categories: 
quantity, time, degree, and softeners. Vague expressions of quantity (e.g., 
many, several) and time (e.g., often, usually) avoid exact quantifications 
and time information. Vague degree expressions (e.g., important, sig-
nificant) do not specify to what extent an action or problem is important 
or significant. Softeners (e.g., the adverb probably, and the modal verb 
may) are employed strategically to avoid giving certainty about specific 
information, practices, and results. In addition, vague linguistic choices 
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can also be terms used with generic meaning (for instance, words such 
as thing and stuff ), as shown by Zhang (2018), although her study focus 
was the language reproduced by L1 and L2 speakers in educational set-
tings and not CSR communication. 

Recent linguistic studies devoted to the analysis of the strategies 
through which DEI is discursively constructed and communicated are 
remarkably few (e.g., Malavasi 2023; Nocella 2023; Turnbull 2023). 
Even among them, there appears to be a dearth of research analysing 
the conceptualisations of equality and equity in corporate discourse, and 
exploring the linguistic resources used to communicate about them. 
Furthermore, there is a lack of linguistic studies focusing on companies’ 
transparent or non-transparent approach to these issues.

Drawing on this background, this study attempts to address the fol-
lowing research questions (RQs): 
•	 RQ 1: Which term, equality or equity, is more popular respectively in 

ESG communication and general English usage?
•	 RQ 2: How are equality and equity discursively constructed in ESG 

communication and general English usage?
•	 RQ 3: Which lexico-phraseological patterns are employed in ESG 

disclosures to communicate equality and equity? Are the same patterns 
found in general English usage?

•	 RQ 4: Do the linguistic patterns identified around the terms equality 
and equity in ESG disclosures convey transparency or vagueness in the 
communication of these concepts?

The following sections are related to the study conducted to answer 
these RQs: section 2 illustrates the data selected and the methodology 
adopted for the analysis; sections 3 presents the main results; section 4 
discusses the results and summarises the previous sections, answers the 
RQs of this study, and highlights limitations and suggestions for further 
research. 

2.	 Materials and methods

2.1.	 The CAR R& S and the enTenTen21 corpora

This first part of the study is based on a corpus-informed analysis of 
the Car Ride &  Sharing Corpus (henceforth CAR_R&S Corpus). This 
is a small pilot corpus (70,831 tokens) of 2022 ESG reports issued by 
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American international companies operating in two transport sub-sec-
tors that have gained popularity in recent times: car rental and ride shar-
ing. Car rental represents a “significant segment of the tourism economy” 
(Nhamo et al. 2020, 160), due to the increasing popularity of car rental 
services as a potentially eco-friendlier choice in tourist destinations. Ride 
sharing, on the other hand, is being adopted by more and more passen-
gers because of its flexibility and affordable costs (Rabbitt and Ghosh 
2013). In light of these factors, most companies operating in the car 
transportation sector have established themselves globally, opening sta-
tions and locating riders worldwide. This has led to the involvement and 
interconnection of diverse communities of customers and employees.

Since the aim of this research was also to investigate data from gen-
eral English usage, the second part of the study considered a larger ref-
erence corpus of English, namely the enTenTen21 Corpus. This corpus, 
comprising 52,268,286,493 tokens, is included in the Sketch Engine 
platform (Kilgariff et al. 2014) and contains texts from the web col-
lected between October-December 2021 and January 2022. This corpus 
was deemed a suitable term of comparison with the CAR_R& S Corpus 
because both contain texts created for web access. Additionally, the 
timeframe covered by enTenTen21 influenced the decision to collect 
2022 ESG reports for the CAR_R& S Corpus, as these reports were 
published in the first half of 2022 and relate to the results achieved by 
companies in the fiscal year 2021. This decision was made to facilitate 
a synchronic analysis of the linguistic profiles of equality and equity in 
the two corpora.

Moving back to the creation of the CAR_R& S Corpus, and con-
sidering the aspects discussed above, this pilot corpus was organised in 
two sub-corpora containing texts issued by car rental and ride sharing 
operators, respectively. Criteria followed to select the companies and 
the documents for each sub-corpus included the availability of texts 
within the selected timeframe, a certain homogeneity between the two 
sub-corpora in relation to the number of documents and tokens, and the 
size of the companies in terms of their annual revenues and number of 
branches worldwide. For the car rental sub-corpus, Avis Budget Group 
and Enterprise Mobility were selected as they are among the largest car 
rental companies in the United States. In 2023, Avis Budget Group had 
an annual revenue exceeding $10 billion 3, while Enterprise Mobility had 

	 3  See: https://ir.avisbudgetgroup.com/news-releases/news-release-details/avis-budget-
group-reports-fourth-quarter-and-full-year-results [01/06/2024]. 
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around $35 billion 4. Both companies operate in approximately 10,000 
branches worldwide 5. In the ride sharing sector, Uber and Lyft were 
chosen. Uber, with an annual revenue exceeding $30 billion in 2023 6 
and operations in over 90 countries 7, is a leader in the field. Although 
Lyft has a lower annual revenue (approximately $4 billion in 2023 8) and 
is less international in terms of service coverage, it is considered Uber’s 
main competitor. Together, these two companies are the largest Ameri-
can operators in the ride sharing sector.

All texts were manually downloaded in .pdf format, saved as .txt 
files, and cleaned and formatted for whitespace, characters, HTML, 
links, duplicates, and others. Due to a more analytic focus on the lin-
guistic features of texts, visual and other multimodal resources were dis-
regarded during the phase of data collection and cleaning. The following 
table (Tab. 1) provides a breakdown of the corpus.

Table 1. – The CAR_R& S Corpus – Composition.

SUB-SECTOR COMPANY DOCUMENT NUMBER OF TOKENS

Car rental
Avis Budget Group 2022 ESG report 13,803

Enterprise Mobility 2022 ESG report 14,353

Ride sharing
Lyft 2022 ESG report 17,964

Uber 2022 ESG report 24,711

2.2.	 Methodology

Methodologically, in this study, a corpus-based approach (Tognini-
Bonelli 2001; Baker 2006) was adopted. More specifically, the research 
consisted in two main sub-analyses, conducted respectively with the 
pilot corpus illustrated above and a larger reference corpus. 

	 4  See: https://www.enterprisemobility.com/en/about/financial-information.html 
[01/06/2024]. 
	 5  See: https://www.nerdwallet.com/article/travel/what-is-the-best-car-rental-com-
pany [01/06/2024]. 
	 6  See: https://investor.uber.com/news-events/news/press-release-details/2024/Uber-
Announces-Results-for-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-2023/default.aspx [01/06/2024]. 
	 7  See: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/top-10ride-hailing-market-companies-world-
gogpf/ [01/06/2024].
	 8  See: https://investor.lyft.com/news-and-events/news/news-details/2024/Lyft-
Announces-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-2023-Results/default.aspx [01/06/2024]. 
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For the analysis of the CAR_R& S Corpus, the first step consisted 
in calculating the normalised frequencies – expressed per ten thousand 
words – of the words equal* and equit* to determine which term was 
preferred. This procedure was immediately followed by the calculation 
of the lexical collocations of the two search words. This phase was con-
ducted through the corpus software AntConc 4.2.0 (Anthony 2022a), 
which was also employed to calculate the number of occurrences of the 
two search words prior to their normalisation. These collocates were cal-
culated considering a 5L-5R span of co-text and setting the minimum 
frequency at two items. The final stage of the corpus analysis consisted in 
the observation of the lexical collocations in their context by scrutinizing 
their extended concordance lines to identify and explore the main col-
locational and lexico-phraseological patterns of the words (Sinclair 2003; 
2004). The analysis of collocations enabled the detection of the main 
discursive associations of the two terms, since they provide an insight 
of “the most salient and obvious lexical patterns surrounding a subject, 
from which a number of discourses can be obtained” (Baker 2006, 112). 

Similar procedures were adopted for the analysis of the linguistic 
profiles of equality and equity in the enTenTen21 Corpus. Unlike the 
analysis of the CAR_R& S Corpus, this inquiry did not look at the occur-
rences of the all the word forms of equality. This choice was taken to 
discard all the numerous instances with co-occurring lexical items in the 
field of mathematics that the software displayed when typing equal or 
equally as search words. To make the analysis homogeneous, the same 
choice was adopted with equity. In this case, the analysis was carried out 
through the platform Sketch Engine, albeit some different facilities could 
be exploited, especially for the calculation of the lexical collocations. 
More specifically, the tool Word Sketch was used. This is a facility that 
allows to generate the collocates of any search word and displays them 
distributed across different grammatical categories – these include, for 
instance, modifiers and nouns modified by the search word, verbs with 
the same word as subject or object, and nouns linked with the search 
word by the conjunctions and/or. Given the high number of tokens in 
the corpus, the minimum frequency of each word’s collocate was set at 
10,000, to narrow the focus on the strongest co-occurring lexical items. 
However, even with this restriction, it would not have been feasible 
to explore a large number of instances. Therefore, three randomized 
sets (Hunston 2010) of 100 concordance lines for each collocate was 
extracted and scrutinized to identify the most frequent lexico-phraseo-
logical patterns shown in its context. 
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For the analysis of the words equality and equity in their context of 
use, collocational patterns, and phraseology, a 10L-10R span of co-text 
was selected. However, when this span was insufficient to identify a 
specific discourse pattern or strategy, access to the entire text or a wider 
word-span was used to overcome this limitation. In summary, the quan-
titative analysis conducted with corpus linguistics tools was integrated 
with a qualitative approach to better identify and explore the discursive 
and linguistic strategies for constructing and disclosing equality and 
equity (RQs 1 and 2). This approach also helped to determine whether 
the information about the companies’ commitment to equality and/or 
equity was transparent or vague (RQ 3). Particular attention was paid to 
any linguistic items that achieve accuracy and understandability of the 
information (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 2016), as well as those that 
convey vagueness – such as vague lexical items associated with quantity, 
degree, and time (Jin 2022).

3.	 Results 

3.1.	 The CAR_R& S Corpus

From a quantitative perspective, as shown in the following pie chart (Fig. 1), 
the frequency analysis revealed that in the CAR_R& S Corpus, the normal-
ised frequency of equal* is seven times lower than that of equit*, suggesting 
a clear preference for the latter term in the companies’ disclosures. 

Figure 1. – Normalised frequencies of equal* and equit* 
in the CAR_R& S Corpus (expressed per 10,000 words).
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Considering that the normalized frequencies of both equal* and 
equit* are significantly low compared to the number of tokens in the 
corpus, it can be inferred that despite the increasing importance of these 
issues in ESG communication, they played a very marginal role in the 
companies’ ESG strategies within the selected timeframe.

Moving on to the quantitative analysis of the collocations, the table 
below (Tab. 2) shows the strongest collocates of the words equality and 
equity in the CAR_R& S Corpus, together with their likelihood value. 

Table 2. – Lexical collocations of equal* and equit* 
in the CAR_R& S Corpus.

WORD COLLOCATIONS (LIKELIHOOD)

equal* gender (23.437); opportunities (17.713)

equit* 
 
 
 
 
 

racial (114.622); pay (110.200) 
inclusion (81.376); diversity (74.513); 
gender (41.672); belonging (37.784); 
inclusive (37.617); maintain (28.487); 
sustaining (19.840); workplace (18.232); 
social (17.117); qualifying (16.191); 
cultivating (16.191)

As data shows, only two collocates of equal* could be calculated due 
to the low frequency of the word itself. In contrast, several collocations 
of the word equit* were found in the corpus. The following paragraphs 
discuss the findings from the qualitative analysis, examining how these 
collocates linguistically behave in their context. This analysis aims to 
identify linguistic and discursive constructions and strategies that are 
not apparent from the sole statistical calculation of lexical collocations. 

Both the words equal* and equit* share gender as a strong collocate. 
The likelihood value of gender as a collocate of equal* is nearly double 
that of its likelihood value in the context of equit*. However, this pat-
tern is due to the different normalized frequencies of equal* and equit* 
observed earlier and does not indicate a tendency for gender to co-occur 
more frequently with one word over the other.

The inspection of the extended concordance lines for this word 
revealed a significant use of commissive statements (Bondi 2016) by 
the companies to express their proactive engagement with the issue of 
gender parity. These statements are realized through the expression 
of goals and values (e.g., the list of Sustainable Development Goals in 
example 1, the expression is an integral part in example 2, and the word 
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targets in example 4), the use of the verb commit (example 2), commissive 
future forms (e.g., will in example 4), and words expressing continuity 
(e.g., maintain in example 4).

(1)	 Uber proudly contributes to many of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Due to the nature of our business and 
operations, we primarily contribute to 9: Good Health and Well-
Being; Gender Equality; Affordable and Clean Energy; Decent Work 
and Economic Growth; Reduced Inequalities; Sustainable Cities and 
Communities; Climate Action; Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions; 
and Partnerships for the Goals. (Uber 2022 ESG report)

(2)	 In late 2021, Avis Budget Group signed the UN Women’s Empower-
ment Principles (WEP) to solidify our commitment to making a differ-
ence for gender equality and women’s empowerment in the workplace, 
marketplace, and community. (Avis Budget Group 2022 ESG report)

(3)	 Gender pay equity is an integral part of our DE&I strategy because it 
helps us attract and retain the best talent and foster an inclusive work-
place. (Avis Budget Group 2022 ESG report)

(4)	 Now, we have established 2030 targets that will see us maintain 50% 
diversity, maintain 100% gender pay equity at all levels of the organiza-
tion, and invest at least $10B in diverse suppliers. (Avis Budget Group 
2022 ESG report)

These examples also show a different linguistic use of the words equality 
and equity in the context of gender. On one hand, the former collectively 
co-occurs with other socially relevant issues and goals, as observed in 
example (1), and is used to refer to gender parity between all stakehold-
ers, as suggested by the words workplace, marketplace, and community 
used with generic meaning in example (2). On the other hand, the latter 
frequently co-occurs with the word pay. This finding reflects the strong 
collocation of equity with pay observed in Table 2 and implies that 
the term equity is primarily used to technically refer to the practice of 
resource allocation by companies to reduce the salary gap between men 
and women or any other disparities between them in the workplace.

Commissive statements were also observed through the analysis 
of the concordance lines of equity in the context of racial and social. 
Similarly, the scrutiny of the concordance lines revealed instances where 
these words are used as pre-modifiers of equity, accompanied by the verb 
commit or the noun commitment (example 5). Another strategy found in 
the corpus is the use of the progressive form, which suggests the same 
idea of continuity observed in example (4) above.
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(5)	 For this reason, through both our operations and the Enterprise 
Mobility Foundation we are giving our time and support to causes 
that are advancing social and racial equity addressing food insecurity, 
protecting and restoring natural ecosystems, supporting veterans, and 
providing aid and relief for natural disasters. (Enterprise Mobility 
2022 ESG report)

Moreover, evidence from these instances also showed the use of words 
expressing effort, which may be understood as a strategy employed by 
the companies to persuade their stakeholders about their commitment 
to racial equity. Example (6) below is a case in point. 

(6)	 […] we work hard to ensure that our racial justice and racial equity 
programming supports our driver community. (Lyft 2022 ESG report)

This persuasive goal is also conveyed through lexical items expressing 
care, suggested by the collocational strength of sustaining in example (7) 
below.

(7)	 We’re committed to sustaining equity and belonging for all. (Uber 
2022 ESG report)

Diversity and inclusion are two other strong collocates of equity in the 
corpus. The scrutiny of the concordance lines revealed that these three 
words tend to co-occur together (example 8), suggesting that the concept 
of equity is strictly intertwined with the inclusion and the support of 
diverse employees. This idea is also reinforced by the collocate belonging. 
Example (9) illustrates this point. 

(8)	 Plus, in 2021 the Board of Directors Compensation Committee 
amended its charter to explicitly oversee employee engagement and 
employee diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts. (Uber 2022 ESG 
report)

(9)	 […] we’re focused on 6 differentiated employee needs: pride, belonging 
and equity, growth, compensation, well-being, and trust. (Uber 2022 
ESG report)

Inclusion is also linguistically and discursively constructed as a key value 
of the companies, suggested by the co-occurrence of the verb believe in 
example (10), and verbs expressing commitment and continuity (see the 
verbs engage and the verb continue in example 11)

(10)	 We believe an inclusive and equitable workplace culture unlocks Lyft’s 
innovative potential. (Lyft 2022 ESG report)
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(11)	 This human capital strategy ensures that we consider the needs of our 
diverse workforce and continue to create an engaging, equitable, and 
inclusive experience in each of these critical areas. (Uber 2022 ESG 
report)

Given the abundance of commissive statements, it can be inferred that 
the CAR_R& S Corpus is permeated by statements of goals and com-
mitment. However, a closer examination of the extended concordance 
lines of equity revealed several instances of strategies, methods and prac-
tices (Yu and Bondi 2017). For instance, example (12) below illustrates 
specific training to face racial discriminations, aimed at improving 
approaches to this issue with both employees and customers. 

(12)	 Uber partnered with diversity, equity, and inclusion experts to develop 
training based on Uber incident reports to help address racism and 
create more positive, inclusive experiences every day on the platform. 
(Uber 2022 ESG report)

Most of the linguistic-communicative choices examined in this section 
suggest a large use of vague language regarding the companies’ approach 
to equality and equity. The prevalence of commissive statements itself 
suggests that companies are more transparent about their future engage-
ment rather than on the current practices enacted or on the results 
achieved. 

Another aspect contributing to linguistic vagueness in the 
CAR_R&S Corpus is the extensive use of lexical items with generic 
meaning. An example of such usage can be observed with the words 
programs and policies in the following instance, where no details are pro-
vided about what these programs or policies consist of. 

(13)	 We have global compensation programs and policies to drive pay equity 
through standardized reward programs across all countries. (Avis 
Budget Group 2020 ESG report)

Another type of linguistic resource that conveyed this level of vagueness 
is the use of quality assessment adjective or verbs. The verb advance in 
examples (14), for instance, which mostly co-occurs with equit*, does not 
really quantify the success of an initiative.

(14)	 Investments in public transportation help advance equity and ensure 
that everyone has the same opportunities to succeed. (Avis Budget 
Group 2022 ESG report)
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3.2.	 The enTenTen21 Corpus

The pie chart below (Fig. 2) shows the normalised frequencies of the 
words equality and equity in the enTenTen21 Corpus.

Figure 2. – Normalised frequencies of equality and equity 
in the enTenTen21 Corpus (expressed per million words).

Data shows that these correspond respectively to 17.84 and 31.5 occur-
rences per million tokens. Although the difference between the frequen-
cies of the two words does not equal the one registered in the CAR_R& S 
Corpus, this finding apparently suggests that also in general English the 
term equity is more preferred than equality.

As far as the quantitative analysis of the lexical collocations is con-
cerned, the table below (Tab. 3) shows the strongest collocates of the 
words equality and equity in the enTenTen21 Corpus, calculated through 
the Word Sketch tool. Collocates are shown together with the normal-
ised number of occurrences (expressed per million words). Due to space 
reasons, the table does not illustrate the scores for each single collocate.

What is immediately striking from these results, in the “nouns 
modified” category, is a significant number of words typical of financial 
and business communication. Given that the focus of this sub-analysis is 
the frequency and the context of use of equity in general English usage, 
I deemed it appropriate to recalculate the collocations of equity without 
setting any minimum frequency. This was done to identify and exclude 
a large part of the normalized frequencies of words typically used in 
specialized language from the normalized frequency of equity. Figure 3 
below illustrates the results obtained from this additional procedure. 
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Table 3. – Lexical collocations of equality and equity in the enTenTen21 Corpus.

GRAMMATICAL 
CATEGORY

EQUALITY EQUITY 

Nouns modifiers 
 
 

gender (2.21); marriage (0.46); 
racial (0.36); social (0.19) 
 

private (0.74); diversity (0.48); 
health (0.38); gender (0.34); 
racial (0.28); brand (0.2); 
home (0.19); social (0.19)

Nouns modified 
 
 
 
 

act (0.23) 
 
 
 
 

market (0.95); firm (0.6); 
investment (0.46); fund (0.6); 
investor (0.23); loan (0.31); 
capital (0.21); interest (0.21); 
share (0.2); security (0.17); 
stake (0.19)

Verbs promote (0.39); achieve (0.25) promote (0.19)

Equality/equity 
and/or 

justice (0.51); diversity (0.38); 
freedom (0.32); right (0.32); 
liberty (0.17)

diversity (0.72); inclusion (0.59); 
justice (0.4); debt (0.21) 

Figure 3. – Normalised frequencies of equality and equity 
(without specialised words) in the enTenTen21 Corpus 

(expressed per million words).

In this case, the evidence shows that, contrary to the results shown in the 
previous graph, the discrepancy between the normalized frequencies of 
the two words has narrowed, suggesting that equity, in general English 
usage, is slightly more prevalent than equality.

Moving on to the qualitative analysis of the collocates, which has dis-
carded those belonging to financial and business language, both equal-
ity and equity share the words gender and racial among their strongest 
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collocations.  This pattern suggests their interchangeable use to refer 
to the issues of gender parity and racial discrimination. However, the 
scrutiny of the extended concordance lines in the context of these two 
collocates revealed two different patterns in terms of prevalent semantic 
preferences.

In some instances, the word equity, in the context of the collocate 
gender, tends to co-occur with lexical items belonging to the semantic 
field of education, as shown in the example below. 

(15)	 I am delighted to congratulate the five latest UCD Schools on this 
success and their work on encouraging greater progression of gender 
equity.

The analysis of the extended concordance lines of gender and racial 
in the context of equity also revealed an exclusive co-occurrence of the 
words with lexical items referring to corporate or public policies enacted 
to guarantee the same opportunities to women and different ethnical 
communities, as shown in examples (16) and (17) below.

(16)	 Only a vigorous politics for gender equity can challenge our male 
dominated electoral politics.

(17)	 The Biden Administration has made a public commitment to advanc-
ing racial equity, and Secretary of Transportation Pete Buttigieg has 
spoken of past harms in his public appearances.

Regarding the linguistic behaviour of equality in the context of racial, 
it was found that most of its instances refer to past events or initiatives 
aimed at addressing racial discrimination, which are suggested by the 
frequent co-occurrence of dates, as observed in the examples below. 

(18)	 In 1995, UNESCO published a Declaration of Principles on Tolerance 
to add to its dialogue about racial equality with recommendations 
for tolerant treatment of persons with varied racial and cultural back-
grounds.

(19)	 Disillusioned with her homeland’s lack of any serious attempt at racial 
equality, she took out French citizenship in 1937 before marrying a 
French industrialist named Jean Lion.

In addition, when analysing equality in the context of gender, it was not 
possible to identify any typical lexico-phraseological patterns, since the 
word co-occurs with various lexical items. Such a variety may also explain 
the significantly higher normalised frequency of gender as a collocation 
of equality (2.21), compared its frequency in the context of equity (0.34). 
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Broadly speaking, in most of these instances, equality is constructed 
as one among the key social issues, suggested by its co-occurrence with 
other socially relevant problems, as shown in the following examples.

(20)	 The program provides students with experience working directly with 
organizations and community members to address key issues in our 
community, such as homelessness, poverty, health and wellness, gender 
equality, and more.

(21)	 It is actively engaged in promoting the democracy, gender equality 
and the advancement of women, human rights, clearing landmines, 
expanding food production, governance, international health, eco-
nomic and social development and many more.

(22)	 They represent the struggle for freedom, social- and gender equality, 
democracy, pluralism and progress.

(23)	 Over the past 30 years, Bruce Poulin has pushed for gender equality, 
youth development and communal well-being by volunteering with 
organizations like the Knights of Columbus, St. John Ambulance and 
Scouts Canada.

It is also interesting to note that in these examples the centrality and the 
relevance of gender equality and other issues, as well as the active com-
mitment to them, are conveyed through words suggesting proactive 
engagement, such as the expressions working directly and actively engaged 
in examples (20) and (21), and lexical items expressing effort (see the 
words struggle and the verb push in examples 22 and 23). 

Another significant trend identified through the corpus analysis 
is the tendency of both equality and equity to collocate with the word 
diversity, and the more specific co-occurrence of the latter with inclusion. 
A closer inspection of the extended concordance lines revealed that in 
both cases these words were used in the field of education, as well as the 
tendency of equity to collectively co-occur with diversity and inclusion. 
This linguistic trend is shown in the examples reported below. 

(24)	 Whether you are a school leaver, a mature student, progressing from 
further education or joining us from another country, or work in 
the academic research or professional support areas of the university, 
I want you to be reassured also that UL will continue to promote 
equality and diversity across our community as we continue to be 
inclusive for all.

(25)	 The Seminary’s Board of Trustees is looking for an experienced, 
mission-oriented leader in higher education who is visionary in outlook, 

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



Federico Zaupa

40

collaborative in approach and an advocate for diversity, equity and 
inclusion.

(26)	 In 2017, we, along with other Canadian universities, committed to 
implementing seven inclusive excellence principles to advance equity, 
diversity, and inclusion.

Most of the lexico-phraseological patterns previously discussed have 
shown that in the enTenTen21 Corpus equality and equity are mostly 
employed in the field of education. However, the exploration of the 
extended concordance lines in the context of the other collocates also 
revealed an interchangeable use of the two words in the fields of poli-
tics and law. More precisely, this linguistic trend was observed for both 
words in the context of justice (examples 27 and 28), and for equality in 
the context of the verb achieve (example 29) and the nouns freedom and 
right (examples 30 and 31). 

(27)	 Obviously, such struggles also concern all categories of workers and 
people because what is at stake is the challenge to reach food sover-
eignty and to build our societies at the local, national and global levels, 
on the principles of social justice, equality and real democracy.

(28)	 Although the POSH Act was not applicable in 2011, when the com-
pany’s ICC heard the case, the High Court of Delhi ought to have paid 
heed to the concepts set out under the current law, given that they are 
based on principles of equity and justice.

(29)	 They emerge like clockwork: Each time political minorities advocate 
for and achieve greater equality, conservatives rebel, trying to force a 
reinstatement of the status quo.

(30)	 For them, words like liberty, freedom and equality are not stale, text-
book platitudes but real values to be lived.

(31)	 We note that the existence of such groups is an indication of the failure 
of Government to lead our country on the path of progress, justice, 
equality and right and is a stark reminder that there are many underly-
ing problems in Nigerian society today.

4.	 Discussion and concluding remarks

This paper has examined how equality and equity are constructed in 
both ESG texts created by companies operating in the car transportation 
sector and in general English usage. It has also explored the linguistic 
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strategies – whether transparent or vague – employed by these compa-
nies to communicate information about equality and equity. These 
research aims have been addressed through a synchronic corpus-based 
analysis of a pilot corpus of 2022 ESG reports of American car rental 
and ride sharing operators – the CAR_R& S Corpus – and a larger ref-
erence corpus of texts published on the web and collected in the same 
period (between 2021 and 2022) – the enTenTen21 Corpus. 

In relation to RQ 1, the analysis shows a preference for the term 
equity over equality, though the degree of this preference differs between 
the two corpora. In the CAR_R& S Corpus, equity is notably more preva-
lent than equality, indicating a stronger focus on addressing specific dis-
parities and implementing targeted policies. In contrast, the enTenTen21 
Corpus also shows a preference for equity, but the difference is much 
subtler. This suggests that while there is a slight inclination toward using 
equity in general discourse, it is not as pronounced as in ESG disclosures. 
This nuanced difference in general English usage may reflect a more bal-
anced use of both terms, depending on the context. 

In addressing RQs 2 and 3, the analysis of the CAR_R& S Corpus 
and the enTenTen21 Corpus reveals distinct discursive constructions of 
equality and equity. In the ESG reports, equity is prominently associated 
with specific actions and policies, such as racial equity and pay equity, 
indicating a focus on addressing disparities through tailored interven-
tions. The term frequently co-occurs with language related to com-
mitment and effort. Conversely, equality appears less frequently and is 
often employed in more abstract terms and not with reference to prac-
tical measures. This broader application is also seen in the enTenTen21 
Corpus, where equality is used across a variety of social issues without 
a clear emphasis on actionable measures. In addition, equity, in the 
enTenTen21 Corpus, is also used in educational and policy contexts with 
reference to approaches addressing structural inequalities. 

The findings from this corpus also suggest that both terms are used 
to discuss fairness and justice. Last, but not least, as discussed in the 
methodology and results sections, a systematic study of the linguistic 
behaviour of equitable and equitably in the enTenTen21 Corpus was not 
conducted. However, a quick reading of some random concordance lines 
of these words revealed similar findings to those observed for equity. 
In sum, equity tends to imply a more pragmatic and policy-oriented 
approach in both corpora, whereas equality maintains a broader, more 
idealistic connotation. The preference for equity in ESG reports over 
equality reflects a shift towards recognizing and addressing specific 
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disparities, though this is often communicated with varying degrees of 
specificity and clarity.

With more specific reference to RQ 4, the abundance of commis-
sive statements and the presence of expressions conveying vagueness – 
including quality assessment adjective and verbs, and, above all, the col-
lective co-occurrence of nouns with generic meaning – suggests a lack of 
linguistic transparency in the ESG reports analysed with respect to the 
more concrete initiatives through which they will show their commit-
ment to these values. This lack of accuracy, particularly in the linguistic 
content of the reports, is of particular significance, considering that the 
ESG report, as explained in section 1, constitutes a genre of corporate 
communication where companies are expected to prioritize the quanti-
fied and detailed reporting of their sustainability performance. 

This research is not without limits. Suggestions for future research 
regarding the research object in the field of ESG communication might 
be: (a) the inclusion of ESG reports and other genres of CSR communi-
cation from companies operating in different sectors; (b) broadening the 
focus to other geographical areas, including non-western countries; (c) a 
more diachronic approach to explore whether linguistic patterns around 
equality and equity have changed in time; (d) the integration of the tools 
of multimodal analysis (Kress and van Leeuwen 2001) to understand 
if multimodal resources contribute to meaning making observed at the 
linguistic level. As for the assessment of linguistic and communicative 
transparency in the enTenTen21 Corpus, this was not feasible, since such 
a level of analysis would require a certain degree of specialised knowl-
edge of the multiple fields in which the texts were produced, as well as an 
in depth reading of the texts collected in a corpus of great dimensions.

Despite these limitations, the evidence discussed so far allows to 
understand the more prevalent semantic associations and contextual uses 
of equality and equity. However, while there are some discernible trends 
in how each term is applied, especially in specific contexts like corporate 
ESG communication, it remains challenging to draw strict boundaries 
between them. The findings still suggest an impossibility to put mean-
ing boundaries between these two words in industry use of them in their 
reports. Nevertheless, in ESG communication, their co-occurrence with 
generic and inaccurate language expressions suggests a vague use of the 
two words themselves.
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Abstract
The number of women in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) is still limited compared to men, and one of the reasons for this is the 
lack of women’s sense of inclusion and belonging within engineering contexts. 
It has been argued that such a sense of inclusion and belonging might be devel-
oped by exposing girls to STEM with specific activities, games, and toys from a 
young age. This case study explores how the US toy manufacturer GoldieBlox 
Inc. addresses and includes young children, specifically girls, in the promo-
tion of their products. GoldieBlox is a company that specifically targets girls 
to encourage their interest in STEM subjects, namely science, technology, and 
mathematics. Through a close reading and a qualitative analysis of the com-
pany’s webpages, this paper explores the links between consumerism, gender, 
belonging, and promotional language. Under the linguistic lens of dialogicity, I 
analyse how girls are addressed and included in STEM through the promotion 
of specific products.

Keywords: advertising; belonging; dialogicity; inclusion; STEM.

1.	 Introduction

Within engineering contexts, the number of men is still higher than 
that of women (Wilson and VanAntwerp 2021). Women are less keen 
to pursue a degree in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics) while men show less interest in HEED (Health care, 
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Elementary Education, and the Domestic spheres) subjects (Tellhed, 
Bäckström, and Björklund 2017). One of the reasons for this is the 
lack of sense of belonging of both women and men when respectively 
approaching a predominantly male-dominated context, such as a 
STEM one, or a female-dominated one as a HEED environment (ibid.). 
Set against this background, the aim of this paper is to explore how 
current initiatives aimed at encouraging girls to pursue a career in sci-
ence seek to address them and make them feel included in STEM. The 
analysis is qualitative in focus and takes a case study approach, looking 
in particular at the way in which promotional language in toy market-
ing is functionally designed to achieve its purported inclusive aim. The 
case study will therefore examine the recent trend of promoting toys for 
young girls through advertising campaigns that suggest that these toys 
will in some way empower them to break away from more traditional 
ones that, according to the toys’ designers, limit girls both in terms of 
play and in their future career choices. 

Specifically, the official website of the American toy company 
GoldieBlox – which is addressed to young girls who are/might be inter-
ested in STEM, will be taken into account, and a close reading of their 
products will be carried out. In particular, I will explore how the com-
pany engages with potential customers and young girls, highlighting the 
tension between promotional and inclusive language and how the latter 
contributes to shaping a sense of belonging in girls who might be inter-
ested in STEM. Following a brief overview of consumerism and gender 
(1.1), I will explore the links between communities of consumption and 
sense of belonging (1.2), followed by an introduction to GoldieBlox (2) 
and its mediatic case (2.1). Section 3 presents materials and methods, 
while section 4 provides an overview of the results. The paper will then 
close with discussion and conclusions (5).

1.1.	 Consumerism and gender 

Consumerism is a term used to study a phenomenon that emerged 
after World War 2 when countries such as the USA, the UK and other 
European states saw the rise of consumer societies. According to Benson 
(1994, 5), consumer societies are societies “in which choice and credit 
are readily available, in which social value is defined in terms of purchas-
ing power and material possessions, and where there is a desire for that 
which is new, modern, exciting and fashionable”. Consumer societies 
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and modern markets were fashioned by several changes occurring at the 
same time, such as the development of mass production, consumption 
expansion, enlargement of the middle classes, industry concentration 
groups and the rise of mass advertising campaigns of nationally branded 
products (Ramsay 2012). In consumer societies, the consumer is at the 
center of the universe. A consumer, according to Bauman, is a person 
who uses a product, buys it, wears it and owns its exclusive property, and 
a consumerist society is one in which “wanting is taken out of waiting 
and waiting out of wanting” (Bauman 2005, 25). In fact, the worst pos-
sible scenario in such a society would be if consumers were to lose their 
desire to buy and consume. Walter Benjamin goes as far as claiming that 
capitalism has become the religion of this new society, with the differ-
ence that, in place of dogma, capitalism goes straight to the cult aspect 
(2005 [1922], 225). However, the importance given to the consumer also 
calls for higher citizenship rights to empower and protect consumers in 
modern markets. This is especially true for the most vulnerable catego-
ries, such as children or the elderly. 

In consumer societies, in order to maximise the chances of custom-
ers’ uptake and purchase, marketing and advertising activities target 
specific customer groups with strategies that they deem to be aligned 
with their specific needs, desires and preferences. A basic marketing seg-
mentation involves the gender-based differentiation of products. This is 
why, at a certain point in history, it would appear that the world was no 
longer ‘black and white’ but blue and pink. In order to sell more, and 
hence increase profits, many everyday objects began to be available in 
male and female versions. Products like razor blades, watches, purses – 
almost any object we can think of – are available in a baseline, neutral, 
usually dark coloured version aimed at men, and also in a smaller, more 
rounded, prettier and typically pink version for women. In marketing, 
this strategy is known as “pinking and shrinking” and makes it possible 
for companies to sell the same object twice over thereby boosting sales 
and hence making higher profits (Paoletti 2011). 

It would appear that pinking and shrinking begins at birth, not just 
with the colour of babies’ clothes and their bedroom walls, but also with 
the toys they play with. So, to a certain extent, gender and children’s cul-
ture are “dictated” by toy firms that tend to make and market blue toys 
for boys and pink toys for girls. Besides colour and size, gender-tailored 
objects differ on a number of other characteristics. According to Berger, 
for instance, “boys act, girls appear” (1990, 45) and “a man’s presence 
depends on the power that he embodies” (47). Thus, conventionally 
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boys have been expected to play with ‘aggressive’ toys like catapults and 
guns, while girls play with dolls, tea sets and the like. However, there has 
been a recent wave of initiatives aimed at pushing little girls in the direc-
tion of more ‘masculine’ toys through – amongst other things – girly 
versions of building blocks, of which GoldieBlox and Lego for girls are 
well known examples 1. A focus on ‘action’ in girls’ toys has extended 
beyond the design of the above-mentioned gender-tailored version, and 
is starting to affect more conventional ‘girl’s’ toys. A case in point is the 
famous Barbie doll, who over the last decade has started to appear as an 
astronaut or engineer – typically male-dominated professions – while 
keeping her perfect stereotypically feminine image. 

Whether these toys are truly promoting gender equality or are simply 
a way of getting people to spend more money is, however, debatable. 
While it is true that companies follow social trends, their potential to 
foster changes in social expectations should not be underestimated: they 
can indeed have a role in creating ‘spaces’ of belonging for children who 
would otherwise feel left out. For instance, the decision to create bricks 
for girls or a Barbie Engineer might not only be a marketing strategy, 
but also a way to tackle the need of belonging for women to “fit in” in 
STEM contexts (Tellhed et al. 2017). Recent toy campaigns have indeed 
succeeded in changing, albeit to a limited extent, the gender-specific 
orientation of their line of products by addressing issues of inclusion 
(De Almeida 2017), giving space and visibility to dolls that can be argued 
to potentially encourage children to take non-gender-stereotypical paths. 

1.2.	 Advertising and sense of belonging

Within the context of “consumer culture” (Featherstone 1991) we live 
in, promotional discourse and advertising play a fundamental role. The 
intention of both advertising and promoting is to “hook” consumers 
and, to a certain extent, manipulate them (Jarowska 2020): this can be 
achieved through specific linguistic features that grab audiences’ atten-
tion, such as slogans, neologisms, use of forms of engagement (especially 
the personal pronoun you), and repetitions (Musté, Stuart, and Botella 
2015).

Advertising has been described as a “parasitic discourse” which 
has also colonized non-commercial genres (ibid.), with the function of 

	 1  https://www.lego.com/en-gb/toys-for-girls.
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not only persuading people to produce, but also amuse, inform, misin-
form, worry and warn (Cook 2001 [1992], 9). In this latter case, engag-
ing in dialogue with the intended audience plays an important role as 
corporations make assumptions about their addressees and endeavor 
to talk to them in order to both attract them and make them feel part 
of their community. Within this context, advertising positions itself 
somewhere in between the interests of the consumers and those of the 
producers. This tension is also reinforced by discourse, which is crucial 
in the (re)construction of the existing relationship between potential 
consumers, products, and producers (Crichton 2010). This whole 
interplay further supports the creation of “consumption communi-
ties” where “the product/consumer relationship is consummated in 
consumption, promoted as the accomplishment of a desirable lifestyle” 
(ibid., 111). Within this consumption process, the consumer is willing 
to be changed and molded by the product, while the product comes to 
life as it engages with the consumer. The “desirable lifestyle” achieved 
through this consumption process contributes to shaping the social 
identity of those consumers, that is, their sense of belonging, which is 
further fulfilled through social bonds and relationships (Baumeister 
and Leary 1995). These social bonds and values are bolstered by a sense 
of collective identity shared by members that are brought together by 
the same interests, and when the aim of such gatherings is not grounded 
in the commercial world (as is the case with knitting, for example), one 
may speak of “tribes” or tribal communities (Cova and Shankar 2020). 

Within the genres of promotional discourse, toys have been exten-
sively analysed, especially from a marketing perspective (Grimes 2015). 
Linguistic analyses of toy-related communication have also been 
produced, examining the way in which products are discursively con-
structed for promotional purposes focusing on access, voice, diversity, 
and engagement (Green and Holloway 2017), inclusion (Bowersox 
2022; Santikul 2024) and gender roles (Kvidal-Røvik 2021). How-
ever, there appears to be limited research on how language is used to 
engage with potential buyers and users to challenge social stereotypes 
and foster a sense of belonging and inclusion in a specific community 
of consumers, particularly when such community also includes very 
young people. 
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2.	 Building bricks for girls: the case of GoldieBlox

In 2012 Debbie Sterling, an engineer from Stanford University, set out 
to launch a new toy that she hoped would radically change both the way 
girls were depicted in the media and their future careers. In a Ted Talk 2, 
she argued that one of the reasons why girls are under-represented in the 
sciences is the kind of toys they play with as children. At the time of her 
talk, in the USA only 11% of the female population applied for places on 
university engineering courses, and very few women worked in the sci-
ences. While the situation has somewhat improved, a considerable gender 
gap persists: according to the 2021 EUstat 3, only 32.8% STEM graduates 
are women, while in the US women still make up for only 34% 4.

Conventionally, or perhaps stereotypically, girls are widely believed 
to enjoy playing with dolls and tea sets and at dressing up as princesses, 
while boys are expected to favour the rough and tumble of more ener-
getic games, and get to play with action toys like model trains and planes. 
Sterling argues that conventional girls’ toys inhibit their future skills and 
hence their careers. Tired of gendered pink aisles in toyshops, Sterling 
decided to do something innovative for girls who wanted to be more than 
“simple princesses” and came up with a product called GoldieBlox, a 
building toy that she claimed could help girls develop the kind of spatial 
skills boys already have an opportunity to acquire through their typical 
forms of playing. According to Sterling, a girl can fully realise herself as 
a woman by competing in a traditionally male field such as engineering. 
The world of toys is highly limiting in this respect, but times are chang-
ing. As she claims, “the modern parent wants more for her daughter, and 
is frustrated by her lack of options”. This is why GodieBlox is “more than 
a toy: it is a social mission”. Whether Sterling’s venture really is a “social 
mission” or just another way of perpetuating a stereotype is, however, 
debatable. Moreover, while she comes across as passionate and earnest, 
one cannot help but suspect that behind Sterling’s mission there may be 
(also) a money-making operation. Consequently, both the American and 
British press dedicated a lot of space and debate to this new toy. 

What made GoldieBlox so famous was the commercial that was used 
to launch the product. This commercial, which was watched by 3.5 mil-

	 2  Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FEeTLopLkEo.
	 3  Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-
20240308-2#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20in%20the%20EU,compared%20with%20
2020%20(32.5%25).
	 4  Available at: https://www.aauw.org/resources/research/the-stem-gap/.
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lion viewers in three days, told the story of “GoldieBlox and the Rube 
Goldberg Princess Machine” (2013) 5. The ad opens with three girls aged 
around nine who look bored while watching a pink girly programme on 
television; all of a sudden, a GoldieBlox advertisement breaks through 
and gives the girls a tool to create a Princess Machine. At the begin-
ning of the advertisement, the background song consists of a parody of 
a misogynist song by the Beastie Boys called Girls, but the lyrics soon 
change into those of a feminist anthem (Mardoll 2013). The girls create 
their machine, which consists of an unlikely series of levers, pulleys and 
platforms all linked together, but the ad is predominantly pink and fluffy 
and levers and pulleys are separated by hearts, flowers and other ‘girly’ 
objects. Thus, despite GoldieBlox’s claims that it aims to promote gender 
equality (or at least gender neutrality), its components are mainly pink, 
a traditionally ‘girly’ colour. This only partially successful break from 
stereotypical representations is probably the reason why, in 2023, Sterling 
launched a new video format – the Eggventurers – in an effort to pursue 
her stated goal. The main characters of the Eggventurers are five different 
coloured animated eggs (Robin, Pascha, Goose, Ducky, and Red) with 
no arms nor legs whose aim is to “overcome obstacles” by using STEM. 
Despite not using much dialogue in the first videos, the choice of using 
gender-neutral characters suggests that the company is moving towards a 
policy of inclusion and diversity, hence adjusting the target to all genders.

The case of GoldieBlox has been analysed from a critical perspec-
tive (Blosser 2021); findings have shown that the marketing of these 
toys impacts on conventional girl power rhetoric, with agency being 
preferred over femininity (Lippman 2021). Analyses of the corporate 
communication of GoldieBlox also revealed how the promotion of 
values goes hand in hand with cultural interests, generating commit-
ment and a sense of belonging not only at an individual level, but also 
in the company’s achievements (Hudak 2016). Specifically, through 
their narrative(s), the company has succeeded in creating inspirational 
models as well as tools to learn and play with, while being “instrumental 
in bringing the gendered toy debate to public attention, advocating for 
embodied awareness of our gendered biases” (Hudak 2016, 13). As these 
comments testify, the Goldiblox case has attracted a considerable deal of 
attention. In approaching it, critical and multimodal perspectives have 
been privileged, while the way the audience is textually and discursively 

	 5  Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IIGyVa5Xftw.
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addressed has seldom been foregrounded. It is precisely this latter theme 
that this study seeks to address.

2.1.	 GoldieBlox: debates and studies

As previously mentioned (see 2.2), the GoldieBlox case has been exten-
sively dealt with in the daily press before and beyond academia. Among 
the critiques levelled at it in the media, especially noteworthy is that of 
feminist blogger Mardoll (2013), who points out that the problem with 
women not entering STEM is unlikely to be solved by the creation of 
a new cool toy. Rather, more conducive to its solution might be to 
increase efforts to make the atmosphere more comfortable for women in 
the STEM environment, so that they can develop a sense of belonging 
which they still find difficult to develop. As long as STEM and HEED 
continue to be respectively mainly male- and female-dominated, high-
school students will be more likely to feel to belong and to fit in majors 
dominated by same gender peers, unless institutional efforts are made to 
make them more welcoming for a more gender diverse student popula-
tion (Tellhed, Bäckström, and Björklund 2017). 

More recently, and possibly more radically, GoldieBlox has been 
criticized for being an excuse to sell an idea of fun and playfulness with 
happy images of girls that “can have it all”: both a career in STEM, and 
femininity (Blosser 2021). This link between consumerism, femininity 
and empowerment appears to be confirmed by GoldieBlox Inc.’s attempt 
to reframe girlishness through the promotion of their first products in 
the 2010 line (Lippman 2021). By using a combination of STEM and 
“elements of coolness” (Santo 2021, 186), GoldieBlox contributed to 
re-shaping STEM through a performative dimension strongly linked to 
fashion, while keeping the tension with the “lifestyle branding wave”, 
where one is eager to buy a product they identify with. 

At any rate, and despite growing institutional efforts to tackle this 
imbalance, the under-representation of women in STEM still remains 
a problem. Of the studies addressing this topic, the majority argue for 
psychological and social interventions to fill the gender gap (Liben and 
Coyle 2014; Kim, Sinatra, and Seyranian 2018). Some research has also 
looked into the role of language in shaping professional identities when 
growing up (Rhodes et al. 2019). However, the use of language as a 
means to attract, involve, and include women and girls in STEM is an 
issue that needs to be further explored. 
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3.	 Materials and methods

In this section, I report on the materials and methods adopted in this 
case study. As the aim of this work is to explore how the promotional 
language of toys contributes to creating a sense of belonging in young 
girls potentially interested in STEM, I considered all the descrip-
tive parts of toys and shows advertised on the GoldieBlox Inc. official 
website 6. Toys refer to those products that users can actually buy from 
the website, while shows are free of charge and are interactive activities 
addressed specifically to children and to educators and caretakers.

Both products and services are directly available from the navigation 
bar at the top of the homepage. More specifically, through “Toys”, users 
can find “Goldieblox exclusive”, with their specific product brands, 
as well as their recommended “STEM Toys” divided per age (e.g., 
“STEM toys age 0-2”), which then lead to either the website dedicated 
to the items promoted (i.e., specific STEM toys that are not GoldieBlox-
branded, such as “baby’s first blocks”), or to Amazon. Both dedicated 
websites and Amazon were discarded as not GoldieBlox-branded. Under 
“Shows”, users find various interactive STEM-based activities and videos 
with a brief promotional sentence and an image. These shows range 
from cartoons and stop-motion videos with fictional characters (e.g., 
“Eggventures”, “Goldie + friends”, and “Toy Hackers”), to interviews, 
series, and explanatory STEM videos which involve real girls, influenc-
ers, engineers, and peer-aged children (e.g., “Camp GoldieBlox”, “Code 
Along”, “Curiosity Kitchen”, “Draw her life”, “Fast-forward girls”, 
“Hack along”, and “Robot mash-up”). 

The website is targeted at educators, parents, and children; users can 
find technical descriptions of the promoted product, as well as videos 
and shows that children can watch by themselves. In addition to these 
materials, I also considered the “Gamify your Chemistry Classroom 
with Maker High Resources”, available directly from the Homepage and 
specifically addressed to teachers and educators in STEM. For the sake 
of this study, I took into account the descriptive part of each product 
promoted on the website. 

Taken in their entirety, and by virtue of their overarching commer-
cial framing, the array of materials described above contribute to creat-
ing a community of consumption revolving around the GodieBlox prod-
uct and its attributes. The discursive construction of such a community 

	 6  Official website available at: https://goldieblox.com/.
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of consumption ultimately built on the promotion of non-conventional 
girl characterization involves a complex interplay of participants engag-
ing in actions that take place both in the real world and in the fictional 
world of the shows or the evoked one in which toy descriptions are 
embedded. Within this scenario, multiple layers of signification intersect 
and interact in a manner that is best described as dialogic, i.e. character-
ized by mutual interdependencies whose interplay gives rise to a mul-
tifaceted, and often ambiguous, girl identity. To explore this complex 
architecture and its interrelated aspects, a suitable model of analysis is 
needed capable of capturing the interdependent variables involved. This 
was identified in Bondi’s (2018) model of dialogicity (Fig. 1), and more 
specifically in the Participants and Action component of the model. 

Figure 1. – Dialogicity model (Bondi 2018).

This model suggests a framework to unpack the ongoing virtual dia-
logue that occurs in written texts and is articulated on three intertwined 
layers, as can be seen from the three boxes in Figure 1. The construction 
of the identity of girls in STEM can be described as a multi-layered dia-
logic game involving the three constituent components of Participants 
(both explicitly addressed/featured, implied or envisaged, and spon-
taneously aggregating around the products), Action (as represented in 
the action games), and Evaluative Dialogue (in which Participants are 
engaged). 
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More specifically, the participant-oriented perspective allows to 
explore both the dialogue within the community revolving around 
GoldieBlox, and the interpersonal engagement discursively constructed 
in the promotional materials. Within the creation of this specific com-
munity, I therefore looked at how users/buyers/children/educators are 
addressed by the company and how they are included and targeted in the 
promotion and description of the products. 

As for the Action perspective, this has to do with both the visual 
and verbal organization of a text as well as specific meta-discursive fea-
tures and segments which guide the reader through it. With reference to 
the description of toy products and to the way participants are guided 
through the text, the analysis investigates how the company interacts 
with their audience. Among the strategies analysed are imperative forms, 
questions, and the use of the second-person pronoun you used to involve 
the addressee. 

Finally, with reference to the Evaluation component of the model, 
its relevance to the analysis of ultimately promotional materials is prob-
ably self-evident. I argue that it plays an important role in engaging with 
the audience, and that it involves not only attitudinal, but also epistemic 
aspects of claims and arguments. This is strongly entangled with the 
participants’ layer and with how the target (e.g., girls, engineers, kids …) is 
addressed; as a result, the Evaluation level of the analysis extends beyond 
product evaluation to include participant characterization, and involves 
an investigation of the adjectives used to qualify them. 

4.	 Results

Results emerging from the qualitative analysis of the various levels 
of dialogicity (participants, action, and engagement) show how the 
company manages to build a STEM identity and a sense of belonging 
in young girls by directly engaging with them and making them feel 
empowered. By looking in detail at the layers involved in the construc-
tion of this specific consumption-community, it can be seen that the 
company includes their target audience by using both a direct and a col-
loquial approach. Moreover, through the description of the products we 
get a sense of how empowerment is constructed and reinforced by the 
use of specific positive validating adjectives referring to young girls and 
by certain action verbs.
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Engaging with the audience

In addressing the audience, it can be noticed that, when targeting adults, 
GoldieBlox Inc. caters to both teachers and educators by highlight-
ing the empowerment and independence in STEM that children will 
achieve through their products (example 1), as well as on their own. The 
use of gamify in the imperative form (example 2) functions as an encour-
agement to teachers to make their lessons more interesting by using their 
sources.

(1)	 Your students will navigate their way through multiple rooms, each 
with their own unique and exciting gameplay mechanics designed to 
support, encourage, and immerse students into Chemistry.

(2)	 Gamify your Chemistry Classroom with Maker High Resources.

Children are also directly addressed through questions and imperative 
forms (example 3), creating direct engagement, inclusion, and dialogue. 
While the use of the questions and imperatives is not per se an innovative 
or groundbreaking marketing strategy, the way the company chooses to 
specifically address children in the description of their product is quite 
interesting: young girls are given the power to choose whether to actively 
engage in an activity.

(3)	 Will Goldie and her friends be able to get out of this real mess? Find out 
in the first-ever GoldieBlox cartoon!

Moreover, the way the company promotes their products varies accord-
ing to the addressee. With teachers and educators, the focus is of course 
on learning and teaching, while with children they seem to stimulate 
their curiosity by creating a sort of narrative and promoting further 
story-telling. 

The names of the shows (section 3) also present some patterns in 
terms of involvement of the young audience. On the one hand, for 
instance, “Hack along”, “Code Along”, and “Draw her life” are all in the 
imperative form, which increases the level of engagement with the audi-
ence (Ravelli 2006). The semantic choice of the verbs is also significant 
as they all require some action (code, draw, hack). Interestingly, the same 
syntactic construction is also used by Lego to advertise some of their 
products (e.g., “Pick your brick” or “make your own minifigure”), creat-
ing a link with the emblematic toy for (future) engineers. However, hack 
and code, GoldieBlox’s verbs of choice, are more explicitly related to the 
sphere of engineering and informatics. This confirms the idea that what 
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GoldieBlox is trying to sell is a useful and “geeky” product, which is per-
fect for girls who dream of being an engineer or are open at the idea of 
being one. Moreover, the creative use of the preposition along following 
the verbs hack and code reminds one of “come along”, as in “to join”, and 
of “clap along” and “sing along”. The positive connotations that espe-
cially the last two prepositional verbs intrinsically carry with them are 
also transferred in the two word-puns “hack along” and “code along”, 
conveying a sense of conviviality, belonging, and inclusivity, while rein-
forcing the aforementioned function of the imperative form. This is 
further reinforced by the polylogues that appear in the featured episode 
description of these shows (example 4).

(4)	 Learn how dancer Nicole Laeno coded her own arcade game with 
Microsoft MakeCode! In honor of Computer Science Education week, 
we teamed up with Microsoft MakeCode and Nicole Laeno to code a 
really cool and fun arcade game that features all of Nicole’s favorite 
things like boba, her dog Sadie, ramen and more. And guess what? You 
get to see how she made it!

As visible from example (4), the use of the pronoun we, referring to the 
GoldieBlox team, initiates a virtual dialogue with young girls who are 
invited to learn about coding. Once again, the use of the imperative and 
of questions reinforces the sense of inclusion of the reader. Polyphony is 
evoked through mentioning other potential voices of engagement, spe-
cifically those of Nicole Laeno and of the Microsoft MakeCode team, 
with which children will engage by watching the video. Additionally, the 
choice of dialoguing with Nicole Laeno, who is both a dancer and coder, 
might encourage little girls to identify with a positive female figure who 
is both engaged in the arts and in science.

Involvement and engagement are also achieved through the use of 
the second person pronoun you which creates an actual dialogue with 
the potential user or buyer. It is usually followed by modal verbs such 
as can, which highlights potential achievements and independence that 
children might gain (e.g., you can hack along / With it, you can invent), 
and will (e.g., you will learn), conveying the certainty of their educational 
achievement. This same sense of empowerment and independence is also 
achieved through the use of get to, meaning that the child has an oppor-
tunity to create something unique (example 5) and “for her own space” 
(example 6). It is also worth mentioning that in example (5), the Uni-
corn, which is typically a non-gendered creature has been addressed with 
the female pronoun her, giving visibility and space to female characters. 
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(5)	 This project inspires creativity as you get to customize the look and feel 
of your unicorn, and don’t forget to name her! You will learn how LED 
lights change color and why they’re eco-friendly while uncovering 
what makes a circuit work!

(6)	 It is great if you enjoy art and want to create something fun and colorful 
for your space.

Moreover, the use of an informal register and of colloquial features (e.g., 
casual, vlog-style “ how to” format, trendy projects – example 7) contributes 
to reinforcing a specific in-group language which aims to mimic the one 
used by young girls. 

(7)	 A great kit for anyone who is looking for cool, creative projects, but also 
the perfect kit to share with friends!

This strategy effectively reduces the distance between the company and 
the user, creating a more horizontal dialogue giving young girls an idea 
of chatting with a peer or friend, hence fostering a sense of belonging. 
Additionally, the use of colloquial sources that are group-specific might 
contribute to the creation of a sense of belonging and involvement 
(Ravelli 2006, 86) of, in this case, young girls. Such features might also 
help making STEM more “digestible” and approachable. The result is 
an informal style that conveys a sense of “coolness” combined with the 
“seriousness” of the potential job career that the company is addressing, 
a promotional strategy in line with an emerging trend promoting smart 
as the new cool (Santo 2021). 

Empowerment

By exploring the construction of the sense of empowerment of young 
girls in more detail, one aspect that emerges is the way GoldieBlox Inc. 
uses specific positive-validating adjectives to describe both the activi-
ties (e.g., girl-powered DIY show) and the characters (e.g., extraordinary 
girls and women, the first girl engineer and coder characters in children’s 
toys) that are specifically girl-oriented and girl-centered (example 
8). This reinforces the sense of belonging of young girls who might 
see themselves represented in a specific in-group. Diversity is also 
addressed, but remains confined to female characters, whose ethnic 
backgrounds, ages, jobs and interests are referred to (e.g., diverse, young 
female influencers ... diverse, badass female STEM role models).
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The sense of empowerment is also achieved by the use of verbs 
related to the area of informatics and problem solving (e.g., engineer, 
code, hack, tackle – example 8). This is in line with Rhodes et al. (2019) 
study, which showed that action verbs can be effective in encouraging 
girls to pursue a career in STEM.

(8)	 See what happens as the Hackers (Goldie Blox, Ruby Rails, Valentina 
Voltz, and Li Gravity) use creativity, inventiveness, and everyday 
household objects to engineer their way through weekly missions. 

The use of DIY (do it yourself – example 9) is also interesting as it 
emphasizes the empowerment of girls who need no help in succeeding 
in something difficult while conveying a laid-back and colloquial tone 
encouraging reader involvement. 

(9)	 This DIY activity is the perfect gift for the girl that wants to learn about 
STEM.

Products names are also implicitly revealing in terms of the values of 
empowerment and independence that the company is trying to convey. 
For instance, GoldieBlox is already a pun itself as it draws from the 
anthropomorphic fairy tale of Goldilocks, where the main character is 
named after her blond (goldy) curly hair (locks). Similarly, GoldieBlox is 
still blond, but rather than being defined by her aesthetics, she is pre-
sented by what she “plays” with, namely blocks (blox), as in building and 
bricks, highlighting both her femininity and her engineering skills. On 
the other hand, some of the shows’ names, such as “Fast-forward girls”, 
“Goldie+ friends”, and “toy hackers”, are explicitly actor-centered. The 
term fast-forward preceding girls conveys the idea of smartness and of 
someone being quick at learning and solving problems, while hack-
ers (from hack), is once more a clear reference to technology. Girls are 
addressed as smart, intelligent and capable.

Building and promoting a STEM identity

By empowering young girls and directly engaging with them, Goldieblox 
plays an important role in shaping their STEM identity, which is subtly 
promoted as something that might be achieved effortlessly by complet-
ing young girls’ interests and passions – usually art-connected. This link 
between engineering and creativity can be seen in example (10), which 
shows how a stereotypically female activity like sewing can become 
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an opportunity to learn more about STEM, overcoming the contrast 
between what is usually addressed as “girly” and something that would 
be categorized as “serious” or “difficult”. 

(10)	 This DIY activity is the perfect gift for the girl that wants to learn about 
STEM while sewing a new beautiful light up pillow.

What GoldieBlox Inc. seems to want to be selling is more than just a 
toy. It is, instead, a skill-package for girls who can have it all: be creative 
and smart while playing and acquiring skills useful for their future jobs 
(example 11).

(11)	 After all, today’s kids will have jobs that don’t even exist yet. But we 
do know that STEM skills will play a huge role. That’s why we’re here, 
now, to help them prepare.

This coexistence of arts and STEM is also achieved though the brief 
description reported next to the name of accredited female figures work-
ing in STEM who take part in their videos and collaborate with Goldie-
Blox (example 12), showing both their artistic and scientific side.

(12)	 Kaitlin Hova, Violinist &  Software Engineer

The presence of actual female figures gives visibility and representation 
to women in science while contributing to the development of a “STEM 
identity” (Kim, Sinatra, and Seyranian 2018) in young girls. However, 
despite the language of possibility adopted, it seems that in order to be 
successful a girl needs to “have it all”: both STEM competences, and 
artistic skills and inclinations.

5.	 Discussions and conclusion

The linguistic analysis of this case study has shown how GoldieBlox 
engages in an active dialogue with their consumers, specifically, female 
children. The close reading of the services and products’ description has 
revealed that young girls are involved in engineering activities through 
questions, imperative forms, and story-telling. By engaging directly with 
children on technical topics, GoldieBlox Inc. is not only giving them 
visibility, but is also contributing to conveying a sense of empowerment. 
The creative use of code along and hack along might encourage young 
girls to get involved in STEM. By being exposed to female role-models 
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who are able to combine both sciences and the arts, they are encouraged 
to develop a sense of belonging. In terms of participants, young girls 
are mostly positively addressed through the detailed description of the 
activities, meaning that by attaching a value to a certain product (e.g., 
empowering), the same value will by ‘transitivity’ also be related to the 
girl using it. Female characters that are present in the shows are also 
qualified by positive adjectives, conveying a positive image of inclusivity 
of the company.

Despite the criticisms received, GoldieBlox Inc. seems to have been 
making a sincere effort to create a ‘space’ or, at least, a virtual space, of 
belonging for young girls in STEM. The use of positive evaluative lan-
guage mostly directed at young girls seems to have made the corporation 
take a step back from the consumeristic vortex. Even in times of ideologi-
cal crisis, positive thinking plays an important role by masking the need 
to rethink the nature of social inequalities and trying to find alternatives 
to the way capitalism has been developing (Salecl 2011, 31). As a matter 
of fact, GoldieBlox Inc. seems to be caught in this tension between their 
commercial promotion and their social commitment of including and 
involving more girls in STEM. Of course, this case study only focuses 
on the products’ descriptions where one is expected to find promotional 
language; a deeper analysis of all webpages might certainly help expand-
ing this aspect. 

The discussion so far is complex and poses challenges for policy 
makers. Companies sell their products by targeting categories through 
advertisements. The analysis of the promotional features adopted in 
GoldieBlox’ website shows how the company uses marketing strategies 
to address their audience, by highlighting not only the excellence of 
the product, but also the empowerment that these will give to girls in 
STEM. Furthermore, the more recent introduction of “Shows” on the 
GoldieBlox website highlights a shift toward the communication of a 
product and concept, engaging directly with the audience, in this case, 
children. The analysis of the Shows’ content is certainly worthy of inves-
tigation to further explore how the dialogue with their target unravels.

To conclude, GoldieBlox Inc.’s use of language when promoting 
their products while simultaneously including and encouraging girls 
to pursue STEM certainly seems to be a step towards Sterling’s self-
ascribed “social mission”. By engaging in a horizontal dialogue with 
young girls, GoldieBlox Inc. encourages them to take up take courage 
and feel empowered by doing and hacking. Once more, it is important to 
remind the reader that this study only focuses on the promotional aspect 
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of this website. It would be certainly interesting to compare these results 
with other toys’ companies who specifically address the inclusion of girls 
in STEM to see whether this dialogicity is perpetuated. Future research 
could also integrate this study with other “voices” present in the Goldie-
Blox website, such as those of peers, engineers, and musicians directly 
speaking to users though videos, and explore the polyphonies in some-
thing that stands between promotional discourse and a social mission.
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Abstract
The word ‘icon’ usually refers to a symbol, a famous person admired by all, or a 
religious image used for worship. Twentieth and twenty-first century icons are 
also sacred images of secular societies that help construct collective identities 
and delineate the zeitgeist. Places can also be considered icons if looked through 
social semiotic lenses. Through Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) and O’Toole’s 
(1990; 1994; 2004) re-conceptualisations of Halliday’s Systemic Functional 
Linguistics (1994) and the concept of Bonding Icons (Stenglin 2008a; 2008b; 
2012), this paper investigates the ways in which the New York City DragCon 
2019 became a rallying and bonding place that both abstractly, through its web-
site, and concretely, through the actual event, gave people a sense of belonging. 
The main goal of the study is to underline the extent to which the rallying and 
bonding is money-driven and to highlight the ties between consumerism and 
the concept of ‘icons selling icons’.

Keywords: belonging; bonding; drag; icon; multimodality; sociolinguistics.

1.	 From RuPaul to DragCon via Drag Race

This article investigates the dynamics of belonging at play in drag-cul-
ture related events and promotional materials. As the common denomi-
nator is the art of drag, it is fundamental to provide a clear understand-
ing of the word ‘drag’ and the characteristics that differentiate this art 
form from the other contexts in which stereotyped female clothes are 
used as either to express one’s art or one’s identity. Baker (2002, 112) pro-
vided three meanings for this word: 
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1. clothing typical of one sex or gender worn by the opposite sex or gender. 
However, drag can often be much more than clothing, and reflects a 
mental, emotional or sexual state of being. Some transgendered 1 people 
have pointed out that the real ‘drag’ is to have to wear the clothing that is 
socially expected of them. 2. any clothing not worn by the speaker in their 
everyday life. ‘Have you seen David in all his butch uniform drag? I wonder 
where he’ll put his handbag?’ 3. an acronym of Dressed as a girl. 

More recently, however, 
The nomenclature of ‘drag queen’ (typically performance where gay men 
dress as women) and ‘drag king’ (typically performance where lesbian 
women dress as men) took hold, alongside a rich tradition of trans and 
gender non-binary performers doing drag using both these and other labels 
(Grace and Halberstam, 1997), as well as cisgender women performing as 
drag queens. (McCormack and Wignall 2022, 5)

In this regard, Barrett (1999) identified five major groups of people who 
share similar performative activities: transsexuals 2, transvestites 3, cross-
dressers 4, female impersonators, and drag queens. The reasons for their 
cross-dressing allow a clear-cut distinction between them. Drag queens 
are used to performing in front of a live audience embodying female 
characters and accentuating the culturally specific stereotypes of cis-
gendered women. Around these characters and personas members and 
supporters congregate, building communities of belonging based on the 
assumption that “drag is an artform dependent on language (i.e., in pres-
entation of a drag character, mouthing words during lip-sync musical 
performances, hosting shows, interacting with members of the audience, 
etc.)” (McCleary 2024, 140). This research, however, assumes that mean-
ing in the drag art form is also conveyed through the employed in-group 
slang 5 and proxemics, hence its focus on multimodality. 

Having briefly clarified this point, it is possible to introduce the TV 
show and the related convention through which RuPaul has been popu-

	 1  The word transgender is preferred, as ‘transgendered’ emphasises the act of 
becoming or an on-going process instead of merely describing a gender identity. 
	 2  The term ‘transgender’ is currently preferred.
	 3  As this term is currently considered derogatory, this research distances from its 
employment. 
	 4  Due to sociocultural developments, this term could also be considered deroga-
tory according to the context of use. 
	 5  Baker (2002), Ranzato (2012), and McCleary (2024) provide a non-exhaustive 
list of studies on the matter. 
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larising drag culture. RuPaul Andre Charles, also known as RuPaul, was 
born in San Diego in 1960. He is mostly known for his drag character, 
the TV programme RuPaul’s Drag Race, which he has been hosting 
since 2009 and the corresponding drag convention, DragCon, which 
debuted in 2015. Although the RuPaul’s Drag Race format has slightly 
changed over the years, the programme always features a group of drag 
queens competing against each other so as to gain the title of America’s 
next drag superstar. The DragCon convention, for its part, has been sup-
porting the drag economy by retaining and bonding its audience around 
the concepts of pop culture, LGBTQIA+ rights, the drag art, and also 
consumerism. Through such a massive platform, they do not merely 
convey ideas and values about the LGBTQIA+ community 6, but they 
also disseminate one of the fundamental values of contemporary capital-
istic societies: consumerism. In other words, glocalisation (Stenglin 2012, 
123), through transnational media organisations 7, moulds social identi-
ties and practices in the interest of capitalism, which does not merely 
exploit pink economy 8 (Wharton 1997) but the purchasing power of 
all individuals who support and are part of the community. In doing so, 
they are able to create a global identity and bolster diversity, equity, inclu-
sion, and belonging (DEIB hereafter), all of which, in fact, mask a thinly 
veiled capitalistic desire. Since the concepts of social responsibility and 
social identity heavily shape contemporary corporate choices, this paper 
conceives customers as contributing to companies’ DEIB initiatives.

In this paper, the extent to which DEIB strategies are employed to 
reach the intended audience/customer is analysed, together with the sub-
sequent tension that is created between belonging and commercial goals. 
As part of a two-pronged strategy, the TV show RuPaul’s Drag Race 
creates a sense of belonging at an ideological level, while the DragCon 
physically aggregates people who are lured into becoming part of the 
community by exploiting their purchasing power. This research analy-
ses the New York City DragCon 2019 in both its abstract and physical 
forms, and as a social product that has successfully managed to create 
ties between drag culture and consumerism through the feeling of 
belonging accorded to its attendees. 

	 6  Or ‘communities’, depending on the theoretical approach applied (Leap and 
Boellstorff 2004).
	 7  WOW Presents+, which is the official streaming platform of Drag Race related 
products.
	 8  The purchasing power of the LGBTQIA+ community.
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2.	 Theoretical frameworks

This study analyses the way in which DEIB constructs are both pro-
jected and exploited in the semiotically complex multimodal artefact 
of the New York City DragCon 2019. The composite nature of the 
phenomenon under investigation calls for an all-round approach to 
which multiple theoretical frameworks contribute, all of which provide 
valuable perspectives that bear on the choice of the methodological 
approaches selected, as outlined below.

Since the materials to be analysed comprise both the website of the 
event and the actual on-site convention, and because of their distinct 
meaning-making processes, the decision to employ the theoretical frame-
works and methodologies described below stemmed from the need to 
consider both the abstract and the concrete parts of the multisemiotic 
mode under investigation, through which queer individuals (predomi-
nantly but not exclusively) interact in both digitalised and physical con-
texts. 

Owing to the characteristics of the object of analysis, therefore, 
a multimodal approach has been applied. Considering that the term 
‘multimodality’ can be described as “the different ways in which a 
number of distinct semiotic resources systems are both co-deployed and 
co-contextualised in the making of a text-specific meaning” (Baldry and 
Thibault 2006), the aim of this research is to investigate the specificities 
of the analysed multimodal text and unveil putative underlying interests 
hidden behind meticulously constructed facades. Chiew Arthur Kok 
Kom’s perspective of the hypertext (2004, 131-162), instead, was essen-
tial to understand the way ergodists 9 (Fei 2024, 220-246) are presented 
and understand digital meaning structures. As for the analysis of the 
physical convention, this study has resorted to Blommaert’s concept of 
Linguistic Landscape Studies (LLS hereafter) (2013). LLS analyse the 
interconnection between languages and societies in order to investigate 
the way they change according to time, space, and bodies. 

The intersections of business and DEIB is investigated by using two 
theoretical frameworks: a queer theory approach (de Lauretis 1990), 
and Mieli (1977) and Alexander’s perspectives on capitalism (2015, 
97-120). Both Mieli and Alexander focus on the ways through which 
capitalism incorporates non-normative identities and desires in order to 
reproduce itself, questioning the economic stakes that queer visibility 

	 9  People interacting with the hypertext.
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serves for the optimal functioning of global capitalism. Considering 
contemporary screen representations, breakthroughs in matter of queer 
visibility cannot go unnoticed, despite the ever-presence of disparities 
and inequalities in the film industry. RuPaul’s Drag Race, for instance, 
can be considered as one of the most productive industries that create 
queer icons with whom viewers can identify with. Although the pres-
ence of non-normative gender and sexual identities, practices, and per-
formances in mainstream media could be seen as a social improvement, 
social semioticians underline that “any form of representation can never 
be fully inclusive because of the backgrounding or erasure of some ele-
ments or participants in order to foreground others” (Fairclough 1995). 
In addition, “the more we recognise the affective burdens between 
commodities, consumers, and their identity, the more likely it is that we 
gain critical distance from the dictates of commodity relations” (Penney 
2014, 110). It is the aim of this research to uncover the backgrounded 
interests and strategies of the Drag Race firm by problematising the 
ties between multimodal queer representations and consumerism. The 
foundations of the research are to be found in the concept of ‘Bonding 
Icon’ theorised by Stenglin (2008a; 2008b; 2012).

2.1.	 Bonding Icon

If “it is within speech communities that identity, ideology and agency 
are actualized in society” (Morgan 2014, 2), and considering the still 
present controversies in matter of LGBTQIA+ rights 10, the importance 
of communities of belonging for queer individuals in enhanced. Fur-
thermore, recent explorations of interpersonal meaning in 3D spaces 
have led to the theorisation of two social semiotic tools known as 
‘Bonding’ and ‘Binding’ (Stenglin 2008a; 2008b; 2012). While Bonding 
focuses on affiliation, Binding organises spaces according to a security-
insecurity scale. The latter is composed of two extremes: extreme closure 
and extreme openness, which convey specific interpersonal meanings 
to users of a place. Neither an overly closed place (too bound), nor an 
overly open one (too unbound) is likely to convey a sense of security to 
users because of their respective claustrophobic and agoraphobic effects. 

	 10  The Zan draft bill has yet to be approved by the Italian Parliament, the Gender 
Recognition Reform (Scotland) Bill has been hampered in the UK, and the proposal of 
putting a ban to drag shows has recently raised criticisms in America.
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Therefore, median choices are more likely to produce a feeling of secu-
rity and freedom. In this middle section, the Binding scale can be graded 
into strongly, moderately, and weakly ‘bound’ or ‘unbound’. 

Bonding, instead, can build togetherness, inclusiveness, and soli-
darity via several resources such as Bonding Icons, hybridisation, and 
iconisation. While hybridisation refers to value-transfer and iconisation 
concerns the creation of ties between a symbol and a specific meaning 
through a literal and abstract field, 

Bonding icons are evocative symbols of social belonging that draw people 
into shared communities. They are multi-dimensional in nature and can 
constitute a range of things:
•	 buildings like the Scientia at the University of New South Wales (see 

Ravelli and Stenglin, 2008 for an analysis of the Scientia as a Bonding 
icon);

•	 paintings like the Mona Lisa (see Stenglin and Djonov, 2010);
•	 symbols like the Olympic torch (see Stenglin, 2008a for an analysis of 

the Bonding icons of Olympism and how they become emotionally 
‘charged’). (Stenglin 2012, 127) 

The fundamental characteristic of Bonding Icons is that they symbi-
otically fuse Halliday’s ideational and interpersonal meanings (Stenglin 
2012, 128). While ideational meaning is explored through the register 
variable of ‘Field’ (Halliday 1978; 1994), the system of ‘Attitude’ in 
appraisal theory (Martin and White 2005) is used to analyse interper-
sonal meaning due to the relevance of emotions in negotiating Bonding. 
Quoting Stenglin (2012):

Attitude comprises three sub-systems: Affect, Judgment and Appre-
ciation. Affect deals with positive and negative emotions such as love/hate, 
dis/satisfaction and in/security. It is important to bonding because sharing 
of Affect created empathy and collective stance around such feelings, while 
the sharing of Judgment aligns people around moral and social attitudes, 
and shared Appreciation invites people into a shared stance around aes-
thetics. 

The interconnection between ideational and interpersonal meaning in 
the semiotic tool of Bonding Icon can be further understood through 
the concept of coupling introduced by Martin (2000) and supported by 
Zhao (2010; 2011) and Zappavigna (2008). 

Coupling concerns the temporal relation of ‘with’: variable x comes with 
variable y. To put it another way, it is the relation formed between two semi-
otic elements at one given point in time within the logogenetic timeframe. 
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Coupling can be formed between metafunctional variables (e.g. ideational 
and interpersonal), between different semiotic resources (e.g. image and 
verbiage) and across strata (e.g. semantics and phonology). (Zhao 2011, 144)

Logogenesis, in this case, refers to “the ongoing way meaning is created 
through the unfolding of a text” (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004, 43). 
In order to become part of a community, therefore, people also have 
to share similar personal evaluations besides objects and habits. In the 
present case, DragCon can be seen as a Bonding Icon that materialises 
the properties that have been conveyed on its website and through the 
reality TV show RuPaul’s Drag Race. In this context, drag queens can 
be referred to as ‘icons selling icons’ because they do not merely sell 
concrete objects but representations around which people might affili-
ate, which are not exempt from consumerism and marketing practices. 
Given the multimodal and multilayered properties of the analysed two-
pronged product, Systemic Functional Linguistics 11 (SFL hereafter) 
was deemed suitable to reveal the functioning of the employed semiotic 
systems and their underlying intents due to its power of conceptualising 
the relationships between people and semiosis. 

3.	 Methodologies 

The two main methodologies that support this study are ‘the grammar 
of visual design’ elaborated by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) and the 
‘language of displayed art’ theorised by O’Toole (1994). Both of them 
are recontextualizations and adaptations of the SFL approach elaborated 
by Halliday (1994), which conceives of language as a social semiotic 
system. 

Shifting from the linguistic to the visual level, Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006) maintained that images conveyed as much (if not more) meaning 
as languages. Their approach adapts the same metafunctions theorised 
by Halliday (1978; 1994) to the analysis of the visual. In the grammar 

	 11  According to Halliday (1978; 1994), the social and situational environment in 
which a text unfolds (the context of situation) can be analysed according to the param-
eters of Field (the topics of a text), Tenor (the participants), and Mode (the channel of 
communication). The three metafunctions (ideational, interpersonal, and textual), 
which are connected to the aforementioned parameters, may help understand language 
use. A deeper description of Halliday’s model is beyond the scope of this article. 
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of visual design, the representational and interactive metafunctions are 
found, while Halliday’s textual metafunction is replaced by a more aptly 
named (given the nature of the semiotic materials considered), composi-
tional metafunction. Whilst in Halliday’s model (1978; 1994) the three 
metafunctions are realised at the level of the clause via transitivity, mood 
and modality, and theme structure, in Kress and van Leeuwen’s model 
the representational, interactive, and compositional metafunctions have 
their own specific characteristics. Their in-depth description, however, 
goes beyond the scope of this paper, and relevant aspects will only be 
referred to and discussed when functional to the analysis.

Places are additional non-linguistics semiotic resources that can be 
used in isolation or combined to convey messages (Baldry and Thibault 
2006, 21). O’Toole adapted Halliday’s model to the analysis of architec-
tural structures, theorising the grammar of architecture (1994). In his 
model, the use and the characteristics of buildings are not merely deter-
mined by what in Halliday’s words (1978; 1994) could be defined as 
their ideational metafunction, i.e. their arguably most basic function as 
buildings designed for a given purpose, be it (for example) residential or 
commercial. The ways and purposes for interacting with places are also 
determined by their interpersonal and textual characteristics because, 
similarly to clauses, they are composed of different types of processes 
and participants. 

Any semiotic text, in whatever medium, will represent some aspect of our 
experience of the world, the Experiential or Ideational Function; it will mani-
fest certain features of the relationship between the text’s producer and its 
receiver(s) and the producer’s attitude to the experiential content, the Inter-
personal Function; and it will have the structural characteristics of a well-
formed text of the appropriate genre, the Textual Function. (O’Toole 1990)

Thus, a building meant to host a commercial enterprise will be designed 
in such a (recognisable) way as to facilitate the processes entailed in the 
realisation of the transactions meant to occur in such place, and which 
involve multiple cohorts of people with different roles. This in turn 
means that the building – any building – is a locus where relationships 
are assumed, or formed (between people, but also between people and 
the building itself ), and where the physical organisation of the place ena-
bles or inhibits certain relationships or interactions, depending on the 
purpose of the building. Consequently, the experiential, interpersonal, 
and textual (or compositional) metafunctions are equally fundamental 
for buildings to be meaningfully and socially usable. 
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4.	 The DragCon A and DragCon B corpora and results

The reasoning behind the compilation of the present corpus derives 
from the international success that the RuPaul’s Drag Race franchise 
(represented in this study by the New York City DragCon 2019 in 
both its website and convention forms) has gained over the years both 
inside (Edgar 2011; Moore 2013; Strings and Bui 2013; Goldmark 
2015; Brennan 2017) and outside the academia. Two sub-corpora thus 
characterise the present study: DragCon A and DragCon B, whose 
splitting was deemed necessary due to their differing data. Sub-corpus 
DragCon A consists of the DragCon website 12, whose several semiotic 
resources require multiple lenses in order to be understood. This sub-
corpus constitutes, in Maree Stenglin’s theory (2012), the abstract part 
of the Bonding Icon concept. The actual DragCon event, instead, 
represents the concrete part of the Bonding Icon concept, whose multi-
modal analysis will ensure a better understanding of this phenomenon, 
its bonding power, and its economics-oriented approach. Sub-corpus 
DragCon B, therefore, is composed of four maps that depict its spatial 
organisation. On the webpage of the Javits Convention Center, the 
building in which the DragCon under analysis was organised, it is pos-
sible to virtually access to its four floors. The DragCon website, instead, 
featured an overview and a floor map of the New York City DragCon 
2019 to showcase the booths’ locations. In addition, the website ExpoFP 
created a RuPaul’s New York City DragCon 2019 3D floor plan inte-
grating the map of the building with the spatial organization of the ana-
lysed event 13. By applying the Bonding Icon concept to this second sub-
corpus, it was possible to investigate the way through which the bonding 
messages launched on the website were reinforced at the in-person event. 
Notwithstanding the different methodologies, Maree Stenglin’s concept 
(2008a; 2008b; 2012) should be considered as the common thread of 
this research, providing it with its raison d’ être.

	 12  Whose frequent updates prevent this research from featuring visual references 
for the provided examples. Nonetheless, its latest version is accessible at: https://www.
rupaulsdragcon.com/. 
	 13  Accessible at: https://expofp.com/venue-image/javits-center/rupaul-s-dragcon-2019.
jpg [25/06/2024]. 
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5.	 DragCon A analysis

As it constitutes the abstract part of the two-sided concept of Bonding 
Icon, the DragCon A sub-corpus is analysed first. Since homepages 
represent the entrance door to all the websites, the starting point for the 
present research was the investigation of the DragCon homepage, whose 
analysis was conducted from the global to the local level, that is, by look-
ing at the ‘lexia’ (page) level and then focusing on single ‘items’ (elements 
of a webpage) (Chiew 2004). Moreover, since websites are frequently 
updated and modified, it is important to mention that this research 
only focuses on the DragCon website as it appeared in 2019. In-line data 
commentaries thus provide descriptions for each analysed segment of 
the website for ease of reading.

5.1.	 Analysis at the lexia level

The word ‘RuPaulsDragCon’ represents the masthead of the webpage. 
By mimicking the typical structure of commercial and institutional/
organisational webpages, this strategy was employed to remind viewers 
of the name of the event, refer to a hierarchical structure, and convey 
veracity and truthfulness to viewers. However, due to both its multi-
modal properties and placement on the webpage (Chiew 2004, 131-162), 
the viewers’ gaze was easily redirected to a video placed underneath. It is 
thus essential to consider the meanings it conveys. In this item, inter-
semiosis is created between sliding images and the two words ‘London’ 
and ‘Los Angeles’. The concept of ‘space of interaction’ included in the 
Multi-Semiotic Model (IMM) elaborated by Fei (2004, 222) was funda-
mental for its analysis. Thanks to this concept, it was possible to deter-
mine that the two semiotic modalities intertwine establishing contextu-
alising relations, which, in turn, lead to intersemiosis. More specifically, 
the two elements are connected through a co-contextualising relation, 
as they support the creation of a single meaning. In other words, the 
exciting experiences featured in the video can also be achieved by view-
ers if they buy a ticket to one of the two advertised events. As the video 
sold an abstract experience, their advertising campaign was simultane-
ously adapted. Instead of exerting leverage on a marketing strategy 
characterised by low prices, web creators relied on the power of images 
to arouse viewers’ imagination. Resuming the notion of Bonding Icon 
(Stenglin 2008a; 2008b; 2012), this multimodal text creates an abstract 
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sense of belonging and affiliation so as to encourage viewers visiting the 
event.

The second multisemiotic item underneath the masthead portrayed 
the arrival of two drag queens on the pink carpet of a previous DragCon 
while surrounded by an enormous crowd. In this case, the compositional 
characteristics (its bigger font) of the verbal element ‘RuPaul’s Drag 
Race is coming to the UK!’ granted it more prominence. By being char-
acterised by re-contextualised relations, the two semiotic levels of this 
section aimed at highlighting an event that was going to happen. On an 
interpersonal level, instead, they bolstered similarities between DragCon 
events (which was possible because of its global proportions) granting it 
its Bonding Icon properties. 

Language was also used as a bonding tool. As Stenglin underlined 
(2008a; 2008b; 2012), it is not sufficient for a Bonding Icon to rely on 
its ideational meaning, but it is necessary to exploit interpersonal mean-
ing to unite people. Since languages also feature interpersonal meaning, 
the employment of certain expressions on the website is not accidental. 
In smaller font sizes, several sentences featured Modern English Queer 
Slang words (Baker 2002), attracting the attention of both community 
members and outsiders. The word ‘sashaying’, for instance, which was 
employed on the TV show and replicated on the website, was used to 
emphasise people’s belonging and membership through the common 
knowledge of the in-group slang language. Words such as ‘goops’, ‘gags’ 
and ‘sickening’ contributed to convey the same bonding effect. Since 
the previous words are peculiar to the LGBTQIA+ slang vocabulary, 
the website could be perceived as excluding cisgender and heterosexual 
people. However, this would have prevented DragCon from capitalising 
on novel attendees; the sentences in which these words appeared were 
therefore in smaller fonts, as to somewhat background them, while the 
clickable ‘Get my tickets’ box – aimed at all potential visitors regardless 
of their gender identity – received more prominence. While the first were 
intended for already loyal members, the second element was designed as 
a generic message to attract new people and boost profits. 

5.2.	 Analysis at the items level

Two elements recurred on the different website pages: the video at 
the top and the ‘exhibit’ section at the bottom. As the video appeared 
on almost every page, it constituted the leitmotif of the website. Its 
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repetition (and the semiotic power of images) conveys a global and unal-
tered image of DragCon which, regardless of the place, will always offer 
attendees the same breathtaking experience. The multimodal properties 
of videos, which have greater interpersonal power due to the coexistence 
of semiotic resources, explain its placement and frequency on the web-
site. The ‘exhibit’ section, instead, did not receive the same relevance due 
to its placement in the lower part of the webpage, which always receives 
less emphasis (Chiew 2004, 131-162), and because of its targeted address-
ees. While the main target of the website was ordinary people, this sec-
tion specifically addressed companies and brands that were considering 
collaborating in the creation of drag-related events. Through successful 
collaborations, profits and reputations of both companies are enhanced. 
Although money is the most important aspect for companies, their eco-
nomic interests are usually hidden behind more benevolent goals, which 
explains the compositional reasons for granting this section less empha-
sis than a video showcasing a joyful group of people. 

According to their compositional organisation, the body of both 
the ‘London’ and ‘Los Angeles’ sections featured multisemiotic boxes in 
which images and written messages overlapped. In the ‘Main Stage’ box, 
apart from the possessive pronoun ‘your’ that interpersonally addressed 
and engaged viewers, the word ‘sissy’ received more prominence by being 
used as the first word of the sentence in which it was featured (Wang 
2007). Since it is commonly used in this speaking community as a 
verb to encourage people walking proudly, it targeted members of the 
community and bonded them together through the employment of a 
reclaimed term and a common slang, also removing linguistic and cul-
tural barriers. 

The two pages also conveyed the message that DragCon is a safe 
place for children (as children could participate in the ‘Kids Fashion 
Show’), thus bringing the LGBTQIA+ community and the concept of 
family closer. Due to the still contemporary controversies on child adop-
tions by same-sex couples, the website contributed to the debate and 
depicted the company as socio-politically engaged. Since children are not 
required to pay an entrance fee, the company did not aim at turning a 
profit but was trying to improve the daily lives of LGBTQIA+ people. 
However, due to the fact that that children must be accompanied by at 
least one adult, children’s participation inevitably implies adults’ partici-
pation, which equals profit. 

The lexia of the UK event, conversely, was characterised by small 
adjustments in order to adapt it to the new country without drastically 
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changing its aspect, which would have made it lose its global reach and 
influence. Firstly, the colours of the logo were changed from violet, red, 
and orange to blue, red, and light blue, recalling the colour scheme of 
the Union Jack. Moreover, since the event was held in London, web crea-
tors also added ‘UK’ and ‘2020’ to the original logo. In this way, they 
inserted the event in the city and the city in the event, following LLS 
perspectives (Blommaert 2012), combining familiar and unfamiliar ele-
ments so as to attract new customers without intimidating them. The 
same strategy was also used for the creation of the pins that RuPaul’s 
Drag Race UK contestants can obtain on the show. As this object was 
placed in the ‘VIP’ section beside a written message that explained the 
perks of buying a VIP ticket, this compositional strategy associated 
excellent drag queens with the status that VIP attendees would acquire 
if they purchased this ticket. Attendees are thus ideologically connected 
to drag queens because of the proximity of these two elements, and 
physically closer because of ‘exclusive VIP-only experiences’ and ‘prior-
ity access to panels’. In other words, this strategy encouraged people 
splurging to enhance their feeling of belonging and bonding with drag 
artists.

At an abstract and ideological level, DragCon resorted to a two-fold 
strategy to combine its two main interests: creating a community of 
belonging and turning a profit. Language is an excellent means to define 
a person’s inclusion or exclusion from a community and words can be 
strategically chosen and used to reach a specific goal (Austin 1962). 
This was achieved on the DragCon website by resorting to drag-related 
expressions and catchphrases. Through their use, DragCon directly 
addressed its keener members, reinforcing their feeling of belonging. 
However, using the same language does not always lead to the establish-
ment of solid communities, as people’s evaluations are also essential. If it 
is true that in recent years many misconceptions about the LGBTQIA+ 
community have been eradicated, thereby allowing this convention to 
become a global phenomenon, the same prejudices could not have been 
erased without the existence of this event; it is a circular process that 
has helped the improvement of living standards and the unification of 
social communities in one place – DragCon. Economic interests, how-
ever, always play an important role. As has been noted, the website also 
attracted non-members by stimulating their curiosity with images and 
captivating words while focusing their attention on buying items. Simi-
larly, the relevance accorded to sponsorships, partnerships, and other 
moneymaking drag events serves an analogous purpose. 
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6.	 DragCon B analysis 

In order to examine the concrete part of this Bonding Icon and achieve 
a global understanding, it is necessary to focus on the NYC DragCon 
event that took place from 6th to 8th September 2019 at the Javits Con-
vention Center. The Javits Convention Center, or Javits Center, is a four-
storey conference centre situated on the Eleventh Avenue in Manhattan, 
which hosts different events such as the New York Comic Con, the New 
York International Auto Show, and also DragCon. Due to the building’s 
size, conventions only take place in specific sections, allowing people to 
attend events while also shopping at the other featured stores. This spa-
tial organisation benefits both the conference facility and the events that 
it hosts, as attendees have more opportunities to use their purchasing 
power. On the one hand, it emotionally improves people’s experience, 
on the other, it economically exploits them in several ways, which also 
occurred during DragCon. 

In fact, this convention was held in the 3D and 3B halls on the 
third floor, while the other rooms, halls, and floors remained unmodi-
fied, allowing drag fans to buy a coffee at Starbucks or a new book at 
Hudson booksellers, both on the second floor. As in order to enter the 
halls in which DragCon was held people had to use the building’s con-
nectors and navigate the building, the Javits Convention Center also 
capitalised on DragCon attendees via its additional shops. However, 
this was not the only obligatory step, as they also had to stop to one 
of the two registration desks to identify themselves and pass security 
checks, which consisted of getting through a metal detector machine 
and bag checks. According to the social semiotic tool of Binding 
(Stenglin 2008b, 53), these two steps can be considered procedures 
during which people feel strongly ‘Bound’ (ibid.) because they cannot 
freely move but have to follow specific instructions and orders to pro-
ceed.

If DragCon was imagined as a boundless and unrestricted place in 
which people could freely express themself, these first two steps contra-
dicted this claim. Nevertheless, this highly binding step helps to boost 
the weakly binding properties of the internal section, i.e. the actual 
convention. Therefore, apart from being a standard and common oper-
ating procedure, it can also be considered as an interpersonal procedure 
that conveys a specific meaning to the directly engaged people. In other 
words, these initial checks increased the freedom and carefreeness with 
which people experienced the rally, as after having realised that all people 
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were controlled, the perception of this convention as a secure place and 
their emotional bond probably increased.

After the security checks, it was possible to enter one of the two 
halls in which DragCon was held, the 3B hall. Apart from an info point 
positioned on the left, many dining options, and two gender neutral 
restrooms, the main elements were the booths. Firstly, by comparing the 
total number of booths shown in the ‘Exhibitor list’ and the number of 
booths in which it was possible to meet a RuPaul queen, an enormous 
discrepancy can be noticed. In fact, only 76 of the 227 exhibitors were 
queens’ booths, while the other 151 featured shops that gained their 
own spot in the convention because of previous partnership agreements. 
While in a drag gathering more space may be expected to be devoted to 
queens and talents, a significant number of Drag Con exhibitors were 
occupied by brands that exploited this opportunity to reach a greater 
audience and increase their revenue. Therefore, its initial support of 
social causes and its promoted playful and light-hearted atmosphere were 
dismissed in favour of business interests, as the featured brands certainly 
paid a sum of money in order to obtain a spot in the convention. 

If one considers that drag queens also sell their brand and their 
image (not merely printed on several pieces of merchandise) due to 
their ‘icons selling icons’ properties, their main aim can be described as 
both economically and emotionally driven by the same community of 
belonging they help to create. Moreover, the show fact sheet attested that 
booths did not have the same 10′ × 10′ size, but some of them were bigger 
while others were smaller, such as the artist alley tabletop booths. At the 
entrance to the event, in fact, the 20′ × 20′ ‘RuPaul’s DragCon merch’ 
and the ‘RuPauls: Essential’ booths welcomed attendees. Because of 
their dimension and positioning, which in O’Toole’s model corresponds 
to a texture characteristic (1994, 11-27), they were given more relevance, 
which in turn conveys positive interpersonal meaning according to the 
same methodology. As can be inferred, the placement of objects in real 
places is not randomly chosen but strategically predetermined in order 
to convey a specific meaning. Therefore, an additional graphic map 
(included in the references) outlining the dimensions of every single ele-
ment that was featured in the convention was also used. 

As the show fact sheet remarks, “Your booth does not come car-
peted. If you would like to further enhance the appearance of your 
booth, we offer rental carpet in a variety of colours” (n.d.), leaving drag 
queens the option to decorate their boot. As decorativeness is an element 
that interpersonally attracts people’s attention (O’Toole 1994, 11-27), 
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the need for drag queens to welcome people in colourful and decorated 
booths becomes self-explanatory. The concept of ‘icons selling icons’ 
fully materialises in their booths, in which drag queens sell (besides their 
merchandise) their image embodied in one look as an instrument that, 
in interpersonally and ideationally bonding people together, becomes a 
Bonding Icon. It is through their looks that they manage to create their 
own fanbase around which people congregate sharing similar tastes, 
thoughts, judgments, and appreciations of their favourite drag queen. 
It follows that the Bonding Icon properties of DragCon did not merely 
derive from its sections, its material elements, or its placement, but were 
heavily depended on the drag queens that participate to the convention, 
as it is mainly because of them (and especially their image) if this conven-
tion has gained its worldwide success. 

The pink carpet on which drag queens entered the convention was 
nicknamed ‘Glamazon Boulevard’, and other sections were also given 
creative names. As if it was a city made of streets and alleyways that 
pedestrians needed to recognise in order to properly navigate the place, 
certain paths and sections of this DragCon were also called ‘Backrools 
Boulevard’, ‘Death Drop Alley’, ‘Stacy Layne Lane’, ‘Sickening Street’ 
and ‘Werq the World Way’, strengthening the ties between the physical 
place and attendees’ emotional connection. Since names are not ran-
domly given, the meaning of the expressions employed also contributed 
to emotionally and interpersonally intertwining people and places. In 
fact, as happened on the website, these names creatively borrowed words 
and expressions from the slang employed on the TV show, making 
knowledge of Modern English Queer Slang a fundamental prerequisite 
for a real immersive experience 14.

Elements that further bolstered people’s connection with this event 
were the ‘Wet n’ Wild’ contest, the ‘Lip sync for your life’ competition, 
and the ‘Kids Fashion Show’. Stenglin (2008b, 57) claimed that “The 
social interaction involving the objects in the Park aims at exploring 
shared experience – an important choice for connecting with visitors. It 
is also significant at another level: hands-on learning aligns people into 
practically oriented communities. Communities aligned around doing”, 
which also characterised the three contests. Their common feature, in 
fact, is that they physically engaged people, enhanced their participation, 

	 14  Following LLS tenets, places and languages are intrinsically interconnected, 
therefore, the degree of familiarity and bonding with the context is directly correlated 
to the external elements a person is able to recognise. 
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and created more bonding among attendees and between drag fans and 
the convention, thus concretising Stenglin’s claim. By gaining more 
knowledge on makeup, clothes, and wigs, participants, contestants, and 
spectators interacted, shared the same experience, and created a stronger 
interpersonal connection. This real-life experience, more than ideas and 
thoughts, materially gave people a sense of belonging. In the same way, 
‘Photo Ops’ provided attendees with the possibility to increase their 
interpersonal connection with the place through the employment of 
memes and photos, allowing them to interact with both the environ-
ment surrounding them and other attendees. 

The 3D hall, instead, only featured three elements: two panel rooms, 
and the VIP lounge. If people’s interest in an event is already attested 
by the amount of money they are willing to spend to participate, the 
possibility of accessing a private room reserved for VIP members can 
only increase positive feelings and boost the interpersonal ties with the 
convention. As regards the two panel rooms, their interpersonal strength 
derives from their ability to gather attendees and allow them to directly 
talk to their favourite drag queens.

Emphasising the extent to which languages, semiotic resources, and 
places are connected was one of the main goals of this research. In order 
to reinforce the latter point, an additional drag-related example taken 
from the analysed DragCon can be provided. During a radio interview 
for Radio Andy, one of the three American interviewers affirmed that 
he had learnt some new words from the UK contestants, such as ‘minge’ 
and ‘slag’, which are mainly part of the UK drag vocabulary. As can 
be understood, English and American drag queens resort to different 
words to express similar concepts; therefore, when the American audi-
ence was introduced to English drag artists, they also learnt a new slang. 
As a result, if it is true that “RuPaul’s DragCon is sashaying across the 
pond to London for the FIRST TIME EVER!” (DragCon website, 
n.d.), portions of the English drag art are also influencing the American 
drag language, as language and places always intertwine. 

7.	 Concluding remarks

This research has tried to bypass the frivolous and glamorous appearance 
of DragCon to explore its business-like core and understand the strate-
gies through which it has managed to acquire global influence, without 
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becoming a gated place for the LGBTQIA+ community, but rather suc-
ceeding in being an inclusive event. Through a focus on its DEIB con-
structs, this paper has provided some explanations to the power of Drag-
Con in conveying inclusion and belonging to its attendees through a vast 
array of semiotic resources, transforming it into a fully-fledged Bonding 
Queer Icon. Through the TV show RuPaul’s Drag Race, DragCon has 
managed to acquire popularity and a global reach and following. How-
ever, a Bonding Icon is not merely determined by its popularity but also 
by its power in gathering people around mutual appreciations and joint 
tastes, eventually leading to the creation of communities of belonging. 
The main aims of this study was to contribute to the understanding of 
this concept by exploring and further enriching it through the concept 
of Bonding Queer Icons. 

Due to its worldwide reputation and its power of bonding people 
together, DragCon can be considered as a fully-fledged Bonding Queer 
Icon that, in removing the binarism between heterosexuality and homo-
sexuality, always welcomes new members. If, on one hand, it constructs 
discourses of belonging that lead to the creation of a united global iden-
tity, on the other, it increases its profits making consumerism one of its 
focal points. As far as the construction of a global identity is concerned, 
its global influence may lead to capitalistic appropriation. However, 
given the size of the corpus under scrutiny, a direct link between the 
global identity established by this Bonding Queer Icon and this notion 
cannot be definitively established. More studies need to confirm and 
verify this hypothesis. Additionally, by discussing the semiotic power 
of places in creating and conveying meaning, and delving into selected 
aspects of the interconnection between languages and places, the studies 
has contributed to an understanding of how semiotic signs were used in 
the creation and marketing of the event. 

In conclusion, this study has shown that an alternative approach to 
the DEIB concept and a deeper focus on belonging can help enhance 
both internal and external structures of initiatives of the kind described 
in this paper by implementing Bonding Icon properties. This construct 
might hold much promise for future research and should find more 
widespread application in DEIB studies and beyond. 
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Abstract
Nowadays, companies are required to produce annual reports on Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and consider the promotion of diversity as one of 
their fundamental values, particularly in terms of reputation and image (Fuoli 
2018; Maier and Ravazzani 2018). Given its importance, diversity is included 
in companies’ communication planning (Mundy 2015). The aim of this work 
is to explore how eleven companies (Amazon, Calvin Klein and Pfizer among 
others) frame diversity and talk about it on their Twitter (now X) profiles and 
CSR reports over a timespan of five years (2018-2022), filling a gap in the lit-
erature which, to date, has mainly focused on the study of companies’ websites 
rather than their social media channels. To do this, we analysed a corpus of 
tweets and reports to identify recurring patterns and phrases related to diversity 
and inclusion. The findings reveal disparities between the two communica-
tion channels, with an overall positive framing of diversity, although the term 
is mainly used in passive voice constructions which indicate that as a principle 
and value it is far from being considered established in its own right.

Keywords: corporate communication; corpus linguistics; CSR reports; diversity; 
Twitter.
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1.	 Introduction

The dynamics of the globalised world we live in nowadays make mobil-
ity and migration the norm, especially within and towards Western 
countries (Lindio-McGovern 2003), thus making workplaces more 
and more diverse in terms of nationalities, ethnicities, religious beliefs, 
values and traditions of the employees (Milliken and Martins 1996). 
As a result of such demographic richness, interest towards the theme of 
diversity has grown over the past few years, with a particular emphasis 
on corporate companies’ societal governance. This has led organisations 
to address such topic not only in their Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity (CSR) reports (Hansen and Seierstad 2017), but also on their social 
media channels (Bonsón and Ratkai 2012; Garzone 2015). 

The concern over workplace diversity actually has a long history. 
A crucial normative milestone in this regard is represented by the Civil 
Rights Act, which was passed in the United States in 1964. This land-
mark legislation made discrimination based on race, colour, religion, sex, 
disability, age, or national origin an unlawful employment practice. Dec-
ades later, the United Kingdom took a significant step forward with the 
Equality Act (2010), which not only prohibits discrimination based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity but also extends its reach to other 
areas, including public accommodation and transportation. These two 
major regulations set the standard with which all companies comply, and 
defined the dimensions to consider in Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) 
policies.

Drawing on these premises, this study aims to explore how compa-
nies frame diversity and talk about it on their Twitter 1 profiles and CSR 
reports. For the notion of framing, we take as a reference the definition 
provided by Entman, who described it as “selecting some aspects of per-
ceived reality and making them more salient in a communicating text, in 
such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal inter-
pretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (1993, 
52). The way companies communicate their D&I policies and practices 
can influence their reputation, stakeholder relations, and social impact; 
therefore, it is important to examine how companies construct and pre-
sent their diversity narratives on different media platforms. 

	 1  This social media platform is currently known as X; however, since we gathered 
the data while it was still referred to as Twitter, we decided to use its former name in this 
paper.
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Before delving into the heart of this study, however, it is necessary 
to address the question of defining diversity. Diversity is a multifaceted 
concept that can be approached in different ways, and attempting to 
give a definition of it can represent a challenge so demanding that it 
can be regarded as a “formidable task” (Kapoor 2011, 284). There are 
many ways to conceptualise diversity, and they primarily depend on the 
context in which the term is used: in some situations, for example, it is 
understood in terms of not-so-significant individual qualities like hair 
colour or personal tastes. Such an approach, however, only takes into 
account benign features, leaving aside those features potentially associ-
ated with discriminating practices, such as gender, sexual orientation, 
age or social class, to name a few (Mor Barak 2011). In this paper, the 
area of interest is that of workplace diversity; therefore, a suitable defi-
nition might be the one provided by Maier and Ravazzani, who formu-
lated diversity as “a range of dimensions from demographic features such 
as age and gender to informational abilities such as cognitive skills to 
value diversity such as religion and cultures” (2018, 3). This definition 
suggests that diversity is a very broad concept, which may account for 
the difficulty in addressing what can be defined in very general terms 
as diversity ‘issues’. Even when focusing on a specific facet of diversity, 
however, finding solutions to the perceived gaps among different under-
standings of diversity has proven difficult. One criticality in particular is 
highlighted by Bloom (2002), who pointed out that the meaning of the 
term ‘diversity’ carries substantial differences in the USA and in Europe: 
Americans link the word to issues such as race, gender, religion, disabil-
ity, while for Europeans it is mostly related to national cultures and lan-
guages. Finding a definition that suits the scope of this paper is therefore 
not an easy task, as it should encompass a wide variety of aspects. In an 
attempt of providing a ‘global definition’ of workplace diversity, Mor 
Barak (2011), proposed the following formulation:

Workforce diversity refers to the division of the workforce into distinction 
categories that (a) have a perceived commonality within a given cultural 
or national context, and that (b) impact potentially harmful or beneficial 
employment outcomes such as job opportunities, treatment in the work-
place, and promotion prospects – irrespective of job-related skills and 
qualifications. (Mor Barak 2011, 203)

Although this definition is not entirely exhaustive, leaving out, in par-
ticular, disability-related issues, it accomplishes the goal of encompassing 
multiple nuances around the issue of workplace diversity. The perspective 
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adopted refrains from defining or restricting diversity categories, avoid-
ing limitations to specific criteria such as gender, race, or ethnicity. 
Instead, it enables a joint consideration of multiple categories that might 
be pertinent in some cultural contexts. Moreover, it emphasises the 
pivotal role of group or community membership, which can sometimes 
carry consequences, both positive and negative.

2.	 External corporate communication: brand reputation 
on CSR reports and social media

As previously mentioned, the focus of this study is the external commu-
nication of corporate entities. This type of communication is crucial for 
companies, as it includes the whole of the activities aimed at establishing 
stronger connections with stakeholders beyond the organisation, which 
include consumers, suppliers, investors and the general public, the latter 
representing also potential customers. To establish meaningful bonds, 
organisations employ specific communicative strategies such as sharing 
information, encouraging dialogue and fostering transparency (Perales-
Aguirre et al. 2024). According to the so-called “stakeholder theory”, 
and in line with “stakeholder thinking”, which posits that stakehold-
ers have the ability to influence the organisation’s goals and outcomes 
(Freeman and McVea 2005), this line of conduct is prompted by the 
acknowledgement that moral behaviour serves as the foundation for 
engaging with such stakeholders, with whom companies collaboratively 
create and exchange value (Parmar et al. 2010; Gunawan 2020). Follow-
ing this mindset, Bowen et al. (2020) argue that being ethically responsi-
ble is now not a choice but a necessity for modern organizations. This is 
further stressed by Mundy (2015; 2016), who emphasises the importance 
of embedding diversity in corporate communication as a means of dis-
playing corporate responsibility. In order to comply with increasingly 
expected ethical standards, frequent strategies employed by companies 
include sharing “diversity statements”, in which corporates address vari-
ous diversity-related questions on their communication channels (Singh 
and Point 2006), or, more practically, implement multileveled (global, 
regional, within-organisation) policies and initiatives (Newburry et al. 
2022).

By leveraging on their inclusion efforts and communicating their 
values and achievements, organisations aim to position themselves as 
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top employers (Adamson et al. 2021). The preferred means of commu-
nication to do so are CSR reports and social media (Birim 2016). These 
have proven to be effective in enhancing corporate identity projection, 
intended as the way in which a company presents itself to the public 
(van Riel 1997). Moreover, displaying a certain image also contributes to 
boosting brand reputation (Morsing and Schultz 2006; Du et al. 2010; 
Fuoli 2018; Maier and Ravazzani 2018). 

CSR reports play a crucial role in external corporate communica-
tion, allowing companies to showcase their commitment to various 
social and environmental causes. Although not always mandatory by 
law, by sharing companies’ efforts concerning CSR, such reports can 
help disseminate good practices and enable companies to engage with 
stakeholders (European Commission 2011). A similar role is played by 
online community management (Gayeski 2022), as social media like 
Facebook and Twitter can be utilised to reach large catchment areas 
(Troise and Camilleri 2021). The use of world wide web resources like 
carefully crafted websites to appeal to stakeholders is not new (Kent 
and Taylor 1998), but this trend has grown even more successful with 
the advent of social media (Rybalko and Seltzer 2010), which have been 
shown to be especially effective in facilitating stakeholder dialogue and 
feedback (Bonsón and Ratkai 2013; Yang et al. 2018; Etter et al. 2019). 

Diversity discourse in corporate communication has been the object 
of extensive research, but with mixed results. For example, Heres and 
Benschop (2010) investigated Dutch companies’ websites and noticed 
that whilst showcasing a certain commitment to D&I, the images mostly 
portrayed white middle-aged men; by contrast, the study of UK compa-
nies’ websites operated by Guerrier and Wilson (2011) showed a more 
comprehensive approach to diversity policies. The analysis of top-rated 
organisations’ websites carried out by Pasztor (2016) highlighted that 
diversity is framed as an asset to be preserved and promoted, a business 
imperative that leads to competitive advantages: according to her data, 
employees are defined as “valued members responsible for creating a 
high-performing culture” (Pasztor 2016, 465).

More recently, Malavasi (2023) conducted a comparative study of a 
sample of CSR reports, integrated reports and sustainability summaries 
from 9 companies, investigating how diversity communication evolved 
from 2015 to 2020. Her corpus-based diachronic study analysed the 
“Our people”, “Our values” and “Corporate Governance” sections of 
such documents, evidencing that, in the past few years, more prominence 
has been given to issues like inclusion, representation, discrimination 
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and empowerment, making diversity discourse more elaborate and thus 
showcasing efforts to create diverse workplaces, as evidenced by the 
more frequent occurrence of themes like ethnicity, sexual orientation 
and gender. What emerges is a holistic and pluralistic conceptualization 
of diversity, discursively constructed through the frequent enumera-
tion and juxtaposition of general concepts resulting in a certain halo of 
vagueness.

To date, literature on corporate discursive framing of diversity has 
mainly addressed companies’ websites (Uysal 2013; Turnbull 2023) and 
neglected social media platforms like Twitter (now X). As a matter of 
fact, literature dedicated to social media within this framework is rather 
limited, and the existing studies are mostly focused on underlining the 
dialogical benefit of this means of communication in boosting reputa-
tion and promoting users’ identification with the company (Maiorescu-
Murphy 2020). The linguistic strategies deployed to achieve these aims 
are often overlooked in the literature. This study aims to address these 
gaps in current research (1) by taking as an object of study the Twitter 
accounts besides the CSR reports, therefore offering a more comprehen-
sive overview of corporate diversity discourse, and (2) highlighting the 
linguistic strategies employed to frame D&I related topics in these two 
different communicative channels.

More specifically, we seek to answer the following research ques-
tions: 
1.	 How do companies frame and talk about diversity on their Twitter 

profiles and annual CSR reports? 
2.	Is diversity tackled differently in these two communication channels? 

3.	 Methodology

In order to address our research questions, two different corpora were 
collected: one consisting of tweets and the other consisting of CSR 
reports. The reason why Twitter was chosen as preferred social media 
platform is that companies often take advantage of this specific social 
networking site to disseminate brand purpose-related content (von 
Ahsen and Gauch 2021; Rudeloff and Michalski 2024). Additionally, 
when the study was conducted, it was relatively easy to gather textual 
data from Twitter through APIs which granted the possibility to easily 
download tweets thanks to the academic access. We selected eleven 
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companies, namely Accenture, Adidas, Amazon, Bank of America, 
Comcast, IKEA USA, Lego, LVMH Fenty Beauty, Pfizer, PVH Calvin 
Klein and Toyota. These companies were chosen due to their significant 
global market presence and their notable engagement in corporate social 
responsibility and public communication efforts. Each company oper-
ates across various sectors, thus allowing us to ensure variety in our data 
sources and therefore gather insights from different industries. The data 
collected covers a period of five years, spanning from 2018 to 2022: this 
timeframe was considered adequate to ensure that the amount of data 
was sufficient to conduct our analysis and make it valuable and repre-
sentative. 

To collect the CSR reports, we accessed the official websites of 
the selected companies, which frequently have dedicated sections on 
Diversity & Inclusion (D&I), sustainability, or social responsibility. 
The reports were downloaded directly from the websites to ensure 
accuracy and currency of information 2. As for the tweets, these were 
obtained using the Twitter APIs with Academic Access and the Python 
library twark. This enabled us to download the entire timeline for each 
company’s official Twitter profile, including Tweets, Retweets, and 
Comments written by the chosen companies. In our opinion, all these 
elements contribute to shaping corporate communication on this social 
media platform.

The analysis was carried on through Sketch Engine (Kilgariff et al. 
2014), a corpus linguistics tool which provides a wide range of functions 
to investigate textual data. Once loaded into Sketch Engine, the report 
corpus consisted of 3,140,445 tokens, while the tweet corpus contained 
a total of 7,591,027 tokens. Table 1 shows the distribution of tokens per 
company, which varies due to the difference in report lengths and based 
on the level of activity on Twitter among companies. It is important to 
acknowledge that this uneven distribution has implications for the over-
all results, as companies with a larger corpus will have a greater influ-
ence on the final outcomes. Therefore, when interpreting and drawing 
conclusions from the results obtained, it is crucial to keep this disparity 
in mind.

	 2  Since the reports of Fenty Beauty and Calvin Klein could not be found on their 
websites, the ones of their parent companies (LVMH and PVH respectively) were refer-
enced.
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Table 1. – Corpora composition.

Item Tokens 
reports

Percentage 
reports

Tokens 
Tweets

Percentage 
Tweets

Accenture 158,622 5% 447,722 6%
Adidas 784,287 25% 721,718 10%
Amazon 205,065 7% 1,112,974 15%
Bank of America 799,122 25% 366,569 5%
Comcast 65,788 2% 1,150,363 15%
IKEA 192,896 6% 36,987 0%
Lego 69,413 2% 2,281,686 30%
LVMH Fenty Beauty 178,879 6% 133,416 2%
Pfizer 143,335 5% 153,734 2%
PVH Calvin Klein 182,750 6% 86,169 1%
Toyota 360,288 11% 1,099,689 14%
Total Tokens Reports 3,140,445 Total Tokens Tweets 7,591,027
Total Words Reports 2,484,964 Total Words Tweets 5,487,418
Total Sentences Reports 75,575 Total Sentences Tweets 282,188

To ensure a comprehensive study on diversity, we initially selected a 
range of words that were closely associated with the subject under inves-
tigation. Our selection of terms was based not only on the analysis of 
the corpora but also on a review of the relevant literature on workforce 
diversity, particularly considering the previously mentioned definition 
provided by Mor Barak (2011). We proceeded by querying Sketch Engine 
to compile the two wordlists, and then we identified words that we con-
sidered pertinent to the topic through an interrater agreement, ensuring 
a rigorous and consensus-based approach. At first, approximately fifty 
words were found, but the majority of them was excluded due to the 
limited number of occurrences in the corpora. During the preliminary 
research phase, we discovered that certain terms had a significantly low 
frequency and poor distribution within the two corpora. For example, 
words related to religion, such as ‘Jewish’, or ethnicity like ‘Arabic’ or 
‘multi-ethnic’, were underrepresented. We then decided to establish a 
minimum requirement of 50 occurrences per corpus for a term to be 
eligible for analysis. As a result, the focus was shifted to a smaller set of 
more representative terms that covered six key topics: diversity, gender, 
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, and age. The selected candidate 
terms were organised into different groups: some words were directly 
linked to the broader theme of ‘diversity and inclusion’, while others 
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related to specific topics such as gender or sexual orientation. The 
gender-related group of words included the terms ‘gender’, ‘women’, 
and ‘female’; the ethnicity topic was represented by the term ‘black’; the 
disability category included the words ‘accessibility’ and ‘disability’; the 
sexual orientation group included the terms ‘ally’, which is frequently 
used by companies to position themselves as supporters of the LGBTQ+ 
community, and ‘LGBT’; lastly, the term ‘age’ was taken as representa-
tive of the topic by the same name. Table 2 offers a summary of this list. 

Table 2. – List of categories and related terms.

Category Terms of interest
Diversity Diversity, Inclusion
Gender Gender, Women, Female
Ethnicity Black
Disability Accessibility, Disability
Sexual orientation Ally, LGBT
Age Age

Once the terms of interest were identified, the study was conducted 
through an analysis of their collocates. As for the term ‘Diversity’, being 
it a core concept that encompasses all the other categories in this study, 
we decided to conduct a more thorough exploration of it. In order to 
favour more complete visualisation, the Word Sketch function (Thomas 
2015) was used. This tool presents collocations in a more comprehensi-
ble manner, aiding in the understanding of word behaviour across dif-
ferent contexts. By organising collocates according to their grammatical 
relations, it enables researchers to discern patterns that may have other-
wise remained undetected. The observed collocation window was set to 
three words to the right and three words to the left of the node word, 
following the logDice association measure. This measure takes into 
account both the frequency and exclusivity of word associations, provid-
ing a robust analysis of the identified terms and their collocates. In order 
to include as many forms of the terms as possible in the analysis, the 
searches were conducted using lemmas. Additionally, regular expressions 
were employed in specific cases to capture a wider range of occurrences. 
For example, ‘inclus.*’ was used to capture occurrences of ‘inclusive’, 
‘inclusion’, ‘inclusivity’ etc., and ‘LGBT.*’ was used to capture every 
possible extension of the label. To ensure a more accurate understand-
ing of words usage and not to lose sight of the qualitative aspect, we also 
read through concordances.
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4.	 Findings

The analysis involved conducting targeted searches for each term of 
interest within the two corpora, reports and tweets. The collocation data 
was conveniently downloaded in Excel format directly from the queries 
on Sketch Engine. This allowed for easier visualisation of the data and 
facilitated a more immediate comparison between different terms and 
between the two corpora. Upon examining the data, it becomes evident 
that the terms we had chosen frequently co-occurred in both corpora. 
This finding highlights the interconnectedness of these terms concern-
ing the broad theme of Diversity. However, this also suggests that these 
terms are often used together without enough attention paid to their 
specificities, resulting in a simple listing of terms.

To better organise the analysis, each corpus will now be addressed 
separately.

4.1.	 Reports

The results were grouped by topic; the most relevant collocates in terms 
of frequency and logDice are summarized in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. – Summary table of results for the six topics in the report corpus 3.

Collocate Cooccurrences Collocate 
frequency

logDice

DIVERSITY
DIVERSITY
Frequency: 1817

Inclusion 934 1550 13.15
& 451 6055 10.87
Community 124 2446 9.90
Promote 106 1994 9.83
Equity 59 511 9.70
Right 113 2720 9.67
Gender 43 732 9.11

	 3  To read the table correctly, please note that ‘collocate frequency’ refers to the 
total number of occurrences of the collocate in the whole corpus, while ‘cooccur-
rences’ represents the number of times in which the node word and the collocate appear 
together within the selected right-left range.
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Collocate Cooccurrences Collocate 
frequency

logDice

INCLUS.*
Frequency: 2295

Diversity 942 1817 12.87
& 507 6055 10.96
Workplace 190 992 10.89
Create 170 2435 10.20
Client 81 163 10.08
Human 127 1774 10.00
Environment 99 1644 9.69
Foster 47 290 9.22

GENDER
FEMALE
Frequency: 634

Male 81 247 11.56
Representation 32 448 9.92
Entrepreneur 18 321 9.27
Manager 23 637 9.21
Employee 65 5146 8.53

WOMEN
Frequency: 1557

Empowerment 80 196 10.55
Participation 47 433 9.60
Position 64 1635 9.36
Color 29 240 9.05
Minority 15 123 8.19

GENDER
Frequency: 732

Equality 181 493 12.24
Sexual 23 56 9.90
Age 31 338 9.89
Ethnicity 22 133 9.70
Gap 18 168 9.36
Pay 8 17 8.45

ETHNICITY
BLACK
Frequency: 543

African 101 175 12.17
American 76 425 11.33
Hispanic 41 205 10.81
Asian 40 290 10.62
Historically 25 91 10.34
Black 39 495 10.27
White 26 187 10.19
Colleague 29 443 9.91
LatinX 16 16 9.87
Indigenous 18 95 9.85
University 17 131 9.69
College 16 100 9.67
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Collocate Cooccurrences Collocate 
frequency

logDice

DISABILITY
DISABILITY
Frequency: 588

People 217 4509 10.45
Employ 27 225 10.09
With 359 19549 9.19
Inclusion 34 1550 9.03
Sex 9 24 8.91
Race 9 185 8.58
Equality 12 493 8.51
Sexual 7 56 8.48
Mental 9 253 8.45
Age 8 338 8.15

ACCESSIBILITY
Frequency: 130

Feature 10 319 9.51
Awareness 8 624 8.44
Workplace 8 992 7.87

AGE
AGE
Frequency: 371

Old 29 198 10.71
Gender 33 732 9.94
Regardless 7 110 8.90
Race 7 185 8.69
Religion 4 33 8.34
Disability 8 588 8.09

SEXUAL ORIENTATION
LGBT.*
Frequency: 339

+ 162 994 11.96
Equality 23 493 9.82
Pride 10 56 9.70
Discrimination 10 182 9.30
Inclusion 32 1550 9.12
Community 45 2446 9.05
People 73 4509 8.95
Tackle 8 196 8.94
Toilet 4 37 8.45
Harassment 4 111 8.19
Dedicated 4 155 8.05

ALLY
Frequency: 51

Mental 9 253 9.92
LGBTI 3 79 9.56
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Figure 1. – Word Sketch of ‘ diversity’ in ‘reports’ corpus 4.

For the topic diversity, the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘inclus.*’ share many 
collocates as they are almost always used together. This is particularly 
highlighted by the shared collocate ‘&’ due to the extensive use of the 
expression “Diversity & Inclusion” as the title of the report sections 
dedicated to these topics (examples 1 and 2).

(1)	 Diversity & Inclusion framework
	 In 2020, we redefined our framework for diversity and inclusion with a 

clear definition of what diversity and inclusion mean to us as a company 
[…]. – Adidas

(2)	 Inclusion, Diversity &  Equal Opportunity […]. – Accenture

Collocates such as ‘rights’, ‘workplace’, and ‘environment’, suggest that 
these concepts are viewed as something to be encouraged and present 
in the workplace. This positive connotation is also supported by other 
collocates like ‘create’, ‘believe’, ‘embrace’, ‘foster’, ‘commitment’ and 
‘promote’ (examples 3 and 4).

	 4  To read this visual representation correctly, please note that for each word, the 
circle size indicates the frequency, whereas the distance from the centre stands for the 
typicality (strength) of the collocation. The circle colour helps identifying the segment 
the word belongs to.
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(3)	 Creating an inclusive environment for our employees […]. – Comcast

(4)	 At every level of the group, LVHM has developed a long-term commit-
ment to professional diversity, equality and inclusion. – LVMH (Fenty 
Beauty)

In order to garner a more detailed idea of diversity framing, we also 
consulted the Word Sketch function (Fig. 1) which provides more lexi-
cal examples, such as ‘celebrate’, ‘understand’, ‘encourage’, ‘support’ and 
‘improve’, confirming a positive semantic prosody. We also observed 
that there are far fewer verbs with ‘diversity’ as the subject (‘be’ and 
‘have’) compared to those with ‘diversity’ as the object, resulting in the 
term ‘diversity’ being discussed mostly in the passive voice.

By reading through concordances, though, it is evident that when 
used as subject diversity is considered as a source of innovation and 
strength. Three illustrative examples (5-7) from the concordances are 
given below. In example (7), the term ‘diversity’ functions as the gram-
matical subject within a passive voice construction. This grammatical 
structure effectively aligns with the idea that ‘diversity’ is mostly framed 
as a construct that lacks agency.

(5)	 We believe that diversity is a source of innovation, creativity and com-
petitive advantage […]. – Accenture

(6)	 For us, diversity is more than just ethnicity or gender, it connects the 
rich tapestry of identities, ages […]. – Comcast

(7)	 […] toward realization of an inclusive society in which diversity is 
accepted and anyone can live happily […]. – Toyota 

In the context of gender, collocates such as ‘position’, ‘entrepreneur’, 
‘pay’, and ‘gap’ were frequently mentioned, indicating a particular focus 
on women as professionals and wage parity as a recurrent issue (exam-
ples 8-10). 

(8)	 Even in the beauty industry, female entrepreneurs are under-repre-
sented. Sephora launched “Sephora Accelerate” in 2016 to support 
women around the world, especially women of color, who set up their 
own beauty business. – LVMH (Fenty Beauty)

(9)	 To achieve gender-wage equality, each Maison implements measures 
and tools to reduce any wage gaps between men and women within the 
same job category. – LVMH (Fenty Beauty)

(10)	 Four out of 12 IKEA franchisees have reached at least 50% of their 
management positions filled by women. The ambition is to achieve 
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gender balance at all levels and in all functions across all IKEA busi-
nesses, including management teams and boards. – IKEA

Regarding ethnicity, the word ‘black’ mainly collocates with other eth-
nicities such as ‘African’, ‘American’, ‘Hispanic’, and ‘Asian’, highlight-
ing how they are often presented in lists. Interestingly, the collocates 
‘historically’, ‘college’, and ‘university’ were found. After reading the 
concordances, we discovered that the correlation is due to the fact that 
7 out of 11 companies invest in and recruit from Historically Black Col-
leges and Universities, as shown by examples (11) and (12). 

(11)	 Our partnership with Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) are a key element of our recruitment strategy. – Comcast

(12)	 We also launched a refresh strategy to better attract top candidates 
from Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). – Pfizer 

In relation to disability, the only distinctive collocates found were ‘insur-
ance’ and ‘death’, which were used in the context of workplace accidents, 
as demonstrated by examples (13) and (14).

(13)	 […] are eligible for life insurance, health care, disability and accidental 
death & dismemberment insurance, dental coverage, well-being pro-
grams. – PVH (Calvin Klein)

(14)	 The defined benefit pension plans generally provide payments in case 
of death, disability or retirement to former employees and their survi-
vors. – Adidas

The term ‘age’ did not have any significant collocates apart from ‘irre-
spective’ and ‘regardless’ (example 15) in the context of workforce man-
agement. In most other cases, it is just listed alongside other categories.

(15)	 […] the organization hopes to ensure that everyone, regardless of age or 
ability, is 100% included and 100% empowered. – Comcast

Similarly, the category of sexual orientation did not have any original 
collocates throughout the corpus, except for rare exceptions such as ‘har-
assment’ or ‘toilet’ (example 16), which were only mentioned by Toyota. 
The strong collocate ‘+’ indicates that the label is often used in its most 
inclusive form.

(16)	 Furthermore, Toyota has established an internal harassment consulta-
tion hotline, and is making dedicated toilets for LGBT people in Head 
Office and Nagoya office. – Toyota
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4.2.	 Tweets

As for the corpus of reports, a summary table of the most relevant results 
for the corpus of tweets is presented below in the Table 4.

Similarly to reports, the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘inclus.*’ often appear 
together and are associated with positively connotated words such as 
‘believe’, ‘embrace’, ‘foster’, and ‘commitment’, as well as job-related 
terms like ‘workplace’ and ‘environment’. Figure 2 highlights additional 
related terms such as ‘equity’, ‘ensure’, ‘support’, and ‘improve’. Unfor-
tunately, some collocations are due to data noise, such as ‘@LadyRocket-
Space’ and ‘[url]’.

Table 4. – Summary table of results for the six topics in the tweets corpus.

Collocate Cooccurrences Collocat 
frequency

logDice

DIVERSITY
DIVERSITY
Frequency: 249

inclusion 87 209 12.60
Equity 19 187 10.48
embrace 17 149 10.45
commitment 31 909 9.78

INCLUS*
Frequency: 493

diversity 89 249 11.94
barrier-free 44 44 11.39
workplace 27 177 10.37
Foster 16 71 9.86
environment 19 187 9.84
Equity 19 187 9.84
Believe 46 1482 9.58
disability 13 99 9.49
Create 40 1469 9.38
embrace 13 149 9.37

GENDER
FEMALE
Frequency: 65

Creator 6 35 10.94
entrepreneurs 4 124 9.44
athletes 7 2618 6.42

WOMEN
Frequency: 668

International 22 74 9.92
empower 24 258 9.73
Owner 15 317 8.96
entrepreneur 13 186 8.96
Color 18 603 8.86
Leader 13 621 8.37
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Collocate Cooccurrences Collocat 
frequency

logDice

GENDER
Frequency: 98

disability 16 99 11.38
Gap 10 98 10.71
equality 17 274 10.55
ethnicity 4 7 10.29
Stem 4 39 9.90
identity 4 75 9.57

ETHNICITY
BLACK
Frequency: 12024

Friday 11554 11789 13.96
Deal 5704 16761 12.66
community 30 2225 6.11
woman 24 697 5.95
business 21 3067 5.51
celebrate 19 3942 5.29
Own 14 1089 5.13
Month 13 942 5.04
Culture 12 1293 4.88
History 11 422 4.86

DISABILITY
DISABILITY
Frequency: 99

Gender 16 98 11.38
inclusion 14 209 10.54
Visual 4 41 9.87
#PainAwarenessMonth 3 17 9.73
chronic 3 90 9.02
physical 3 96 8.98
People 24 2223 8.40

ACCESSIBILITY
Frequency: 54

diversity 7 249 9.56
awareness 4 219 8.91
inclusion 3 209 8.55

AGE
AGE
Frequency: 368

Limit 55 253 11.50
prevent 26 199 10.55
COVID-19 26 435 10.05
No 61 7397 8.01
Fun 19 2356 7.84
creativity 5 466 7.62
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Collocate Cooccurrences Collocat 
frequency

logDice

SEXUAL ORIENTATION
LGBT*
Frequency: 156

+ 109 1764 10.86
alongside 12 72 10.75
community 57 1473 10.16
Walk 12 216 10.05
Youth 7 84 9.90
Suicide 3 11 9.20
inclusion 5 155 9.04
celebrating 7 416 8.65
workplace 3 143 8.36
creativity 5 402 8.20
Rights 3 246 7.93
People 12 1954 7.54
support 14 3695 6.90

ALLY
Frequency: 52

LGBT 4 25 10.73
Fight 4 330 8.42
True 3 464 7.57

Figure 2. – Word Sketch of ‘ diversity’ in ‘tweets’ corpus.
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The Word Sketch also confirms a passive framing, as there are far 
fewer verbs with ‘diversity’ as the subject, such as ‘be’ and ‘make’. Exam-
ples (17) and (18) demonstrate the positive active use of the term.

(17)	 We believe our diversity makes us stronger and more innovative […]. – 
Accenture

(18)	 Diversity is always top of mind! – Comcast

In the tweets corpus, the terms ‘women’, ‘female’ and ‘gender’ display 
more diversified collocations. The term ‘women’ is often associated with 
words such as ‘empower’, ‘leader’, ‘own’ and ‘colour’, portraying women 
of all ethnicities as capable businesspeople who proudly run their own 
companies (examples 19-21). 

(19)	 […] For #InternationalWomensDay the #IKEAFoundation made a 
donation to support @PRADAN_India, helping to empower women 
to start their own businesses and learn new skills […]. – IKEA

(20)	 Our world’s future female innovators and leaders are being built today! 
We collaborate with @BlackGirlsCode to increase the number of 
women of color in the digital space. These girls are building their own 
futures and we’re honored to be part of their journey. – AT&T

(21)	 @FionaCarter discusses our continued commitment to gender equality 
in our content and our work with @SeeHer2020. – AT&T

The term ‘female’ has few significant collocates, with ‘athletes’ being the 
most notable (example 22). As in the reports corpus, the term ‘gender’ 
mostly collocates with words related to other selected topics. Still, there are 
a few sentences supporting professionals in the STEM field (example 23).

(22)	 It’s time that female athletes get a little more hype! – Bank of America

(23)	 Our mission is to inspire the builders of tomorrow and creating aware-
ness around the gender gap within STEM is one way we can help all 
children build a better future. – Lego

As far as the term ‘black’ is concerned, it is unfortunate that its higher 
logDice collocates are related to Black Friday and Cyber Monday due to 
the high number of repetitive marketing tweets containing terms such as 
‘Friday’, ‘cyber’, ‘deals’, and ‘ends’. However, it is also possible to find the 
word ‘celebrate’ (example 24), as well as the words ‘business’ and ‘own’, 
linked to the previously mentioned discourse on gender.

(24)	 Make sure to tune in to celebrate black culture with us! – AT&T
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The corpus has limited representation of the topic of disability, with 
only a few mentions of different challenges such as ‘visual’ (example 25), 
‘chronic’, ‘physical’, and the hashtag #PainAwarenessMonth found in 
specific sub-corpora, namely Comcast and Pfizer (example 26). 

(25)	 […] voice remote and talking guide – technologies that assist people 
with visual disabilities. – Comcast

(26)	 Chronic low back pain is the single leading cause of disability world-
wide. #PainAwarenessMonth – Pfizer

The terms ‘ally’ and ‘LGBT* ’, representative of the topic of sexual orienta-
tion, are often associated with words such as ‘celebrate’ and ‘support’, but 
also with ‘fight’, as seen in example (27). ‘Youth’ and ‘suicide’ frequent 
collocate due to Calvin Klein supporting the Trevor Project (example 28).

(27)	 We celebrate our LGBTQ colleagues and encourage everyone to 
become allies in the fight for human rights. – Pfizer

(28)	 Together, let’s help The Trevor Project end LGBTQIA+ youth suicide. 
#proudinmycalvins – PVH (Calvin Klein)

‘Age’’s most powerful and meaningful collocate is ‘limit’. Concordance 
analysis shows that age is often portrayed as something that should not 
limit happiness, fun, and creativity, as demonstrated in example (29).

(29)	 Play has no age limit! Enjoy. – Lego

5.	 Discussion and conclusions

In light of the findings presented above, it is possible to outline the 
answers to the research questions posed at the beginning of the analysis.

Firstly, some considerations on the framing and discussion of diver-
sity and its many ‘ramifications’ can be made. As expected, companies 
talk about diversity in extremely positive terms. This reflects compa-
nies’ commitment to progress and sustainable growth. In the major-
ity of cases, diversity is discursively rendered in a ‘passive’ way, having 
the grammatical role of an object (diversity is something to foster, to 
embrace, to celebrate). A passive framing of diversity in corporate com-
munication may suggest a broader systemic issue, that is to say that 
diversity still lacks the agency and active integration necessary for it to 
have a substantial impact within the corporate reality. It suggests that 
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diversity initiatives are still perceived as external mandates or goals rather 
than active, driving forces within the organization. This passive fram-
ing indicates that diversity has not yet achieved a role where it actively 
shapes or influences core corporate practices, remaining in the status of 
something to be managed. Nonetheless, examples of it having an active 
role are still identifiable (“diversity makes …”, “diversity is …”), thus fram-
ing it as an asset, a catalyst for positive outcomes, therefore stressing the 
potential of such value for the creation of successful workplaces. 

The analysis also observed the way in which companies discussed 
the themes of gender, ethnicity, disability, age, and sexual orientation. As 
far as gender is concerned, it can be argued that corporate communica-
tion in this regard is focused on framing female professionals as strong 
and capable figures, as proved by the frequent references to empowered 
women who hold managerial positions, work in the STEM field, and 
run businesses. Although the data regarding the ethnicity category was 
not particularly rich, the examples in the corpora suggest a framing of 
black people as a community deserving support (as proven by the col-
laborations with historically black colleges), but that is also climbing the 
business environment, as evidenced by the frequent collocates ‘own’ and 
‘business’. However, as previously mentioned, it is significant that in the 
majority of cases, the term ‘black’ is listed together with other ethnici-
ties, thus corroborating previous studies which observed a tendency to 
enumeration in corporate diversity discourse (Malavasi 2023). It has 
already been stressed that disability is seldom dealt with in both corpora, 
but still the data at our disposal allow us to conclude that companies 
mostly relate disability to support and aids, but they also foster represen-
tation through the spreading of information about the hardships faced 
by those who suffer from different kinds of disabilities. Unfortunately, 
these examples are isolated to specific corpora (Comcast and Pfizer). Age 
is almost always framed as an element that should not be seen as a limit, 
as shown by its collocates ‘regardless’, ‘irrespective’ and ‘limit’, the latter 
always preceded by negations. Lastly, the sexual orientation category is 
framed in terms of celebration and, as showed by the presence of col-
locates like ‘fight’ and ‘tackle’ together with ‘discrimination’, advocacy 
for a community whose rights are to be promoted and supported. By cel-
ebrating sexual orientation and advocating for rights, companies foster 
a culture of belonging. This commitment not only promotes equality 
but also creates an environment where every individual, regardless of 
their sexual orientation, can thrive and feel valued. For example, the 
#PROUDINMYCALVIN campaign represents an important initiative 
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in this regard, conveying a powerful message that all sexual orientations 
and gender expressions deserve recognition and acceptance.

Some major differences emerge upon comparing the two corpora. The 
observation of the reports corpus confirms that the designated categories 
are often juxtaposed and listed next to one another (examples 30-32).

(30)	 We take very seriously our commitment to respect and value people 
from all backgrounds, including gender, race, ethnicity, religion, 
sexual orientation, and disability. – Amazon 

(31)	 Our diversity – in thought, style, gender, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, race, ethnicity, culture, religion, age, ability, military status 
and experience – makes us stronger […]. – Bank of America

(32)	 Comcast NBCUniversal’s supplier diversity program is designed to 
promote, increase, and improve the participation of diverse businesses 
within our corporate supply chain – including companies owned by 
women, people of color, veterans, people with disabilities, and lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals. – Comcast

These extracts exemplify a tendency to blobbing together the different 
declinations of diversity, which, compared to the number of times they 
are presented in lists, only occasionally receive detailed exploration. The 
collocates are often mutual and repetitive, indicating a lack of original-
ity and a formulaic approach to discussing diversity. Even though, as 
the examples (30-32) show, the lists of attributes are comprehensive, the 
corpus sporadically accounts for the unique needs and characteristics 
of each group. In other words, consistent with previous research, it can 
be stated that diversity is framed within the social responsibility frame, 
thus suggesting that the promotion of it is seen as “a formality that must 
be addressed” (Austin 2010, 300). 

Conversely, Twitter exhibits a less ‘monotonous’ discourse on diver-
sity, distinguishing itself from reports for a wider variety of unevenly 
distributed collocates. The communicative style is more focused on 
representation, telling stories and raising awareness, moving beyond 
merely listing categories to actively engaging with specific issues (exam-
ples 33-35). 

(33)	 On this day in 1920, women were granted the right to vote after a cen-
tury-long struggle for suffrage. Today, we reflect on this milestone and 
the progress needed for true intersectional gender equality. – IKEA

(34)	 Many individuals have invisible disabilities: disabilities that might not 
be seen by others, but still impact their lives. – AT&T
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(35)	 “Being able to say I’m gender queer, gender fluid, non-binary, makes me feel 
like I have a place.” - Tommy Dorfman #PROUDINMYCALVINS – 
Calvin Klein

The reason for this difference primarily lies in the very nature of CSR 
reports as rather standardised texts which follow a certain formal struc-
ture. The interactive and varied nature of Twitter communication allows 
companies to address current events and personal experiences directly, 
creating a sense of immediacy and relevance that is often lacking in the 
more rigid and formal context of CSR reports Moreover, the two chan-
nels of communication are destined to different audiences, thus deter-
mining a different approach to diversity discourse. CSR reports aim 
to present a broad, inclusive picture but frequently do so in a way that 
lacks substantive engagement with the complexities of diversity. Twitter, 
on the other hand, appeals to a more diverse audience and facilitates a 
conversational, context-specific discourse that can adapt to emerging 
issues and individual stories. This conclusion echoes Araujo and Kollat’s 
(2017) findings, which highlight that CSR communication on Twit-
ter, especially through engaging and emotionally loaded storytelling, 
enhances content diffusion and endorsement, making CSR narratives 
more effective and impactful. This strategy has proven particularly suc-
cessful in expanding the pool of potential customers. Despite the pos-
sibility for companies to face boycotts when taking a stand on specific 
topics (Sullivan 2023), it has been observed that D&I posts generally 
receive a higher number of likes (Bombaij and Mokarram-Dorri 2024), 
leading to increased social media engagement and positive outcomes on 
brand performance (Liadeli et al. 2023).

To conclude this discussion, a word of caution is in place. This study 
has drawn upon two distinct corpora, which have yielded a satisfactory 
amount of data for analysis. However, to enhance the robustness and 
validity of our fin dings, it is advisable to expand the corpus by incor-
porating additional companies. Furthermore, adopting a multimodal 
methodology that integrates textual content from both CSR reports and 
Twitter, along with visual elements, would guarantee a more compre-
hensive understanding and a tighter grasp on diversity within corporate 
communication. We hope that this study will inspire other researchers 
to pursue this endeavour, and that practitioners may benefit from our 
findings and devise ever more effective ways of communicating about 
diversity.
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Abstract
Studies of diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in corporations 
typically involve ethnic minorities or women. In this case study, however, 
the focus is on men, and a new DEI policy implemented successfully in four 
multinational corporations (MNCs), namely, paternity leave rights with global 
applicability. The MNCs’ rationale for introducing this policy, and the percep-
tion of it by male employees who have taken such leave are explored mainly 
through interviews. These fathers are working for one of the MNCs and based 
in the UK, the US, Brazil and Australia. The aim of the case study is twofold: 
(i) contribute new insights into how the MNCs discursively justify the global 
policy, and (ii) develop a contextual framework explaining the MNCs’ success-
ful implementation, which involves both discursive and practical action. In 
terms of underlying corporate DEI discourses, they mainly emphasise either 
economic rationality, inclusion or fairness. Regarding factors influencing 
uptake, a supportive work culture, a standardised period of fully paid leave and 
formal replacement during leave turn out to be important for informants across 
all four MNCs.

Keywords: diversity; diversity management; economic rationality discourse; 
equity; global parental leave; inclusion; inclusion discourse; paternity leave; 
social justice discourse; talent management.

1.	 Introduction

Today, most corporations have diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) poli-
cies. The corporate approach to diversity is mainly focused on getting 
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more people who are not white, male, middle-class, able-bodied and het-
erosexual into positions of power and influence (Darics and Koller 2018). 
In contrast, the initiative reported on in this paper, global paternity leave 
(GPL), is a recent DEI initiative that specifically targets men. GPL was 
launched by four early mover multinational corporations (MNCs) in 
2017 and 2019 (see section 3 for more information about the companies). 
The term used by the MNCs is parental leave. However, the novelty 
factor is that fathers have become recipients of the policy; hence, it will be 
referred to as paternity leave (PL) in this paper.

The fact that these MNCs present leave for fathers as a diversity and 
inclusion or equality and inclusion policy may be considered radical 
and even controversial. Men, particularly white men, are not normally 
perceived as being excluded or suffering from discrimination. The 
intersectionality of white and male usually implies privilege (Crenshaw 
1989). However, intersectionality (ibid.) is a frame that considers the 
whole human, which also means addressing men as fathers. Hence, 
intersectionality acknowledges that the cultural structures surrounding 
family leave tends to exclude fathers. Furthermore, we know from prior 
research on PL that discourses on fatherhood and practices regarding the 
enactment of fatherhood tend to differ across cultures (e.g., Brandth and 
Kvande 2022; Earle et al. 2023), which suggests that it might be chal-
lenging to implement a globally applicable standardised PL. 

The current paper is a case study that includes interviews with 
father employees who have taken PL in the four MNCs, interviews with 
managers and archival data from the same MNCs. The paper explores 
two aspects of the new policy; firstly, what the informants see as the 
MNCs’ underlying rationale for implementing the policy as a DEI 
measure, and secondly, what factors they perceive as crucial for taking 
PL. The fathers have diverse cultural backgrounds and work in the UK, 
the US, Brazil and Australia. The interview data represent rare access to 
corporate informants’ views on a policy encompassing both work and 
private life. The paper aims to contribute insights into organisational 
efforts that may be important for fostering discourses of fatherhood 
that may encourage the successful uptake of their PL policy intended 
to be global in scope. Success in this context relates to a high uptake of 
PL among father employees. I am not aware of other studies that have 
been undertaken on the implementation of a PL scheme that is global in 
scope.

The theoretical contribution of the paper is twofold: it (1) extends 
the diversity management (DM) literature and DEI to include a cor-
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porate measure advocating inclusion beyond typical minority groups, 
therefore effectively broadening the meaning and public understanding 
of the notion of ‘minotiory’; it (2) introduces a framework for linking 
corporate objectives with specific institutional requirements for suc-
cessful implementation of GPL, thus highlighting the importance of 
meaning-making practices in policy implementation.

The paper proceeds as follows: section 2 presents theory from DM 
research. Section 3 presents the research questions, material and ana-
lytical approach. Section 4 presents findings, while section 5 discusses 
these, adds concluding remarks and offers some suggestions for future 
research.

2.	 Theory: DM research and PL implementation

This section provides an overview of research on DM in organisations 
(2.1) before discussing relevant literature on PL implementation (2.2).

2.1.	 The discourse of DM in organisations

As already indicated, the MNCs in this study discursively present their 
policy as part of their DEI initiatives, even though it is directed towards 
the inclusion of the majority of employees and not a disadvantaged 
minority. Focusing on male employees is also new within DM literature, 
as this field has typically focused on how ‘the other’, as women or ethnic 
minorities, are excluded from opportunities at work (Koveshnikov, 
Tienari, and Piekkari 2019). DM can be defined as “voluntary organiza-
tional actions designed to create greater inclusion of employees from dif-
ferent backgrounds into the formal and informal organizational struc-
tures through deliberate policies and programs” (Mor Barak 2005, 208). 
DM policies and programmes have been central in enforcing inclusion 
of diverse groups in global organisations (Hansen and Seierstad 2017), 
a fact that highlights the importance of discursive action in fostering 
social change.

The DM literature often justifies diversity from a business perspec-
tive, although a fairness or equality perspective is also prevalent (Hansen 
and Seierstad 2017). In the next section, DM literature emphasising both 
perspectives will be briefly presented.
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2.1.1.	 The business perspective on diversity

Özbilgin, Tatli, Ipek, and Sameer (2016) introduce two approaches to 
the business case for diversity: a shareholder approach aiming to impact 
the single bottom line (profitability) and a stakeholder approach, aiming 
to impact the triple bottom line (profits, people and planet). Both 
approaches perceive diversity in the workforce as a competitive advan-
tage, a perception which was introduced by Cox and Blake (1991). One 
of Cox and Blake’s six arguments for how managing diversity can yield 
a competitive advantage is linked to the company developing a favour-
able reputation for valuing diversity and attracting talent. Similarly, Ely 
and Thomas (2001) present the access and legitimacy perspective based 
on a market-orientated logic, promoting economic rationality (Zanoni 
and Janssens 2004). According to the economic rationality discourse, 
“Diverse employees bring additional value to the organization” (ibid., 
66). For Ely and Thomas, a leading principle is to ensure market shares 
by leveraging similarities between workforce and customers (Hansen and 
Seierstad 2017), a principle which resonates with Cox and Blake’s (1991) 
marketing argument. Furthermore, Ely and Thomas’ integration and 
learning perspective resonates with the creativity and problem-solving 
arguments from Cox and Blake (1991) as a diverse workforce may gen-
erate creative and improved business decisions. Here, each employee is 
given a voice, and inclusion is core. In sum, the business case for diversity 
can be exemplified in many ways, including reputation management, 
creativity, problem-solving and an understanding of the market, all ulti-
mately intended to improve business results.

2.1.2.	 The fairness perspective on diversity

In contrast to the business case for diversity, the fairness perspective 
within DM emphasises equal treatment of all employees. The fairness 
approach to justifying diversity presented by Özbilgin et al. (2016) aims 
to reduce cross-national power inequalities in global economic, social, 
legal and political systems (Hansen and Seierstad 2017). This kind of 
DM approach has a similar justification to Ely and Thomas’ discrimi-
nation and fairness perspective on diversity. The rationale behind the 
transnational fairness approach (Özbilgin et al. 2016) is that there is a 
need to address the unequal treatment of diverse groups beyond national 
borders. Furthermore, the equality and fairness perspective on DM 
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appears to resonate with “the social justice discourse of equal opportu-
nities” (Darics and Koller 2018, 198) as both emphasise legally binding 
regulations for groups of employees.

Having discussed some of the main perspectives on the justification 
of DM policies, I now turn to research on the implementation of PL 
policies in organisations. 

2.2.	 PL policy implementation

Kirton and Greene (2017) argue that line managers play a crucial role in 
the implementation of a company’s policy on diversity and greatly influ-
ence the equality and inclusion climate experienced in the workplace. 
As regards PL implementation, research has shown that unsupportive 
workplace culture and perceived resistance to PL policies can act as bar-
riers to uptake (Holloway, Dhensa-Kahlon, and Beauregard 2024). Barri-
ers include traditional gender norms and long working hours (Atkinson 
2022). Such societal norms imply that many men fear being stigmatised 
at work or losing out on career opportunities after taking PL (Petts, 
Mize, and Kaufman 2022). Studies have also found structural barriers 
to fathers’ leave-taking (e.g., ibid.). An essential barrier of this kind is 
financial; leave is more likely to be used by fathers when it is “well paid” 
(Moss and Deven 2015, 139). Another structural issue discussed by Moss 
and Deven (2015) and Rehel (2014) is that fathers find it problematic 
when their access to leave depends on the mother transferring some of 
her leave to them when there is only one leave per family (Pizarro and 
Gartzia 2023). This often results in parental leave being taken only by 
the mother (Moss and Deven 2015). Likewise, Foss Heggem and Kvande 
(2017) find that fathers are less likely to take any leave when they have 
to negotiate the length of their leave. Studies from Norway have shown 
how important it is that PL is “pre-negotiated” in terms of a fixed and 
earmarked period (Holter 2007; Kvande and Brandth 2019). Another 
structural issue emphasised by Atkinson (2023) is the lack of replacement 
arrangements for fathers taking parental leave. Previous studies identify 
several cultural and structural barriers to men taking PL. Whether these 
or other factors are relevant for the successful implementation of a PL 
policy that is global in scope will be addressed in the present study. 

In the next section, I present the research questions that the current 
study seeks to answer, along with descriptions of my material and ana-
lytical approach.
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3.	 Research questions, material and analytical approach

3.1.	 Research questions

Two research questions were formulated to gain insights into the various 
aspects of my study. RQ 1 focuses on DM perspectives and discourses 
as objectives for GPL in the four MNCs, while RQ 2 seeks to identify 
factors that may contribute to successful implementation. 
•	 RQ 1: What traces of DM perspectives and discourses are reflected in 

the material?
•	 RQ 2: What contextual factors may explain the successful implemen-

tation of GPL in the four MNCs?

3.2.	 Material

The material for the case study, comprises 22 interviews, external and 
internal media texts and public reports from four MNCs, two head-
quartered in the UK and two in Norway. The four MNCs are among 
the largest companies in Norway and the UK. They were interesting 
because they were early movers in terms of implementing a GPL policy. 
All four MNCs introduced GPL as an extension of the PL already 
offered to their headquarter-based employees in the UK and Norway, 
respectively. To my knowledge, they were the only MNCs headquar-
tered in the two countries offering a global PL policy when the study 
was initiated in 2019. In addition to headquarter location, the MNCs 
vary in terms of subsidiary locations and industry sector. An important 
commonality for the four MNCs is that they have all received high rank-
ings from global annual reports and indices on gender equality, such as 
Equileap 1 and the Bloomberg Gender-Equality Index (GEI) 2, in the last 
few years. 

The research process was conducted in stages as advocated by Noor 
(2008). In order to gain a deeper understanding of PL policies I first 
engaged with prior research on PL to find out if a study of GPL was 
relevant. I researched the MNCs’ internal and external textual data 
about their GPL policy (textual analysis of their corporate media arti-
cles was addressed in Bamford 2022). Four exploratory interviews were 

	 1  https://equileap.com/.
	 2  https://www.bloomberg.com/gei.
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conducted with managers in two MNCs (Tab. 2) to explore their justi-
fication for introducing GPL. Furthermore, an interview guide to be 
used in interviews with father employees was constructed (Appendix). 
The specific target group for the study was fathers working for one of 
the four MNCs who had taken GPL after the policy was implemented. 
A combination of purposive and convenience sampling was chosen, 
as suggested by Atkinson (2023). Firstly, the MNCs approached only 
eligible father employees (permanent employees) and asked if they 
wanted to participate in a study on global paternity leave. Secondly, 
the fathers’ participation was based on self-selection and that they 
voluntarily contacted the author. When the interviews with fathers 
were initiated (November 2021), a limited number had been eligible 
for the leave. 13 men who had taken GPL while working for one of the 
four MNCs (Tab. 1) agreed to be interviewed about their experience. 
Findings from these interviews and company reports showed that the 
policy had been successful (achieved high uptake). Therefore, further 
semi-structured interviews were carried out with five managers from 
three MNCs to explore their views on why the implementation of the 
policy was a success (Tab. 2).

For GDPR reasons, the informants (fathers and managers) are 
anonymised. Similarly, information in the answers that might identify 
the company in question has been anonymised. The fathers were from 
diverse cultural backgrounds and were based in the UK, the US, Brazil 
and Australia. The informants took between 12 and 30 weeks’ leave, 
and only two took less than their full entitlement (16, 26 or 30 weeks, 
depending on their company’s specific policy; Tab. 1). The managers 
were based in Norway or the UK (Tab. 2). All interviews were semi-
structured and lasted, on average, 50 minutes.

The interviews were conducted in English via Microsoft Teams 
and transcribed using the Teams live transcription option before being 
quality-checked by the author. They were transcribed verbatim but 
without pauses or filler words. In line with Dörnyei (2010) and Kvale 
and Brinkmann (2009), some unintelligible and repetitive words were 
manually excluded to avoid stigmatising informants’ language use. This 
approach resulted in a coherent text representing the original wording 
and grammatical structure. 
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Table 1. – Information about the father employees.

INFORMANT 
NUMBER

WEEKS OF 
LEAVE AVAILABLE

WEEKS OF 
LEAVE TAKEN

HQ 
LOCATION

INFORMANT 
LOCATION

1 30 30 Norway UK

2 26 26 + 26* UK UK

3 30 12 + 8* Norway UK

4 16 12 Norway Brazil

5 26 26 + 26* UK UK

6 30 30 Norway UK

7 30 30 Norway UK

8 16 16 Norway US

9 16 16 Norway US

10 26 26 UK Australia

11 16 16 Norway US

12 16 16 Norway Brazil

13 16 16 Norway Brazil

Note: * indicates the length of leave taken by the father for a second child.

Table 2. – Information about the managers.

INFORMANT 
NUMBER

POSITION HQ 
LOCATION

INFORMANT 
LOCATION

14 Subsidiary manager Norway UK

15 Global DEI manager Norway Norway

16 Communications manager UK UK

17 HR manager Norway Norway

18 HR manager in subsidiary Norway UK

19 Global HR manager UK UK

20 Communications manager UK UK

21 Global HR manager Norway Norway

22 Global HR manager Norway Norway
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3.3.	 Analytical approach: theorising from case studies

The study is framed as a case study, “a research strategy that examines, 
through the use of a variety of data sources, a phenomenon in its natu-
ralistic context, with the purpose of confronting theory with the empiri-
cal world” (Piekkari et al. 2009, 569). The phenomenon being studied 
is GPL policies in four MNCs. In order to answer the two research 
questions, the current case study first explores DM perspectives and dis-
courses reflected in the material. 

Secondly, contextual factors that may explain the successful imple-
mentation of GPL in the four MNCs are investigated. Inspired by 
Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki’s (2011)
approach to theorising from case studies, the current case study seeks to 
identify conditions which seem crucial for the successful implementa-
tion of GPL using a contextualized explanation. A contextualized expla-
nation aims to account for why and how events are produced or what 
factors and context cause an outcome to happen (Welch et al. 2011). By 
context, Welch et al. (ibid.) refer to contingent conditions that produce 
an outcome in combination with a causal mechanism. The technique 
involves working backwards from the outcome (high uptake of GPL) 
and identifying the combined effect of the conditions found in the case 
(ibid.). For example, in combination with conditions A, B and C, the 
availability of PL may cause high uptake (H). Hence, it will be impos-
sible to generalise from the mere availability of a PL policy to H as an 
outcome without saying something about the context (i.e., variables A, 
B, C) in which the GPL occurs. In addition to identifying patterns in 
the material, I also used my familiarity with the literature on DM and 
PL to identify such factors in an abductive process (Kreiner 2015). Previ-
ous research on barriers to fathers taking PL was useful and helped me 
attune myself to similar findings in the interview data. 

4.	 Findings 

This section presents the findings from the material. In 4.1, the focus 
is on traces of DM perspectives and discourses reflected in the mate-
rial, and in 4.2, the informants’ assessment of conditions for successful 
implementation of GPL is presented.
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4.1.	 Traces of DM perspectives in the material

In their 2020 annual reports, the four MNCs label their newly launched 
GPL as either a diversity and inclusion policy (three MNCs) or as an 
equality and inclusion policy (one MNC). However, this difference 
between the MNCs is not visible in the interviews.

Several father informants state that they appreciate being treated 
equally as employees by gaining access to PL regardless of the country 
they are based in. The father in example (1) compares the current situa-
tion to what used to be the case, reflecting on his employer’s justification 
for introducing the change:

(1)	 Well, the local market is what it is. But we’re working for a company 
from [country X]. We’re told we’re one group […]. So, I think, in the 
end, [the company] eventually adopted that sort of blanket policy for 
all the different offices. To make sure there’s no frustration or different 
treatment wherever you’re based. (INF4)

The aspect of equal treatment across the organisation was linked to 
alignment with company values:

(2)	 I think they wanted to live their values. (INF9)

Two of the MNCs have care as a corporate value, and the interviewed 
global HR managers from these companies (informants 19 and 21) 
stated that the policy was partly justified as an alignment with this value, 
implying a focus on work-life balance. This view was echoed in an exter-
nal news article from one of these MNCs, which emphasised that one 
way to make care meaningful for employees was to offer new fathers and 
mothers equal access to leave in all countries where they operate. GPL 
was also perceived by the fathers across the MNCs as a gender equality 
measure, ensuring that both male and female employees’ roles as parents 
are recognised. Informant 19 said the MNC intended to break social ste-
reotypes around how men feel about taking parental leave.

The following example shows that the father perceives the policy as 
something the company has implemented as a talent management measure.

(3)	 It is a business advantage for the company, for retention and attrac-
tion of talents as well. If I had a proposal from the markets to assess, 
I would really take into account salary, bonuses, etc., but also do you 
have extended parental leave? If I decide to have another kid, we would 
like to have that again so that does make a difference and it also builds 
a sense of belonging and pride to being in a company that takes this 
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bold move in countries where there’s nothing forcing, no force in soci-
ety pushing [company X] to take this decision. (INF13)

The policy thus contributes to boosting the corporation’s progressive 
identity (“a company that takes this bold move”), which seems to create 
a sense of belonging and pride among the employees. The policy repre-
sents a key element it would be relevant to bring into the discussion in a 
job-seeking process, alongside remuneration issues.

To sum up, the main DM perspective identified in the material 
emphasises equality, exemplified by the MNCs ‘living’ their shared cor-
porate values (example 2) across borders. In addition, the business case 
for diversity exemplified by talent management (example 3), has been 
identified as an objective of GPL. 

The next section focuses on requirements to implement GPL as a 
success.

4.2.	 Institutional requirements for successful implementation of GPL

The findings related to this aspect point to several factors at the institu-
tional level that should be present if fathers are to take the offered leave. 
Section 4.2.1 focuses on how the informants relate to different struc-
tural factors, while section 4.2.2 concerns cultural factors.

4.2.1.	 Structural factors

A fixed-length, earmarked right
It appears important to the informants that the leave is offered as a fixed 
and earmarked right, as opposed to them having to negotiate the length 
of the leave. One father who took paternity leave from his MNC twice 
stresses the importance of a policy with a formally fixed period:

(4)	 I took six months both times, and so I used it as much as the policy 
allowed. (INF5)

Several fathers expressed that they would have been uncomfortable 
taking leave if it had meant reducing the leave period available to the 
mother. The two Norwegian headquartered MNCs initially insisted 
that fathers could only take leave if their partners were back at work, 
which is in accordance with the general Norwegian PL model (Brandth 
and Kvande 2022). However, this practice was subsequently changed by 
the MNCs due to negative feedback from fathers. 
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The UK-based MNCs, on the other hand, recognised from the start 
the need for independent leave for both men and women:

(5)	 Our policy was not about sharing or having to sacrifice. It was about, 
even if both parents work for us, they could both take 26 weeks of paid 
leave. (INF19)

The fathers in the current study acknowledge the significance of a policy 
which grants them an independent entitlement, thereby recognising 
them as individuals and as belonging to fathers as a group. Another per-
ceived advantage is that the leave has a fixed maximum time off, so they 
do not have to negotiate how much to take with their employer or the 
mother. As many as eleven of the 13 fathers took their full entitlement 
(Tab. 1), regardless of whether it consisted of 16, 26 or 30 weeks, demon-
strating the importance of a fixed entitlement.

Full pay
All four MNCs offer fully paid leave, which is an important precon-
dition for taking leave, as the fathers are unlikely to have been able to 
afford such a substantial loss of income. This assumption is confirmed 
in the next example:

(6)	 You can’t afford to be off work for six months. So, you won’t have that 
opportunity as a family, it was just fantastic. (INF2)

In addition to the importance of the financial aspect, this father indi-
cates how radical the policy is by saying that “you won’t [normally] have 
that opportunity”. The fact that the opportunity to take PL is framed 
as exceptional highlights the emergence of a novel discourse in contrast 
with existing standards (or perceived standards).

Formal replacement practices
Another crucial structural element in all four MNCs is formal replace-
ment practices when the father is on leave. In one MNC, the practice 
was to replace fathers on leave by external contractors. At the same time, 
the other three used the replacement period as an internal learning and 
promotion opportunity for more junior staff. From their perspective, 
replacement was a complicated task that was best left to local line man-
agers. In addition, responsibility for replacements was a way to empower 
local line managers. One father describes how six months away can be 
easier for the companies than shorter leaves, as it coincides with standard 
external contracting agreements. 
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(7)	 I think if you’re away for six months, it’s a standard contract time to 
appoint somebody. (INF7)

Statement (7) indicates that longer PL may be worth considering when 
replacement practices are to be formalised. Discursively speaking, this 
highlights the fact the interviewee frames his leave in the context of cor-
porate productivity. Hence, there may be discursively retrievable impli-
cations of his claim.

4.2.2.	 Cultural factors

In examples (8-10), the fathers describe their perspectives on how the 
companies contributed to the successful implementation of the policy 
globally by generating a supportive work culture. Essential factors in this 
respect are buy-in from line managers and supporting fathers who fear 
losing career opportunities. The fathers thus emphasise how they felt 
encouraged by their managers to take PL:

(8)	 I was lucky that I moved over to a manager who had had children, and 
he said: “If I was you, I’d take the time off”, and that felt so reassuring 
[…]. He just said that I want you as part of my team, you will have a job 
when you get back. And I think that for me this is what you want to 
hear from your manager. (INF2)

(9)	 My line management has always been supportive that you can take the 
full 26 weeks. I guess you’re not going to be favoured for coming back 
early. You’re not going to be punished for taking the full 26 weeks, 
which is really well-embedded. I thought, again, as a male, there’s no 
shame in having the full 26 weeks off it. It’s encouraged, so I’ve found 
it to be very, very supportive. (INF5)

Examples (8) and (9) show how important it was for the fathers to feel 
supported by their line management to take the entire leave period 
offered. In example (10), the father in question enthusiastically shares 
that his line manager was so committed to him taking the leave that 
she would not allow him to cut it short to take up a new position, even 
though it might have benefited the company:

(10)	 I was really impressed by how she made it non-negotiable, this is your 
right to take, and you should take the whole thing. And if you do get 
offered the role, then we’ll just adjust even if there’s an urgent need for 
it […]. They honour it, and they take it seriously, and there’s no nega-
tive perception around it […]. It’s not just talking about it, people do 
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respect it, and it almost feels sacred […]. This leave feels sacred now to 
leaders. (INF9)

Examples (8-10) are representative of attitudes expressed by informants 
across the four MNCs, showing that the father employees perceive GPL 
as a lived practice in their MNC. They do really ‘walk the talk’. These 
formulations may be interpreted as suggesting the emergence of alterna-
tive discourses of fatherhood and management within the MNCs.

However, the present material also reflects the fear of a lengthy leave 
impacting one’s career negatively. Informants 3 and 4 in the current 
study chose not to take all their leave (Tab. 1) and instead prioritised their 
work roles. Informant 3 stated that he did not feel sufficiently supported 
by management in his MNC to take the full leave. He experienced resist-
ance from older male management, which, in contrast, points to more 
conservative discourses of fatherhood and management.

In this context, managers taking leave themselves are vital in serving 
as role models. Informant 13 recognises the importance of leading by 
example. He held a management position and took the full PL available 
to him. Informant 18 asserted that they and the line managers actively 
encouraged the employees to take the leave, emphasising to the fathers 
that their careers would still be there for them afterwards. Another HR 
manager emphasises the importance of a supportive culture in the fol-
lowing way:

(11)	 It [GPL] landed in the right way, and the culture is such that people are 
not afraid to take leave. In fact, quite the opposite. (INF19)

The fathers in the study all express that GPL is a successful corporate 
initiative, as shown in examples (12-16) below: 

(12)	 It has been received very well, and people are taking advantage of it. 
(INF1)

(13)	 It is working; they have implemented it fine. (INF7)

(14)	 I would say success because people are doing it. (INF8)

(15)	 I don’t know a new father who hasn’t taken it. (INF9)

(16)	 It is a huge success, with high uptake and very well thought out. (INF11)

GPL is perceived as successful, characterised by high uptake, as demon-
strated by fathers, HR managers and in company reports.
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5.	 Discussion

The current study took its point of departure in two research questions. 
RQ 1 asked what traces of DM perspectives and discourses are reflected 
in the material. This will be discussed in sections 5.1-5.2. RQ 2 asked 
what factors can explain the successful implementation of GPL, an issue 
discussed in 5.3 and 5.4. In 5.5, a framework for the successful imple-
mentation of GPL is presented, based on the findings in section 4, fol-
lowed by concluding remarks in 5.6.

5.1.	 Equality and fairness

Regarding DM perspectives, an important finding is that the introduc-
tion of GPL is perceived by several of the fathers as a form of equal treat-
ment of employees worldwide (see section 2.1.2 and interview examples 1 
and 2). Thus, GPL may be perceived as an initiative promoting fairness 
(Özbilgin et al. 2016) and equality for parents as a group, which is related 
to the social justice discourse of equal opportunities (Darics and Koller 
2018). Father employees link fairness to the MNCs living their corporate 
values, which are shared between all employees in HQ and subsidiaries. 
This is also confirmed by HR managers. Two of the MNCs have chosen 
care as one of their corporate values, and GPL is perceived as an example 
of practising care. Although fairness and equality are reasons why the 
MNCs implemented the policy, a DM approach ultimately recognises 
taking GPL to be each father’s personal choice, a fact reflected in the 
decisions of informants 3 and 4 to take shorter leave than offered. GPL 
is, after all, a voluntary, individual right and benefit. 

5.2.	 Talent attraction and retention perspective 

Some fathers perceive GPL as a talent management effort that positively 
impacts the perception of the MNCs as progressive companies. Such a 
view is reflected in example (4), where the father asserts that if he were to 
consider working for another company, their parental leave offer would 
impact on his decision. In such a perspective, PL becomes a competitive 
advantage (Cox and Blake 1991) and represents a stakeholder approach 
to DM (Özbilgin et al. 2016). In addition, the material comprises traces 
of a learning and problem-solving approach to DM (Cox and Blake 1991; 
Ely and Thomas 2001), in that the initial policies of two of the MNCs 
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were changed to being independent of the mother’s leave in response to 
feedback from the fathers. Listening to employees appears to be in line 
with Ely and Thomas’ (2001) learning perspective. A learning perspec-
tive is predicated on giving employees a voice on how best to achieve a 
work mission, where inclusion emerges as a result (Hansen and Seierstad 
2017). The vocabulary the fathers use to construct meaning regarding 
GPL features expressions such as “builds a sense of belonging and pride” 
(example 3) and “feels sacred” (example 9). Generating a sense of belong-
ing and pride around GPL appears to promote the MNCs’ progressive 
identity and an inclusion discourse, as presented by Darics and Koller 
(2018). These business perspectives on DM are linked to the diversity 
discourses of economic rationality (Zanoni and Janssens 2004) and 
inclusion (Darics and Koller 2018).

To sum up, traces of several DM perspectives and discourses have 
been identified in the material, emphasising primarily across-the-board 
equality and attraction of valuable employees. Both interviewed man-
agers and father employees relate to equality by mentioning treating 
employees fairly (example 1) and living the MNC values across countries 
(example 2). Ultimately, the MNCs’ willingness to implement what is 
a costly policy seems rooted in the objective of securing a competitive 
advantage for the business. However, the strong emphasis on equality 
and fairness when implementing this costly policy across borders could 
be said to take DM further in the direction of transnational fairness, as 
emphasised by Özbilgin et al. (2016). The paper’s first theoretical contri-
bution is to extend DM research towards a corporate measure advocat-
ing inclusion of fathers, thus extending the DEI discourse to go beyond 
typical minority groups.

5.3.	 Structural factors: standardised, fully paid leave and replacement

One factor identified as crucial for the successful implementation of GPL 
is drawing up a policy with a fixed duration that is earmarked for fathers. 
Previous research (e.g., Foss Heggem and Kvande 2017) has shown that 
fathers are reluctant to take PL when this right has to be negotiated indi-
vidually or when it means reducing the leave available to the mother (e.g., 
Brandth and Kvande 2022). Unpaid leave may also prevent fathers’ leave-
taking (e.g., Petts, Mize, and Kaufman 2022; Atkinson 2023), while 
well-paid leave increases uptake (Brandth and Kvande 2022). These find-
ings have been confirmed in this study. A new and important finding in 
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the current study concerns replacement practices. The globally available 
policies offered by the MNCs that are represented in the current study 
include formalised replacement practices, which seem to have positively 
impacted uptake as well as encouraged taking all the allocated weeks. 
This suggests that leave-takers construct their rights within the frame-
work of a broader corporate efficiency, which demonstrates the relevance 
of discourses of economic rationality as a counterpart to that of fairness.

5.4.	 Cultural factors: support from management and work culture

As stated in 2.2 (e.g., Kirton and Greene 2017), managers need to actively 
support DM initiatives if they are to be successful. Few studies beyond 
those carried out by Brandth and Kvande in a Norwegian context (e.g., 
2022) have found support from managers and work culture for fathers 
taking PL. A common finding in PL research has rather been the lack of 
support from the work culture as a barrier to fathers’ leave-taking (Bur-
nett et al. 2013; Rehel 2014; Petts, Mize, and Kaufman 2022; Kaufman 
et al. 2023). In contrast, most of the interviewed fathers in the current 
study assert that their line managers, HR and other colleagues supported 
them in taking leave, which appears to be a vital factor for the policy’s 
success. Hence, there appears to be convergence (Darics and Koller 2018) 
between the informants’ view of GPL as they all express that they con-
sider it to be a success (examples 12-16). While previous research on PL 
has found divergence regarding if and how much leave is taken by fathers 
(Valarino 2019; Brandth and Kvande 2022; Earle et al. 2023), in the cur-
rent study, there are shared positive perceptions and a practice of taking 
the full GPL available. However, informant 3 presents a divergent view 
to that expressed by the majority of the fathers by emphasising that he 
perceived resistance from management. His view is thus in line with pre-
vious research (cited in 2.1) from more conservative corporate contexts 
where resistance to fathers’ taking PL is common. Hence, there are indi-
cations of a struggle between traditional and emerging discourses.

5.5.	 A framework for successful implementation of GPL

Inspired by Welch et al.’s (2011) theorising from case studies (section 3.3), 
the findings in the current case study can be expressed as a framework 
of factors contributing to GPL success (Fig. 1). To my knowledge, a 
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framework for the successful implementation of GPL has not featured 
in previous PL research. The framework emphasises alignment between 
management and employees regarding the objectives of the policy and 
structural and cultural requirements for implementation. It can be 
expressed as a formula for a contextualised explanation of paternity leave 
success: H (high uptake of paternity leave) = A (shared objectives) + B 
(fixed, independent leave period) + C (full pay) + D (replacement proce-
dure) + E (support from managers and work culture).

Figure 1. – Framework for successful implementation 
of global paternity leave in four MNCs.

Shared objectives between management and fathers are crucial for the 
successful implementation of GPL, and in the current study, these 
objectives are found to be equality and inclusion of employees regard-
less of where they work, justified through corporate values, such as 
care. The business case for diversity is acknowledged, specifically talent 
management or attracting and retaining talent. Regarding institutional 
requirements, structural factors are identified as a standardised leave 
period, which is fully paid and includes formal replacement of the 
employee. Cultural factors include support from both HQ and line 
management so that the employees trust that there is alignment between 
the corporate objectives and the MNCs’ practice when encouraging the 
uptake of GPL.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



135

Global Paternity Leave as a DEI Initiative in Four Multinational Corporations

5.6.	 Concluding remarks

This study offers new insights regarding implementing a DEI policy 
in four MNCs. It is based on recent data on a radical corporate policy, 
affecting both the work and family sphere. The aim of the study has 
been to explain how the MNCs discursively justify implementing the 
GPL and why it turned out to be a success, an outcome measured in 
terms of uptake. The data represent interviews with management and 
father employees from diverse cultural backgrounds who have taken 
such leave. The informants demonstrate that they are aware of and sup-
port the main rationale they assume to be underlying their company’s 
decision to offer GPL, namely equality, which may be aligned with a 
social justice discourse. Some father employees mention that GPL is 
aligned with the MNCs’ objective of attracting and retaining talent, 
which emphasises an inclusion and an economic rationality discourse. In 
terms of other factors that make the leave policy a success, it is critical 
that the leave consists of a fixed length and earmarked period, is fully 
paid, and is supported by the work culture. 

Limitations and future studies

The data analysed in this case study consists of a pioneering but limited 
sample. The sample provides interesting insights from early corporate 
movers and culturally diverse individual voices. At the time of data col-
lection, few MNCs had introduced GPL. As more MNCs introduce 
such policies, this should encourage more studies on implementing such 
leave. It might also be interesting to apply the framework of contextu-
alised explanation developed from the current study to explore similar 
implementation processes of GPL in other MNCs and among more cul-
turally diverse male employees. 
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APPENDIX
Study: global paternity leave in multinational corporations

Interview guide for fathers

1.	 Demographic data

1.	 Age
2.	 Position
3.	 How long have you worked for company X?
4.	 Where were you born and where did you grow up?
5.	 How long have you lived in your current country of residence?
6.	 In what countries have you lived and worked?
7.	 If you have lived and worked in other countries, for how long did you 

work there?
8.	 Do you have children? If so, what are their ages?

2.	 Interview questions for current fathers

1.	 Have you taken or would you like to take parental leave?
2.	 If you have taken parental leave, can you tell me something about 

your experiences?
	 E.g. How did you experience relating to your child(ren), partner, 

other relatives, employer and colleagues?
3.	 What were your main reasons for taking parental leave?
4.	 How did you find out about your company’s parental leave policy? 
5.	 Could you tell me about some of the ways that the company informed 

staff about this policy?
6.	 Can you recall what you thought when you found out that your 

company had introduced this policy?  
7.	  What did you think were the reasons why your company introduced 

the policy?
8.	 What do you think about the policy now?
9.	 How would you say your company has implemented the policy? Is it 

a success or failure? How did they follow up the communication of 
the leave?

10.	 How do you combine being a father and being an employee?
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11.	 How did your own father combine working and fatherhood?
12.	 Do you see the role of the father changing/has it changed during the 

last few years? If so, please describe in what ways
13.	 What do your colleagues in your office think about the parental leave 

policy?
14.	 Do you know of colleagues who have taken the leave? If so, what is 

your impression of how it worked out for them?
15.	 What is your view of parental leave in general?
16.	 How would you describe the kind of father you would like to be?

Implementation of global paternity leave in multinational corporations
Interview guide HR managers

1.	 What was your company’s main motivation for introducing parental 
leave globally?

2.	 How does it align with your corporate values?
3.	 What were the main challenges you imagined would arise regarding 

implementation?
4.	 What were the main challenges you experienced regarding the imple-

mentation?
5.	 How did you engage local and line mangers to commit to the policy?
6.	 How did you engage potential male takers of the leave in the organi-

sation to commit to taking it?
7.	 Were there any cultural issues? If so, could you tell me about them? 

(e.g country specific issues)
8.	 Could you tell me how the company informed staff about this policy?
9.	 How did the company follow up the internal communication of the 

leave?
10.	 Were there examples of local interpretations of the policy?
11.	 Based on your own experience, what advice would you give to other 

MNCs that are planning to implement global parental leave?
12.	 What is the percentage uptake of parental leave among men in your 

organisation? Country data?
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Abstract
Artificial Intelligence (AI) has transformed the way we work, and as technol-
ogy continues to outpace workplace management, this is a call-for-action to 
global organizations to re-evaluate their discourses, strategies and operations 
on diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging (DEIB) frameworks that can 
potentially help solve organizational challenges and increase their productivity. 
Global workforces are not yet meaningfully trained in understanding the extent 
to which AI can impact their careers as well as ethical issues such as fairness, 
equity, accountability, and governance (Hauer 2022; Polyportis and Pahos 
2024). What makes this scenario even more murky is the lack of opportunities 
available for non-specialist training in AI for workplace management. This lack 
of transparency and knowledge around the discourses and workings of AI, 
if left unexamined, could lead to the deterioration of workplace DEIB initia-
tives. The inherent clarity and commitment of DEIB to improve the lives of all 
people and organizations can be used as guidance towards building inclusive AI 
technologies and positive discourses around an inclusive AI. As a technologi-
cally dependent society, we have to do better to create more humane and ethi-
cal technologies that serve those who have access to less education, privileges, 
opportunities than us. We need to create continuous and consistent governance 
systems to oversee the development of inclusive AI and monitor its use. Guid-
ing the development of inclusive AI technologies and discourses using DEIB 
frames holds the potential of creating powerful, transformative processes where 
humans and technology can interface and collaborate to bring forth positive 
outcomes for people, organizations and societies. 
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Artificial Intelligence (AI) has transformed the way we work, and as 
technology continues to outpace workplace management, this is a call-
for-action to global organizations to re-evaluate their discourses, strate-
gies and operations on diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging (DEIB) 
frameworks that can potentially help solve organizational challenges and 
increase their productivity. Global workforces are not yet meaningfully 
trained in understanding the extent to which AI can impact their careers 
as well as ethical issues such as fairness, equity, accountability, and govern-
ance (Hauer 2022; Polyportis and Pahos 2024). What makes this scenario 
even more murky is the lack of opportunities available for non-specialist 
training in AI for workplace management. At this point in time there are 
two groups of people: those who are using AI without understanding the 
ethical implications of it on themselves and the planet and, on the other 
hand, those who reject AI as being an unethical, technocratic tool. Both 
sides can benefit from the creation of transparent AI discourses on the 
ways in which such powerful technologies can reshape global democracies 
(Fan 2024). Jaffer (2024), executive director at the Knight First Amend-
ment Institute, states in his interview that the approach to developing 
an inclusive AI is “interdisciplinary by necessity”, which is the reason his 
organization has partnered up with Columbia University Engineering to 
connect the social with AI. He adds that the complexity of the develop-
ment and implementation of AI “will require many different kinds of 
knowledge and many different kinds of expertise” (Fan 2024).

This lack of transparency and knowledge around the discourses and 
workings of AI, if left unexamined, could lead to the deterioration of 
workplace DEIB initiatives – as creating a harmonious, equitable and 
inclusive social is at the heart of DEIB. There is a symbiotic relationship 
here between AI and DEIB: on one hand, DEIB frameworks can provide 
foundational ethical parameters on which an inclusive and fair AI could 
be built to benefit large, diverse groups of people and subsequently large, 
diverse organizations. On the other hand, without the ethical orientation 
provided by DEIB initiatives, AI could exacerbate many societal prob-
lems such as widening the technological gap as well as deepening bias 
towards people and communities, to name just a couple of negative out-
comes. The discourse and application of DEIB, by contrast, are “typi-
cally accompanied by an axiological orientation toward procedural and 
distributive justice in organizations and institutions” (Arsel et al. 2022). 
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Inclusive AI technologies and discourses

The inherent clarity and commitment of DEIB to improve the lives of 
all people and organizations can be used as guidance towards building 
inclusive AI technologies and positive discourses around an inclusive AI.

To track the origins and evolution of DEIB in the US workplace 
over the decades, a useful place to start is mentioning that over the years 
many organizations have attempted to create a diverse environment that 
welcomed into the workforce individuals who were traditionally under-
represented in those spaces. Initially this was with regard to gender, 
and later to race and ethnicity. Over time, other social identities like an 
individual’s sexual orientation or their physical ability status were con-
sidered as well. In most cases, these efforts were initiated in response to 
governmental laws and legislation (Jenkins and Moses 2014; Pant and 
Sharma 2024). As a result, DEIB efforts have become ingrained in many 
organizations as a way of operating based on changing demographics 
and trends in our society, but not without their share of starts and stops. 
The introduction and use of AI is a shift of mammoth proportions for 
organizations, one that needs to be observed, studied, analyzed and 
acted upon. The spread of AI (and so far the lack of understanding on 
how it works) in workplace operations and management generates more 
of an urgency to understand the ways in which workplaces can create 
ethical and inclusive DEIB practices that aid in making sense of work-
places enhanced by technology to benefit all members of the workforce. 

This article takes a prescriptive, multi-industry approach to summa-
rize the challenges, obstacles, failures and potentials around the vision-
ing of DEIB programs and policies in private and public organizations 
in the United States of America in the advent of AI. It looks at the ways 
in which DEIB and AI can inform and impact each other in positive 
and negative ways if they are not examined jointly in a global workplace 
context. We specifically look at the ways in which DEIB can inform the 
creation of more inclusive, nuanced and constructive AI technologies 
that benefit large groups of people without perpetuating inequities and 
also how DEIB can aid in the creation of more ethical and transparent 
discourses and narratives of AI for critiques. We urge organizations to 
create pathways to fully realize their DEIB goals to develop a stronger 
and sustained sense of inclusion and belonging for all members, versus 
only some – which leads to increased wellbeing, organizational loyalty, 
employee retention, higher productivity, higher innovation, higher trust, 
better performing teams and, subsequently, higher profits (Woetzel et al. 
2015; Lorenzo and Reeves 2018; Lorenzo et al. 2018). The article comes 
full circle, giving structural recommendations on how organizations can 
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incorporate DEIB principles more effectively and holistically in their 
strategies, policies, programs and overall operations and management at 
a time of heightened technological flux in the workplace.

DEIB work in the United States in its many shapes and forms and 
across industries is not a new phenomenon – it has been in the works 
in varying avatars for decades. However, the attention on DEIB efforts 
found a unified global platform in 2020, after the unjust killing of 
George Floyd by US law enforcement officers (Jackson et al. 2023). 
Despite DEIB initiatives finding a global platform in 2020, it is currently 
finding itself in the news and American workplace culture in a divisive 
space – it is one of the most significant points of contention amongst 
the polarized political leaders and business elite in the US (Stephenson 
2022). As McGee (2023) writes, “The constitutionality of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) policies remains a complex and contentious 
issue. While some argue that these policies violate the principles of equal 
protection and fairness, others contend that they serve compelling gov-
ernment interests and are necessary to address historical disadvantages 
and promote diversity”. 

More recently there has been political backlash against educational 
institutions promoting ideas around DEIB and the law around it, 
namely, Affirmative Action (Cheney-Rice 2023). In some states there 
has been either state legislation or governmental executive orders to 
eliminate resources, programming, and offices focused on diversity, 
equity, and inclusion citing that it is exclusionary of those who do not 
see themselves as “diverse” or part of an underrepresented group. Even 
before this recent trend, notwithstanding the polarization on this issue, 
an increasing number of global organizations (Clarke 2024; McGlauflin 
and Abrams 2024) expressed their commitment to DEIB goals, despite 
conservative backlash from over-mediatized, global, anti-DEIB bil-
lionaire technocrats (Gonzalez 2024; Ingram 2024). There is a need for 
organizations to self-reflect on their organizational values and commit-
ments and act swiftly to solve DEIB goals by connecting business and 
society. Due to the permeating influence of AI technologies and the lack 
of training in understanding how AI works and its impacts, now more 
than ever, it is important for organizations that believe in the value of 
DEIB frameworks, to re-evaluate and re-charge their ways of implement-
ing DEIB strategies supported by the unprecedented AI expansion in 
the workplace. 

This paper is written with the intention of providing recommenda-
tions on building constructive, structural pathways for DEIB in organi-
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zations in the era of AI. The sections below are laid out in the following 
ways:
1.	 We first lay out the imperfect status quo of the state of DEIB in multi-

industry organizations today in the United States and the ways in 
which unregulated and unchecked AI can make those ethical and 
inclusion issues worse for people and organizations.

2.	We then follow up each section on the imperfect status quo with 
possible solutions and positive outcomes related to a better, more 
inclusively designed AI, that incorporates DEIB frameworks in its 
designs and uses. We will be using the terminology “Inclusive AI”, 
henceforth, to encourage the paradigm shift to where algorithms can 
be used to benefit all, rather than some.

While the observations and analysis are based on researching organiza-
tions in the United States and their DEIB and AI status, we are confident 
that these recommendations can be used in other transnational contexts 
as well, as institutions seek to find an ethical new normal in the midst of 
fast-paced technological shifts and intense political polarizations. We are 
laying out solutions to an ongoing challenge of building a more DEIB 
focused world, where technology works for us and not against us – and we 
invite our readers to propose innovative solutions to add to the discussion.

1.	 Status quo: 
Not setting clear goals or evaluation metrics because 
of fear of legal challenges

Organizations without clear goal setting and evaluation metrics cannot 
accurately determine if an initiative is successful or not (Carpi et al. 
2017). When there is fear of goal setting in an organization, it is more 
difficult to reach milestones or accomplishments since there is no clear 
original target to begin. The problem is made worse when there are 
no methodologies in place to assist with organizational management, 
transitions and growth as well. For example, some organizations do 
not set clear goals of diversification as they fear legal backlash over not 
hiring “majority candidates” or for having quotas for “underrepresented 
candidates”. Also, sometimes there are no methodologies in place to 
analyze the workplace on relevant metrics that will guide them in taking 
research-backed decisions on diversification. 

Most organizations fail at achieving success with regard to DEIB 
because they do not track their current state and do not establish clear 
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goals based on organization targets. A 2018 white paper published by 
Russell Reynolds found that, after surveying over 200 Chief Diversity 
Officers in the Standard & Poor’s 500 index of companies, only 35% of 
those organizations measure demographic data. Doing so would provide 
a wealth of information to leadership on many aspects of operations and 
management. Also, it is important to note that tracking, assessments, 
evaluations and research require an organizational budget line dedicated 
to these functions, which some organizations do not have and/or do not 
prioritize, which prevents this work from being developed, implemented 
and sustained. 

1b.	Solution: 
Developing and using inclusive AI for collecting 
inclusive data and evaluation metric building

AI certainly has a cost-effective opportunity in this area in the work-
place. Inclusive AI systems can effectively be created and used alongside 
DEIB focused workers to research, track, evaluate and assess organiza-
tions across various intersectionalities that can provide nuanced data 
on the demographic composition and needs of workplaces. Inclusive AI 
can provide an opportunity for better time-management and increased 
scope for organizations who intend to recruit and attract diverse and 
historically marginalized talent through wider outreach using inclusive 
algorithms and various convergent social media platforms. However, the 
key to using it ethically is dependent on creating technologies that do not 
perpetuate the same inequities and discriminatory practices of previous 
search engines and technologies, that have been designed on aggregate 
data sets that prioritize certain groups over others by way of algorithms. 
AI could potentially also be used to design and conduct more inclusive 
interview processes by way of eliminating much of human bias errors 
in the process as well as creating more equitable job descriptions that 
encourage the diversification of the applicant pool (Wu et al. 2020; Talay 
et al. 2023). Developing and implementing inclusive AI to do this work 
in a continuous and consistent way over time will allow organizations 
to spend less funds and energy in creating evaluation metrics and more 
time in implementing the findings of these assessments and evaluations 
for positive DEIB shifts in building a robust organizational culture and 
outcomes.
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2a.	 Status quo: 
Diversity is often regarded 
as a “nice to have” versus a “business imperative”

While there has been some improvement in most organizational cultures 
around DEIB initiatives compared to 50 years ago, many organizations 
struggle with a consistent balance of DEIB strategies and implementations 
due to multiple factors (Clarke 2023; Tucker 2023; McGlauflin and 
Abrams 2024). Examples of the inconsistencies can be the loss of the Chief 
Diversity Officer to another organization, overall retention issues with 
populations that diversify the organization, or a decision not to continue to 
invest in diversification programs due to political pressure or budgetary 
constraints, to name a few (Tucker 2023). The latter scenario (stopping or 
stalling the investment in diversification) is usually based on the investment 
seen as “nice to have” strategy versus a “business imperative” strategy. 
McKinsey & Co. has done research evaluating companies that were the 
most and least ethnically diverse and gender balanced within the same 
industry and found that the most diverse organizations financially out-per-
formed the least diverse organizations by as much as 36% (Hunt et al. 2020).

This indicates that organizations should consistently invest in diver-
sification efforts, even in difficult financial times, since the investment 
may lead to better business performance – which makes the investment 
a business imperative. It brings forth the importance of evaluating the 
true mission of organizations as it intersects with business financial out-
comes. Milton Friedman’s (1962) model of business and society being 
disconnected is widely accepted as being irrelevant and obsolete in a time 
where companies are under scrutiny of measuring up against various 
recognized global standards such as ESG metrics, the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, to name just a few. We are in an era where business 
and society are increasingly interdependent, where the identity and mis-
sion of organizations is not devoid of its impacts on and responsibilities 
towards society (Friedman 1962; Taylor 2024). 

2b.	Solution: 
Setting the “business imperative” organizational 
intention

At its bare bones, inclusive AI needs to be built to help organizations 
move beyond using DEIB for just window-dressing purposes. AI tech-
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nologies should be created with the goal of moving beyond cosmetic 
purposes and truly building equitable and inclusive workplaces that have 
accountability as their core mission. Intention setting relates to what an 
organization envisions for itself and they can assist their workforce with 
implementing the intentions and value systems that they embrace by 
investing in inclusive AI technologies. Multi-industry organizations need 
to work with and challenge the creators of large-model AI to work with 
social scientists that can guide them in ethics and inclusion in building 
new technologies. Also, there needs to be an emphasis on developing an 
organizational mindset that moves away from the narrative of DEIB as 
“the right thing to do” to DEIB as “the right approach to improve our 
organization”. This shifts the strategy, decision making, and execution 
because it moves the ethical DEIB and Inclusive AI goals from optional 
to expected. This mindset allows organizations to look at every step in 
the human resource process rather than just hiring, similar to the way a 
manufacturing company looks at every step of the production process 
and gives the opportunity to use Inclusive AI technologies in a mindful, 
assistive, generative capacity that helps all people in the organization. 

3a.	 Status quo: 
Success is measured on diverse new hires versus building 
retention and promotion pathways

Most organizations in the last decade have prioritized diversifying entry 
level jobs, by typically having a strategy of hiring a diverse population 
into these positions. These type of organic diversification plans, while 
being well meaning are not structured to aid those same diverse indi-
viduals to move up in those organizations into high-impact, leadership 
roles. Employees that are considered diverse, from various intersectional 
identities, such as BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and People of Color) 
women, often have unique set of challenges in finding their way in 
organizations and need equitable programs that support their growth 
in those settings (Wingfield 2020; Azhar and McCutcheon 2021; Linos 
et  al. 2024). On the other hand, the belief that over time those indi-
viduals who help diversify the organization will organically move up the 
ladder of workplace seniority if they are qualified and do a good job is 
one that has been proven to be not true across numerous intersectional 
groups over a span of many decades of organizational research (Hunt 
et al. 2020; Wingfield 2020; Linos et al. 2024). Organizational research 
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demonstrates there are structural factors in place in workplaces that pre-
vent workers from historically marginalized groups from advancing to 
leadership positions, despite their personal efforts and efficiency in the 
workplace (Hunt et al. 2020; Wingfield 2020; Linos et al. 2024).

Organizational success is many times celebrated prematurely by 
referring to the diversity of the new hires who may have just graduated 
from college or graduate school, but the statistics of corporate organiza-
tional leadership indicate that the diversity of new hires does not propor-
tionately make it to the top of these organizations. For example, research 
shows that according to the Crist Kolder Associates Summer 2024 Vola-
tility Report, only 9.4% of the 671 Fortune 500 and Standard & Poor’s 
500 CEOs identify as women and only 13.5% identify as non-white. 

3b.	Solution: 
Focus on retention, promotion and inquiry by building 
DEIB initiatives 

Typically, organizations stop tracking what happens to the new groups 
of workers that started together in organizations due to lack of invest-
ment in understanding workplace culture and building a positive and 
inclusive work culture. The focus needs to be on creating holistic, equita-
ble systems of tracking and support for new and old employees in organi-
zations that create inclusion, belonging and retention for employees. 
Inclusive AI can be a champion in this process if designed with caution, 
care and inclusivity. To create inclusion and belonging in the workplace 
diversification process, Anderson et al. (2024) write, “AI can also moni-
tor employee sentiment and performance – and even guide management 
to better serve and retain talent from underrepresented groups”. For ex-
ample, data shows that workers of historically underrepresented groups 
in the workplace are more likely to fear retaliation, job loss, violence, etc. 
in the workplace for speaking up on challenges and discrimination they 
are facing in the workplace (Nguyen 2021; Jean 2024). 

In the spirit of developing more Inclusive AI that serves all workers 
in organizations, the focus needs to be on anonymously tracking and 
checking in on employee well-being, where workers share their thoughts, 
feelings and workplace experiences without the fear of retaliation. To 
reach this goal, a multi-step action plan that combines humans and 
technology working together in humane ways is necessary to build more 
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inclusive and better systems for larger groups of people and the planet. 
This is a radical change in the discourse of workplace monitoring. 
This use of AI technologies can be a bonus for organizations that are 
struggling with retention challenges amongst their workers. However, 
ultimately inclusive leadership training and management perspectives 
will be needed for those in leadership roles, to enhance their cultural 
competency in leading diverse workplaces and reducing blind-spots. 
Another key trend in DEIB for 2024 is the emphasis on fostering inclu-
sive leadership and allyship at all levels of the organization. Leaders play 
a critical role in championing DEIB efforts and creating a culture where 
all employees feel valued and supported (Crist Kolder 2024).

4a.	 Status quo: 
Implicit/systemic bias prevents progress

It is estimated that as much as 85% of professional positions are gained 
through networking (Ton 2020). However, all forms of professional 
networking rewards a certain type of person with an established social 
network (Carnahan and Moore 2023). Most individual’s networking 
outcomes are based on many factors such as personality type, introvert 
versus extrovert, international versus national and other visible and invis-
ible intersectional identity markers. Also, for many people in workplaces, 
their networks are homogenous and informed by the similar-to-me-
effect cognitive bias – meaning they look like the owner of that network 
and share similar experiences (same university, neighborhood, religious 
beliefs, etc.) (Krastev 2024). This impacts the way recruiters bond with 
and trust those that they meet in networking environments, which 
eventually impacts the way in which they hire, promote, and eventually 
retain in an organization. People of historically marginalized groups, 
such as international candidates, religious minorities, etc. have a much 
smaller social network due to various factors; this plays an active role in 
the process of limiting their successes in networking environments, so 
that they often have to work harder to gain the trust and attention of 
recruiters due to implicit and overt bias. To overcome this barrier, it is 
important that discourses explicitly addressing the issue of implicit and 
explicit bias be more widely circulated.

Current AI models are created by data sets that are not adequately 
addressing such issues, and in many cases perpetuate the biases found in 
the training data, algorithms and other inputs that guide it (Anderson et 
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al. 2024). It is now coming to the forefront that AI tools like Midjourney 
and ChatGPT were trained on a wealth of online data, including 
harmful and biased content which has been included in their outputs 
(Polyportis and Pahos 2024). Thus, they effectively perpetuate bias that 
is inscribed in discourse. Company data can also capture historically 
biased decisions, which make it difficult to only rely on those outcomes 
to build future models that are more inclusive (Anderson et al. 2024). 
Additionally, people from certain groups may have been hired at lower 
rates for a variety of factors and/or received less positive feedback than 
others due to employer bias; hence, the creation of intentional and inclu-
sive AI models is a priority to use technology to solve the issues of trust, 
bias and discrimination in the workplace. Current AI models are not 
trained on diverse, high-quality data and are not designed to flag con-
cerns, which could simply result in repeating those patterns of bias from 
non-representative company records that do not match the demograph-
ics that are in workplaces in 2024 (ibid.). In addition, bias is also present 
in other AI applications. Facial recognition and analysis tools that are 
trained mostly on images of white men, for instance, can misread photos 
of women and BIPOC communities. And flaws in development can 
drive a host of predictive algorithms to make unfair, adverse decisions for 
marginalized groups on everything from loan applications to criminal 
sentencing. At no time as in the current age of AI has bias in discourse 
had the opportunity to be endlessly reproduced and strengthened, 
unless counter-measures are put in place.

4b.	Solution: 
Recognize that most systems have systemic bias 
and invest in building inclusive systems 

Until organizations recognize that there is systemic bias present with an 
effort to eliminate it, true sustainable progress in DEIB and in build-
ing Inclusive AI will be challenging. An example of following a flawed 
model of perceived diversification in organizations is the following on 
how they recruit new hires: typically, they choose a set of colleges and 
universities based on past hiring success, the number of alumni in the 
organization, or other biased measures of selectivity. The problem with 
these approaches is that new members of an organization enter with a 
predetermined bias from the organization – some more than others. 
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Furthermore, in many cases, there is no analysis done that factors in 
whether the collective set of institutions will deliver the right exposure 
to gender, race, or ethnic diversity that is needed to further diversify the 
organization that is looking to shift its demographics. 

This is just one example of systemic bias. Many organizations have 
implicit bias training or diversity and inclusion workshops to help 
address this. The main problem with this approach is that it sends the 
message that one or two workshops can eliminate these issues when in 
reality DEIB efforts should be seen as an ongoing process and journey 
that everyone participates in from their own departments and roles 
within the organization. Also, organizations need to partner up with 
large model AI creators to create more ethical, unbiased and inclusive 
technologies to serve diverse communities of people and invest finan-
cially to support research and innovations in knowledge building on 
issues of AI, DEIB, sustainability and other social impact issues. These 
Inclusive AI technologies need to be built on fresh, inclusive data sets 
that are created and collected using decolonial research and data collec-
tion methodologies of diverse groups of global people with intersectional 
identities.

5.	 Towards Inclusive AI and DEIB working in harmony

The community responsibility to integrate DEIB across different 
departments in organizations need to be established through shared mis-
sion building over continuous periods of time. Many organizations rely 
on their Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) to drive the strategy and execu-
tion of their DEIB efforts, while other departments in the organization 
operate in silos and often without having any understanding of their 
initiatives and in worst case scenarios creating conflicting output that 
goes against the work of the CDOs (Williams and Wade-Golden 2023). 
Often CDOs are operating like an island, far removed from the cen-
tralized leadership process of bringing about sustained organizational 
change. It is rare when a CDO has a full team or operating unit report-
ing to them to execute and implement the DEIB initiatives in unison 
with other departments. Due to the isolation, complexity and weight of 
this work, it is commonplace for many DEIB leaders in organizations to 
suffer from burnout due to lack of human capital and other resources 
like adequate budget, and most importantly, a community approach to 
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DEIB that builds a shared and united organizational mission (ibid.). For 
an organization to truly succeed in DEIB, it has to be a collective effort 
where everyone plays a role, and Inclusive AI technologies could poten-
tially be used to create unity and ease, by helping out an under-resourced 
field and by breaking down the silos between departments. This requires 
effective, inclusive communication strategies and discourses to replace 
ones that are still steeped in a culture of inequality and exclusivity.

The benefits of this holistic approach towards improving DEIB in 
an organization is that it develops a stronger sense of belonging for all 
members, versus only some. Inclusive leadership strategies can be very 
powerful in building a thriving and deeply felt cultural shift in the 
workplace that embraces difference and nurtures it for creating belong-
ing, retention and workplace innovation and growth. It is hard enough 
to create sound DEIB strategies and implement them in organizations, 
with the frequent lack of resources, teams and budgets. Still, in addition, 
we are also urging for the creation of new, inclusive technologies that do 
not create more divisiveness and discrimination in an already fractured 
world. 

We all must rise to meet the storm in the eye and do our part to 
build better, more equitable, more inclusive futures. One of the greatest 
challenges that Inclusive AI design must solve is that of digital inequity 
and building inclusive, ethical discourses around AI that empow-
ers global users with the knowledge needed to create a better world. 
Much like computers, the internet and mobile devices, AI reveals new 
resources and capabilities – and those who cannot use it will not benefit 
from it, and those who do not have a say on how it is designed risk being 
stereotyped, discriminated against and negatively impacted by it. As a 
technologically dependent society, we have to do better to create more 
humane and ethical technologies that serve those who have access to less 
education, privileges, opportunities than us. We need to create continu-
ous and consistent governance systems to oversee the development of 
inclusive AI and monitor its use. Guiding the development of Inclusive 
AI technologies and discourses using DEIB frames holds the potential 
of creating powerful, transformative processes where humans and tech-
nology can interface and collaborate to bring forth positive outcomes for 
people, organizations and societies. 

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



Fadia Nordtveit and Gary Fraser

154

References

Anderson, Kai, Ishita Sengupta, Ryan Malkes, Gina Fassino, Basia Matsyiak, and 
Julia Gruenewald. 2024. “AI and DEI”. Mercer.com
https://www.mercer.com/insights/talent-and-transformation/diversity-
equity-and-inclusion/ai-and-dei/

Arsel, Zeynep, David Crockett, and Maura L. Scott. 2022. “Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion (DEI) in the Journal of Consumer Research: A Curation and 
Research Agenda”. Journal of Consumer Research 48 (5): 920-933.

Azhar, Sameena, and Kendra P. DeLoach McCutcheon. 2021. “How Racism 
against BIPOC Women Faculty Operates in Social Work Academia”. 
Advances in Social Work 21 (2-3): 396-420.

Carnahan, Becca, and Christopher Moore. 2023. “Actively Addressing Uncon-
scious Bias in Recruiting”. Harvard Business School, June 16.
https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-advice/blog/post/actively-
addressing-unconscious-bias-in-recruiting

Carpi, Raffaele, John Douglas, and Frédéric Gascon. 2017. “Performance Management: 
Why Keeping Score Is So Important, and So Hard”. Mckinsey, October 4.
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/operations/our-insights/
performance-management-why-keeping-score-is-so-important-and-so-hard#/

Cheney-Rice, Zak. 2023. “Affirmative Action Never Had a Chance”. Intelligencer, 
New York Magazine, June 12.
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2023/06/affirmative-action-never-had-a-
chance.html

Clarke, Tory. 2024. “Beyond Box-Checking: How to Address Diversity in the 
Workplace”. Forbes, May 22. 
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescoun
cil/2024/05/22/beyond-box-checking-how-to-address-diversity-in-the-
workplace/

Crist Kolder Associates. 2024. Annual Crist|Kolder Volatility Report.
https://www.cristkolder.com/volatility-report

Dixon-Fyle, Sundiatu, Kevin Dolan, Vivian Hunt, and Sara Prince. 2020. “Diver-
sity Wins: How Inclusion Matters”. Mckinsey Report, May 19.
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/
diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters

Fan, Hangyu. 2024. “Navigating Generative AI and Its Impact on the Future of 
Public Discourse”. Columbia Engineering Website, February 27.
https://www.engineering.columbia.edu/about/news/navigating-
generative-ai-and-its-impact-future-public-discourse

Friedman, Milton. 1962. “Capitalism and Freedom”. In Democracy: A Reader 
(2016), edited by Ricardo Blaug and John Schwarzmantel, 344-349. New 
York - Chichester (West Susse, UK): Columbia University Press.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

https://www.mercer.com/insights/talent-and-transformation/diversity-equity-and-inclusion/ai-and-dei/
https://www.mercer.com/insights/talent-and-transformation/diversity-equity-and-inclusion/ai-and-dei/
https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-advice/blog/post/actively-addressing-unconscious-bias-in
https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-advice/blog/post/actively-addressing-unconscious-bias-in
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/operations/our-insights/performance-management-why-keeping-sco
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/operations/our-insights/performance-management-why-keeping-sco
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2023/06/affirmative-action-never-had-a-chance.html
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2023/06/affirmative-action-never-had-a-chance.html
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2024/05/22/beyond-box-checking-how-to-ad
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2024/05/22/beyond-box-checking-how-to-ad
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2024/05/22/beyond-box-checking-how-to-ad
https://www.cristkolder.com/volatility-report
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matt
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matt
https://www.engineering.columbia.edu/about/news/navigating-generative-ai-and-its-impact-future-publi
https://www.engineering.columbia.edu/about/news/navigating-generative-ai-and-its-impact-future-publi


155

Inclusive AI technologies and discourses

Gonzalez, Matt. 2024. “Elon Musk Calls DEI ‘Another Word for Racism’: Work-
place Experts Say He’s Wrong”. Society for Human Resource Management, 
January 16.
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/inclusion-diversity/elon-musk-
dei-racist

Hauer, Tomas. 2022. “Importance and Limitations of AI Ethics in Contemporary 
Society”. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications 9 (1): 1-8.

Ingram, David. 2024. “Elon Musk’s Popularity Plummets to 6% among Democrats, 
Poll Finds”. NBC News, September 25.
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/elon-musk-popularity-poll-
democrat-republican-election-endorsement-rcna172353

Jackson, Jonathan, Adam Fine, Ben Bradford, and Rick Trinker. 2023. “Social 
Identity and Support for Defunding the Police in the Aftermath of George 
Floyd’s Murder”. Group Processes &  Intergroup Relations 26 (4): 833-858.

Jenkins, Laura Dudley, and Michele S. Moses. 2014. Affirmative Action Matters. 
London: Routledge.

Linos, Elizabeth, Sanaz Mobasseri, and Nina Roussille. 2024. “Intersectional 
Peer Effects at Work: The Effect of White Coworkers on Black Women’s 
Careers”. Harvard Kennedy School – HKS (MA), Working Paper RWP23-
031 (HKS Faculty Research Working Paper Series); Boston University 
Questrom School of Business Research (MA), Paper 4627570.

Lorenzo, Rocío, and Martin Reeves. 2018. “How and Where Diversity Drives 
Financial Performance”. Harvard Business Review, January 30.
https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-
performance

Lorenzo, Rocío, Nicole Voigt, Miki Tsusaka, Matt Krentz, and Katie Abouzahr. 
2018. “How Diverse Leadership Teams Boost Innovation”. Boston Consult-
ing Group, January 28.
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-
boost-innovation

McGee, Robert W. 2023. “Are Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) Policies 
Unconstitutional? A ChatGPT Study”. SSRN Electronic Journal.
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4497395

McGlauflin, Paige, and Joseph Abrams. 2024. “HR Leaders Say They’re Still Com-
mitted to DEI in 2024 Despite the ‘Anti-Woke’ Backlash”. Fortune, January 2.
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/hr-leaders-still-committed-
dei-133003544.html

Paikeday, Tina Shah, Nisa Qosja, Shoon Lim, and Jennifer Flock. 2023. “A Global 
Look at the Chief Diversity Officer Landscape”. Russell Reynolds Report, 
April 21.
https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/reports-surveys/a-global-
look-at-the-chief-diversity-officer-landscape

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/inclusion-diversity/elon-musk-dei-racist
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/inclusion-diversity/elon-musk-dei-racist
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/elon-musk-popularity-poll-democrat-republican-election-endors
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/elon-musk-popularity-poll-democrat-republican-election-endors
https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-performance
https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-performance
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4497395
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/hr-leaders-still-committed-dei-133003544.html
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/hr-leaders-still-committed-dei-133003544.html
https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/reports-surveys/a-global-look-at-the-chief-diversity-off
https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/reports-surveys/a-global-look-at-the-chief-diversity-off


Fadia Nordtveit and Gary Fraser

156

Pant, Neeraj, and Alka Sharma. 2024. “Equity Initiatives for Sustainable Develop-
ment: A Comparative Study of Affirmative Action in the USA and India”. 
Social Sciences &  Humanities Open 10: 101102.

Pilat, Dan, and Sekoul Krastev. 2021. “The Similar-to-Me Effect”. The Decision Lab.
https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/psychology/the-similar-to-me-
effect

Polyportis, Athanasios, and Nikolaos Pahos. 2024. “Navigating the Perils of 
Artificial Intelligence: A Focused Review on ChatGPT and Responsible 
Research and Innovation”. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications 
11 (1): 1-10.

Taylor, Alison. 2024. Higher Ground: How Business Can Do the Right Thing in a 
Turbulent World. Boston (MA): Harvard Business Review Press.

Ton, Jeffrey. 2020. “Networking Is Not What You Think”. Forbes, October 15.
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2020/10/15/
networking-its-not-what-you-think/

Tucker, Elissa. 2023. “Diversity, Equity and Inclusion: From Aspiration to Impact”. 
Strategic HR Review 22 (3): 92-97.

Williams, Damon A., and Katrina C. Wade-Golden. 2023. The Chief Diversity 
Officer: Strategy Structure, and Change Management. New York: Routledge.

Wingfield, Adia Harvey. 2020. “Women Are Advancing in the Workplace, but 
Women of Color Still Lag Behind”. Washington (DC): Brookings Institute 
(The Brookings Gender Equality Series).
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/women-are-advancing-in-the-
workplace-but-women-of-color-still-lag-behind/

Woetzel, Jonathan, Anu Madgavkar, Kweilin Ellingrud, Eric Labaye, Sandrine Dev-
illard, Eric Kutcher, James Manyika, Richard Dobbs, and Mekala Krishnan. 
2015. “The Power of Parity: How Advancing Women’s Equality Can Add 
$12 Trillion to Global Growth”. McKinsey Global Institute Report, September.
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/
how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth

Wu, Fei, Cewu Lu, Mingjie Zhu, et al. 2020. “Towards a New Generation of Artifi-
cial Intelligence in China”. Nature Machine Intelligence 2 (6): 312-316.

Copyright (©) 2024 Fadia Nordtveit, Gary Fraser 
Editorial format and graphical layout: copyright (©) LED Edizioni Universitarie

	 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
	 Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives – 4.0 International License

How to cite this paper:
Nordtveit, Fadia, and Gary Fraser. 2024. “Inclusive AI Technologies and Discourses for 
Better DEIB and Organizational Outcomes”. Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cul-
tures Mediation – LCM 11 (1): 141-156. doi: https://doi.org/10.7358/lcm-2024-001-nofr

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/psychology/the-similar-to-me-effect
https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/psychology/the-similar-to-me-effect
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2020/10/15/networking-its-not-what-you-think/
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2020/10/15/networking-its-not-what-you-think/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/women-are-advancing-in-the-workplace-but-women-of-color-still-lag
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/women-are-advancing-in-the-workplace-but-women-of-color-still-lag
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-a
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-a
https://doi.org/10.7358/lcm-2024-001-nofr


157

Authors

Agnes Marie Bamford is a lecturer at the Department of Professional 
and Intercultural Communication at the Norwegian School of Econom-
ics (NHH) in Bergen (Norway). Her teaching and research interests 
include intercultural business communication, diversity management 
and discourse analysis. She is currently researching corporate commu-
nication and implementation of global parental leave policies in mul-
tinational corporations. Bamford has previously published a paper on 
the communication of global parental leave, “Standardising Fatherhood 
across Cultures: A Linguistic Approach to Studying the Communica-
tion of a New Global Company Policy in Multinational Corporations”, 
in HERMES – Journal of Language and Communication in Business 
(https://tidsskrift.dk/her/article/view/129703). She teaches Intercultural 
Communication, Diversity Management and English for Business to 
bachelor and master students at NHH, and she has many years of inter-
national experience in corporate learning and development. Bamford 
currently delivers intercultural coaching and training related to diversity, 
equity and inclusion in multinational corporations. She holds an MA 
in Applied Linguistics from the University of London, a Postgraduate 
Certificate in Education from University College London, a Bachelor in 
Comparative Politics from the University of Bergen, and she is a graduate 
(siviløkonom) from the Norwegian School of Economics.

Paola Catenaccio is full professor of English Linguistics and Trans-
lation at Università degli Studi di Milano. Her research interests lie 
primarily in the field of discourse analysis and pragmatics, which she 
has applied to a variety of domains in combination with other meth-
odological perspectives (most notably corpus linguistics), adopting a 
multi-methods approach to linguistic research. She is interested in the 
linguistic and rhetorical dimensions of argumentation across media and 
modes, with a special focus on scientific popularization, and in identity 
construction and performance in and through language. She has pub-
lished extensively on a vast array of topics in multiple domains, from 

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

https://tidsskrift.dk/her/article/view/129703


Authors

158

legal to business and professional communication, from media discourse 
to the discourse of science and of scientific popularisation, to the rheto-
ric of conspiracy theorising. Her research has appeared in international 
journals and edited collections. She has also co-edited numerous books 
and special issues of journals. Among her most recent publications is the 
essay “A Model for Understanding and Assessing Semi-Fake Scientific 
News Reporting”, which has appeared in The Routledge Handbook of 
Discourse and Disinformation (edited by Stefania M. Maci et al., 2023).

Andrea Cifalinò is a PhD candidate in Science of Interpretation at 
the University of Catania. His research interests lie primarily in political 
discourse analysis and social media critical discourse studies. His PhD 
dissertation aims at exploring how left- and right-wing populist actors 
of anglophone countries communicate through social media in times 
of crisis. Other research interests include sociolinguistics and corporate 
communication on social media.

Erica Cutuli is a PhD candidate in Science of Interpretation (XXXVII 
cycle, AY 2021-22 / ongoing) at the University of Catania. Her research 
aims to develop analysis tools to measure the actual alignment of a corpus 
of Italian companies’ sustainability reports to the dimensions of the 
SDGs. She is interested in the field of digital humanities (corpus linguis-
tics, NLP and AI).

Gary Fraser, EdD, is associate dean of the Full-Time MBA program 
at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) Anderson School of 
Management. He has served as Associate Dean for Diversity and Inclu-
sion at New York University’s Stern School of Business, Assistant Dean 
of Full-Time Student Affairs at UCLA Anderson (where he taught Real 
World Challenges Leaders Face and developed and taught Leadership@
Anderson), Assistant Dean at USC’s Marshall School of Business, Asso-
ciate Dean of Student Affairs and dean of Students at NYU Stern. He 
received his EdD from the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School 
of Education. His dissertation was entitled A Case Study in Leadership 
Development at Select U.S. Graduate Business Schools. He has an MBA 
from NYU Stern and a BS from the University of Siracusa. Gary Fraser 
remains an adjunct professor at NYU Stern where he created and taught 
Leading Inclusive Teams and currently teaches Professional Responsi-
bility. As CEO of G.E. Fraser & Associates, he has worked with Gold-
man Sachs, UBS, QBE, Teleperformance, TIAA, Ace Hotels, Harvard 

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



159

Authors

Business Publishing, London Business School, Pearson Education, the 
United States Hunter Jumper Association and other organizations to 
develop leaders and effectively embrace diversity for better organiza-
tional outcomes.

Jessica Jane Nocella is a postdoctoral fellow (RTd-A) at the Depart-
ment of Studies on Language and Culture at the University of Modena 
e Reggio Emilia. She holds a PhD in Human Sciences with a thesis on 
evaluative language in the context of museums and Slow Art and her 
main research interests concern corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
communication, trust building, corpus linguistics, and evaluative lan-
guage. She is also an active volunteer within the Slow Art Day project 
USA where she collaborates as a blog writer.

Fadia Nordtveit combines academic, entrepreneurial, and creative 
expertise to advance Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, Belonging and Sus-
tainability (DEIBS) in various sectors and contexts. Fadia Nordtveit 
is assistant professor of Communications at Springfield College and 
holds a part-time faculty position at New York University. Based on her 
research, which is at the intersections of business, communication and 
environment, Fadia Nordtveit has created a system of organizational 
inclusion called the Inclusive Business Model Canvas (IBMC) that 
aids in building an inclusive foundational structure. She founded The 
BGreen Project that is explored in her book Participatory Networks and 
the Environment: The BGreen Project in the US and Bangladesh (2019), 
and she is working on her new book in their Sustainability and Business 
series called Millennials, Generation Z and the Fair Trade Revolution in 
the United States (2025). Fadia Nordtveit has served on numerous DEIBS 
committees in various universities and organizations. She is also the pro-
ducer of a DEIBS focused video podcast called Talking Out Of Line. Her 
work has been featured in Financial Times, Boston Globe, Medium, Mass 
Appeal, Authority, etc.

Raffaele Pizzo holds a PhD in Eurolanguages and Specialised Ter-
minology at Università degli Studi di Napoli Parthenope with a thesis 
titled Queer Languages in Subtitling, Translation, and Social Media: A 
Lexicological and Sociolinguistic Comparison between Polari and Modern 
Camp Talk in the UK, for which he has also been awarded the title of 
Doctor Europaeus. In addition to audiovisual translation, queer studies, 
and multimodal critical discourse studies, his previous research interests 

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



Authors

160

focused on critical discourse studies, corpus linguistics and web data 
extraction, the language of newspapers and the language of advertising, 
and the linguistic features of Camp Talk. He has worked as terminolo-
gist for the Terminology without Borders subproject on Novel Food and 
New Eating Habits and he is currently contributing to the Environment 
one. He was a writer for the I·ATE Food Term of the Week journal, and he 
has been collaborating with the OndaWeb TV online magazine for four 
years. He is currently a university tutor with part-time contract at Uni-
versità degli Studi di Napoli Parthenope and at Università degli Studi 
Suor Orsola Benincasa (Napoli).

Federico Zaupa, PhD, is a research grant holder and adjunct profes-
sor at the University of Modena e Reggio Emilia. He holds a PhD in 
Human Sciences, with a thesis focusing on the discursive representation 
of LGBTQIA+ people and communities in the broadsheet press and 
press releases from LGBTQIA+ organizations in the UK and Italy, using 
the methodologies of corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis. 
His research areas include language, gender, and sexuality in public 
discourse, corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication, and 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). Zaupa is currently working on a 
university-funded project (FAR 2023) focusing on the communication 
of DEI, primarily in CSR disclosures. He is also involved in a National 
PRIN Project (PRIN 2020), titled “Communicating transparency: 
new trends in English-language corporate and institutional disclosure 
practices in intercultural settings”, as well as another university-funded 
project (FAR 2022), where he is focusing on linguistic transparency in 
the field of transport.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 11 (2024) 1
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24



Finito di stampare 
nel mese di Ottobre 2024 

da Litogì

Autorizzazione del Tribunale di Milano n. 380 di Registro, del 27 Novembre 2013 
Direttore responsabile: Giuliana Garzone

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24

BOZZE D
I S

TAMPA 23
 O

TTOBRE 20
24


	Editorial
	Meaning-Making
and the Global DEIB Discourse:
A Reflection and a Call to Action
	Fadia Nordtveit 1 and Paola Catenaccio 2

	The Construction of Equality vs. Equity and Its (Un)Transparent Communication
	A Corpus-Based Analysis of ESG Communication
in the Car Transportation Sector
	Federico Zaupa

	Addressing Young Girls in STEM: Building Inclusion through Dialogicity
	Jessica Jane Nocella
	Bonding Queer Icon
	A Multimodal Analysis of the NYC DragCon 2019
	Raffaele Pizzo

	Framing Diversity
in Corporate Communication
on Twitter and CSR Reports
	A Corpus-Based Study
	Andrea Cifalinò and Erica Cutuli

	Global Paternity Leave as a DEI Initiative in Four Multinational Corporations
	Agnes Bamford

	Inclusive AI Technologies and Discourses for Better DEIB and Organizational Outcomes
	Fadia Nordtveit 1 and Gary Fraser 2

	Authors

	_Hlk156219031
	_Hlk156219464
	_Hlk156219745
	_Hlk156220428
	_Hlk66729430
	_Hlk146109656

		2024-11-07T05:12:14+0100
	Paola Catenaccio




