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Abstract 

This paper focuses on affective empathy and the role it plays in explaining how diversity may increase group 
performance in organizations. It suggests that both individual-level empathy and group-level empathy are key 
mechanisms that explain how people in diverse groups may work harmoniously together and increase the 
overall group performance. Finally, the paper addresses the theoretical and practical implications of a 
multi-level conceptualization of empathy and it provides recommendations for future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Diversity is a concept that has brought lots of attention in the literature for the last twenty years. Diversity refers 
to differences between individuals on any attributes (i.e., demographic characteristics, informational/functional 
characteristics, personality traits, personal values, religious beliefs, sexual orientation, or mental and physical 
health and abilities) that may lead to the perception that another person is different from the self (Jackson, 1992; 
van Dick, Van Knippenberg, Hägele, Guillaume, & Brodbeck, 2008; Triandis, Kurowski, & Gelfand, 1994; van 
Knippenberg, De Dreu, & Homan, 2004; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). Mostly, research has attempted to explain 
how diversity increases group performance by focusing on cognitive processes such as social identity and 
self-categorization theories (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987; Tajfel, 1978). However, recently 
some researchers have tried to shift the literature toward an understanding of how diversity increases group 
performance that focuses on emotional processes. In particular, researchers have identifies affective empathy as 
an important mechanism that explains how diversity increase group performance (Ensari & Miller, 2006; 
Roberge & van Dick, 2010; Stegmann, Roberge, & van Dick, 2012).  

Researchers have identify affective empathy as an important emotional mechanism that helps individuals to 
relate to others by understanding each other, which then reduce stereotyping and the likelihood of behaving in a 
discriminatory manner toward different others (Batson, Polycarpou, Harmon-Jones, Imhoff, Mitchener, Bednar, 
Klein, & Highberger, 1997; Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000). We further examine this perspective by developing 
a multi-level conceptualization of empathy. We suggest that both individual-level empathy and group-level 
empathy are necessary mechanisms to explain how people in diverse groups may work harmoniously together 
and increase the overall group performance.  

The paper aims to make a contribution to the literature by recognizing the role that affective empathy plays in 
explaining the relationship between diversity and group performance. Empathy has been studied by 
psychologists since the 1920s and even before (Batson, 1991, 2010; Davis, 1994; Duan & Hill, 1996; Dovidio, 
Johnson, Gaertner, Pearson, Saguy, & Ashburn-Nardo, 2010). Few recent studies from the field of 
organizational behavior have shown that empathy, as a trait affect, is associated with organizational citizenship 
behavior (Kamdar, McAllister, & Turban, 2006; Settoon & Mossholder, 2002). However, it is only recently that 
researchers from the field of organizational behavior have begun examining the effects of empathy, as a state 
affect, and the role it plays in diverse environments (Roberge, 2009). It is indeed surprising to realize that very 
few scholars have studied the role of affective empathy in resolving workplace conflicts and diversity related 
issues such as sexual harassment or any other forms of discrimination (see Reiter-Palmon, Wiener, Ashley, 
Winter, Smith, Richter, & Voss-Humke, 2008). Thus, by focusing on the mediating effects of empathy between 
diversity and group performance, we intend to extend the diversity literature by adding a new perspective to the 
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field of organizational behavior. As pointed out by Shore, Chung-Herrera, Dean, Ehrhart, Jung, Randel, and 
Singh (2009), “we [researchers] need to change our originating paradigms which are primarily negative, 
emphasizing discrimination and victimization, to explore diversity from a more positive and proactive 
standpoint” (p. 127). The paper is an initiative to adopt a more positive approach toward diversity research by 
analyzing the role that an emotional component, affective empathy, plays in explaining the relationship between 
diversity and group performance. Mainly, the paper contributes to the literature by exploring two conceptual 
levels of empathy: 1. Empathy as an individual-level mechanism, and 2. Empathy as a group-level mechanism. 
The paper emphasizes the functionality of individual empathy in reducing stereotyping and discriminatory 
behaviors toward different others. It also describes the necessity of experiencing group empathy to assure that 
diversity can reveal its full potential and thus increase group performance. Finally, but not the least, the paper 
contributes to the development of theory-building in the field of organizational behavior, and more specifically 
in the field of workplace diversity. Until today, most research studies have limited their understanding of the 
relationship between diversity and group performance by focusing exclusively on a cognitive process: The 
social categorization process (see Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, & Homan, 2004). By emphasizing and explaining 
the importance of affective empathy, as an emotional process, the paper contributes to broaden our theoretical 
understanding of how diversity may increase group performance. 

In the following sections, the literature on diversity is first briefly reviewed and the current theory that explains 
the relationship between diversity and group performance are discussed. Then, a model (see figure 1) that 
proposes a multi-level conceptualization of affective empathy (at an individual-level and a group-level) to 
explain the relationship between diversity and group performance is presented. The paper addresses the effects 
of each conceptual level of empathy in diverse organizations. Finally, it addresses the theoretical and practical 
implications of a multi-level conceptualization of empathy to explain how diversity can increase group 
performance, and we propose some recommendations for future research. 

 

 

Figure 1. Multi-Level conceptualization of empathy and its effects between diversity and group performance 

 

2. How does Diversity Increases or Decreases Group Performance? 

Literature reviews (Van Knippenberg, & Schippers, 2007; Shore, et al., 2009; Williams and O’Reilly, 1998) as 
well as meta-analyses (Bowers, Pharmer, & Salas, 2000; Webber & Donahue, 2001) have found no consistent 
main effects of diversity on group performance. A limited amount of studies have provided supportive evidence 
that diversity yields increased group performance. Those studies which do support such an optimistic prediction 
have examined informational-related dimensions such as education, occupation or functional background (Jehn, 
Northcraft, & Neal, 1999; Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999; Wanous & Youtz, 1986). Among studies that 
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examine demographic indicators (e. g., gender, age, ethnicity, personality, values or attitudes), very few of these 
have demonstrated that diversity may indeed lead to positive consequences (Bantel, & Jackson, 1989; Barrick, 
Stewart, Neubert, & Mount, 1998; Barry, & Stewart, 1997; Joshi, Liao, & Jackson, 2006; Kristof-Brown, 
Barrick, & Stevens, 2005; McLeod, Lobel, & Cox, 1996). 

2.1 Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorization Theory 

To explain how diversity may decrease or possibly increase group performance, the majority of the research has 
drawn upon self-categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987), and social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978). These 
theories propose that people working in diverse groups are likely to perceive differences between themselves 
and others, and because of the activation of social categorization process in diverse environments, people are 
likely to categorize themselves and others into different social categories and assume that themselves and others 
belong to different social identities. By cognitively categorizing themselves and others in different social 
categories, people working in diverse groups are less likely to collaborate with others than people working in 
similar groups. Thus, the theories suggest that people use perceived similarities and differences as a basis for 
categorizing self and others, and to decide to collaborate or not with others. Moreover, the theories suggest that 
the activation of social-categorization process may disrupt elaboration of task-relevant information because of 
positive biases (e.g. favoritisms) toward in-group members and negative biases toward out-group members (e.g. 
derogation). Overall, research drawing on social identity theory and self-categorization theory suggests that 
because diverse group settings are more likely to activate the effects of social-categorization processes, diversity 
is negatively related to empathy, social interaction and communication, and it is positively related to conflict and 
misunderstanding which decrease group performance (Williams & O’Really, 1998). As a result, proposition 1 is 
as follow: 

Proposition 1: Diversity is positively related to social categorization process which is negatively related to 
empathy and group performance.  

Recent research supports that the activation of social categorization process depends on the way the diversity 
attributes are distributed within the group also called “faultline”. Research suggests that when multiple attributes 
of diversity converge within the group, a strong faultline occurs, which increases the salience of differences 
between subgroups, resulting in more intra group conflicts, a reduction in the quality of communication and a 
deterioration of group functioning across those subgroups (Lau & Maurnighan, 2005).  

Social identity theory and self-categorization theory propose that reducing the salience of ingroup-outgroup 
distinctions is a key condition to explain how diversity may lead to positive effects (Brewer & Gaertner, 2004). 
More precisely, research has proposed that sharing a common ingroup identity or stressing out any other 
communalities (i.e., sharing the same values, goals, beliefs, opinions, affects or behaviors), by restructuring or 
redefining group boundaries at a higher level of category inclusiveness (also called a superordinate category), 
may reduce the negative consequences of diversity (Allport, 1954). Specifically, the common ingroup identity 
model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993; Gaertner, Dovidio, 
Nier, Ward, & Banker, 1999; Gaertner, Dovidio, Rust, Nier, Banker, Ward, Mottola, & Houlette, 1999) 
proposes that intergroup biases can be reduced by transforming people’ representations of group memberships 
from two groups to one, more inclusive group (Brewer & Gaertner, 2004). By redefining group boundaries into 
a superordinate level category, group members are likely to categorize themselves as well as others under the 
same category and as a result they are more likely to collaborate with each other despite their existing 
differences. Thus, social identity theory and self-categorization theory suggest that emphasizing a common 
identity among diverse group members is a key to increase the likelihood of positive outcomes (Brewer, & 
Brown, 1998; Brewer & Gaertner, 2004). By sharing identities, people working in diverse groups are more 
likely to identify themselves to each other and, as a result, to empathize, collaborate and thus increase group 
performance.  

Thus, social-categorization process has been the main psychological process identified and considered by the 
organizational behavior literature to explain how diversity may impact group performance (see van Knippenberg 
et al., 2004). In this paper, we want to shift researchers’ attention from the previous literature, which focuses 
only on cognitive processes, to emphasize the role that emotional processes plays in explaining the relationship 
between diversity and group performance. 

3. “Feeling Empathy” to Explain the Relationship between Diversity and Group Performance 

Recently, diversity researchers have begun identifying other types of psychological mechanisms that may 
explain how diversity increases group performance such as empathy (Ensari & Miller, 2006; Roberge & van 
Dick, 2010; Stegmann, Roberge, & van Dick, 2012). Empathy has been defined either from a cognitive or 



www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 3; 2013 

125 

emotional perspective. Cognitive empathy refers to knowing how the other person feels and what that person 
might be thinking (REF). However, the present paper deviates from previous research by focusing on affective 
empathy which has been defined as “a state of emotional arousal that stems from the apprehension or 
comprehension of another’s affective state” (Losoya & Eisenberg, 2001, p. 22). Affective empathy refers to 
“feeling for”, which implies feeling for a person or a group of people by being concern for that person or that 
group. Affective empathy has often been referred as “empathic concern” (Batson, 2010). In the following 
sections, the word empathy will be used to refer only to affective empathy. 

Feeling empathy for someone refers to the extent to which one’s feeling is congruent with other’s feeling; 
Feeling positively when the other’s state is positive, or feeling negative when the other’s state is negative. 
However, it is important to stress that affective empathy does not imply feeling similarity or emotional 
convergence, which refers to two (or more) people coming to feel more similarly (Anderson, Keltner & John, 
2003). As pointed out by Batson and Ahmad (2009), “You might, for example, feel sad or sorry for someone 
who is scared and upset” (p. 146). Empathy is about “feeling for” someone and not about “feeling as” someone. 
Researchers from the field of organizational behavior have mostly studied "feeling as" or feeling similarity 
instead of studying "feeling for". Research from social psychology suggests that it is "feeling for" someone that 
has direct effects on prosocial behavior and not “feeling as”. Moreover, research suggests that “feeling as” is 
neither a necessary not it is a sufficient precondition for “feeling for” someone (Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 
1997; Batson & Ahmad, 2009).  

Moreover, despite the fact that most studies from social psychology have examined empathy as a negative state 
affects (i.e., “I feel for your pain”), empathy can also refer to positive state affects (i.e., “I am happy for you”). 
Empathy can be experienced by individuals and it can also be experienced collectively by a group of people who 
mutually share the feeling of empathy for one another. The literature from social psychology has mostly 
examined the individual-level of empathy (Batson, 2010). In this paper, we contribute to enlarge our 
understanding of empathy by discussing its group-level of analysis and its importance in explaining how 
diversity can increase group performance.  

The reasons why it is important to carefully examine the role that affective empathy plays in diverse 
organizations is because research suggests that when empathy is induced it evokes altruistic motivation and 
therefore it can produce a motivational counterbalance to the egoistic desires that may be activated by social 
categorization process in diverse groups (Batson, 1991, 2010; Hoffman, 2000). Research shows that induced 
empathy increases people’s concerns for the welfare of a different other and the group as a whole (Batson, 
Polycarpou, Harmon-Jones, Imhoff, Mitchener, Bednar, Klein, & Highberger, 1997). Empathy makes it difficult 
for people to use derogation as a means of maintaining belief in a just world. Empathy increases moral judgment 
and helps people to better resolve conflicts between individuals or between people belonging to different groups 
or having different identities (Gibbs, 2003). As mentioned by Batson et al. (1997) “it [empathy] should 
encourage prosocial action to remove the injustice instead” (p. 106). Empathy is the mean through which people 
understand one another’s feelings and experience and bound emotionally with others. Empathy is an emotional 
psychological mechanism that leads to increase the likelihood of activating other psychological mechanisms 
such as self-disclosure (Phillips, Rothbard, & Dumas, 2009), mutual identity confirmation (Milton & Westphal, 
2005), and team learning behaviors (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003; van der Vegt & Bundeson, 2005). The feeling 
of being emotionally understood by others may indeed lead people to open up themselves and disclose valuable 
information which would otherwise not be shared. Without empathy, how can people learn from one another 
and engage in mutual identity confirmation? How can the group, as a whole, learn if this emotional 
understanding among group members does not exist? Empathy is a functional and a crucial mechanism that 
must be taken into account in order to be able to predict the activation of any other positive psychological 
mechanisms, at an individual-, dyadic- or group-levels, that explain how diversity may increase group 
performance. 

Finally, another reason why considering empathy in organizations is crucial is because people’s empathy level 
toward specific social groups shapes their views of organizational policies that affect the welfare of others. For 
example, as pointed out by Batson and Ahmad (2009), having empathy toward different minority groups may 
influence willingness to support affirmative action programs (Harrisson, Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie, & Lev-Arey, 
2006). For examples, having empathy for people living with disabilities may influence support for 
accommodating their needs in organizations. Knowing that the implementation of diversity practices has 
become increasingly popular among today’s organizations (Roberge, Lewicki, Hietapelto, & Abdyldaeva, 2011), 
it is very important to assure that the implementation of diversity practices may be perceived by employers as a 
positive and not a negative long term commitment. Research suggests that by inducing empathy, through 
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training programs, for example, it might be possible to increase workers’ support toward different types of 
diversity practices and policies in organizations. Such a possibility will be further explored in the discussion 
section.  

In this paper, it is argued that in order to uncover the mediating effects that empathy has between diversity and 
group performance, researchers must conceptualize empathy as an individual- and a group-level mechanism. 
Empathy is not only an emotional response that may be reduced by the activation of the categorization process, 
but instead it is conceptualized as an individual level and a group level phenomena, that are underlying 
mechanisms and that when activated or induced can improve performance of diverse groups. More specifically 
we proposed as follow: 

Proposition 2: Empathy has mediating moderated effects between diversity and group performance in such as 
way that when empathy is induced, via diversity training program for example, empathy at both levels (i.e., 
individual and group) positively mediates the relationship between diversity and group performance. 

See Figure 1, it illustrates the proposed multi-level conceptualization of empathy and its mediating moderated 
effects between diversity and group performance. 

3.1 Empathy as an Individual-Level Mechanism 

Empathy as an individual-level mechanism helps people to relate to others by reducing stereotyping and the 
likelihood of behaving in a discriminatory manner toward different others. Empirical studies have provided 
evidence that empathy is an important individual psychological mechanism that may also help to explain how 
diversity lead to positive rather than negative consequences. For example, studies (Batson, Polycarpou, 
Harmon-Jones, Imhoff, Mitchener, Bednar, Klein, & Highberger, 1997; Batson, Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002) 
suggest that having empathy for a member of a stigmatized group (people with HIV/AIDS, homeless people, a 
convicted murderers or drug dealers) can improve individual’ attitudes toward the group as a whole by reducing 
stereotyping and increasing helping behavior. 

Similarly, Galinsky and Moskowitz’s (2000) studies found that when individuals take another’s perspective, 
which relate to cognitive empathy instead of affective empathy, they are more likely to feel for others and 
become more accurate in understanding the feelings of others. Galinsky and Moskowitz’ studies suggest that 
perspective-taking can be a useful strategy for inducing affective empathy, decreasing stereotyping and 
increasing overlap between representations of the self and representations of the other. This self and other 
psychological merger, in turn, increases the likelihood of empathy and therefore the manifestation of prosocial 
behavior (Dovidio, Gaertner, Validzic, Motaka, Johnson & Frazier, 1997).  

Moreover, research suggests that the level of affective empathy experience toward different others may depend 
on people’s identification toward group memberships. As proposed by social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986) and self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), in heterogeneous groups individuals are more likely to 
perceive themselves as belonging to different group memberships than others and thus, as a result, they are less 
likely to experience a high level of empathy for others, reducing the likelihood for prosocial behavior to occur. 
Because of the activation of the social categorization process in diverse group settings, affective empathy may 
be difficult to experience, and even if it is experienced, the level of affective empathy that people experience 
might be too low to lead to prosocial behavior. In order words, in diverse group settings, people may not be able 
to care enough for others to engage in prosocial behavior. A study conducted by Stürmer, Snyder, Kropp and 
Siem (2006) confirms that the strength of the empathy-(ingroup) helping relationship systematically varied as a 
function of perceived similarities or differences among ingroup members. This study suggests that due to 
perceived differences, the level of empathy experience by individuals may be reduced in diverse group settings, 
leading to a reduction of collaboration among group members and therefore a decrease in group performance.  

3.2 Empathy as a Group-Level Mechanism 

Several scholars have provided evidence that team members come to develop mutually shared moods and 
emotions in the course of executing their tasks (Anderson, Keltner & John, 2003; Smith & Crandell, 1984; 
Sandelands & St. Clair, 1993; Barsade & Gibson, 1998). In the organizational behavior literature, this 
phenomenon has been referred to as group affective tone which consists of consistent or homogenous affective 
reactions within a group (George, 1990, 1996; George, & Bettenhausen, 1990). However, it is important to 
recognize that most of this stream of research is not about affective empathy but instead it is about affect 
similarity (Barsade, Ward, Turner, & Sonnenfeld, 2000; Bartel, & Saavedra, 2000). As discussed earlier, 
“feeling as” and “feeling for” are two different state affect. This paper moves forward from the previous 
literature by focusing on group empathy and not on affective group similarity. 
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Group empathy also named collective empathy has almost never been studied before (Roberge, 2009). However, 
despite our limited scientific knowledge, intuitively, it is possible to believe that sharing empathy within a group 
of people may increase group performance. A high level of collective empathy would be experienced when 
people, within a group, all mutually agree that they feel for one another. Too often researchers have neglected to 
examine empathy as a group-level mechanism to explain how diverse groups may increase group performance. 
It is now time to recognize the importance of collective empathy in diverse environment as Milton and Westphal 
(2005) suggested: “mutual empathy should provide the basis for a high level of social cohesion and cooperation 
with others in the group” (p. 194). In accordance with this reasoning, the personalization model (Brewer & 
Miller, 1984) suggests that it is through empathy that intergroup relations in organizations can improve, and 
thereby increase effectiveness and productivity (Ensari & Miller, 2006). The bottom line is that empathy at both 
individual-level but especially group-level are crucial psychological mechanisms that increase group 
performance.  

To measure collective empathy, let’s be inspired by Druskat and Wolff’s (2001a) work which describes a 
concept closely related to collective empathy called group emotional intelligence. Druskat and Wolff suggest 
that groups that experience a high level of emotional intelligence are able of confrontation and care for one 
another at the same time. Druskat and Wolff (2001a) suggest that when confrontation and caring are both the 
norms in place, it is possible to experience positively confrontation among group members. Druskat and Wolff 
(2001a) propose that caring might be done by “displaying positive regard, appreciation and respect for group 
members through behaviors such as support, validation, and compassion” (p.84). Those behaviors could be 
considered indicators of empathy although Druskat and Wolff (2001) do not explicitly refer to group empathy. 
Their norm of caring is similar to affective empathy at a group-level of analysis and therefore could be measured 
similarly.  

Thus, collective empathy is a key mechanism that explains how diverse groups may increase group performance. 
However, it is important to emphasize that the positive mediating effects of group empathy may be due to either 
positive or negative feelings experienced by group members. Contradictory to research on group affective tone, 
this paper suggests that the valence of the shared emotions (i.e., negative or positive) does not matter as much as 
the process itself of sharing mutual empathetic feelings for one another at a group-level. It is by sharing mutual 
empathetic feelings that coworkers from diverse groups may become able to overcome conflicts and, as a result, 
may collaborate efficiently with others, which consequently increases group performance. The experience of 
sharing similar emotions at a group-level may facilitate interpersonal interactions and group functioning as 
pointed out by previous Organizational Behavior studies (Anderson, Keltner & John, 2003; George, 1990; 1996). 
However, as it was mentioned before, it is not feeling similarity that has direct effect on collaboration and 
prosocial behaviors, but instead it is the process of sharing the feeling of mutually caring for one another. In 
other words, whatever the emotional valence the group is experiencing (positive or negative), the importance is 
on mutually caring for one another, at a group-level, in order for diverse people to become able to increase their 
group performance. When all group members mutually care and feel for one another, the group experience a 
high level of collective empathy which allows group members to be able to easily regulate negative emotions 
experienced during conflict or confrontation, which, consequently, increase the likelihood of showing proactive 
behavior toward one another and collaboration among one another (Druskat & Wolff, 2001).  

4. Discussion 

4.1 Theoretical Implications 

By focusing on a multi-level conceptualization of empathy to explain the relationship between diversity and 
group performance, the present paper has responded to Shore et al.’s, (2009) call for a shift in the paradigms 
guiding the diversity literature toward a more positive light and proactive standpoint. Until today, little is known 
about the role that empathy plays in diverse group settings (Roberge, 2009; Roberge & Van Dick, 2010). 
Research from social psychology has already addressed empathy as an individual-level mechanism that explains 
how people help different others and develop more positive attitudes toward perceived outgroup members. 
However, group empathy has rarely been addressed and studied and thus the importance of sharing mutual 
empathy, at a group-level, in diverse group settings has never been thoroughly discussed before (Ensari & Miller, 
2006; Roberge & van Dick, 2010).  

By shedding light on the emotional processes that explain how diversity may increase group performance, this 
paper help to broaden our theoretical understanding of the relationship between diversity and group performance. 
However, from a theoretical stand point, this new shift in paradigm raises many important research questions 
that are until today unanswered. For example, can induced empathy in diverse organizations override the 
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negative effects of social categorization process? Some research suggests that the effects of induced empathy 
may indeed take precedence over the effects of the social categorization process. Batson and Moran (1999), and 
Batson and Ahmad (2001), have tested this possibility by placing undergraduate women in a standard, 
simultaneous decision one-trial prisoner's dilemma, and interestingly they found significantly more cooperative 
responses among those who were induced to feel empathy for the competitor (the other woman) than among 
those who were not induced to feel empathy. These studies predicted this result based on the extensive evidence 
that affective empathy evokes altruistic motivation with the ultimate goal of increasing the welfare of the person 
for whom empathy is felt (see Batson, 1991; Batson & Shaw, 1991, for reviews). Batson and his colleagues 
reasoned that in a one-trial prisoner's dilemma, a person who feels empathy for the other will experience 
altruistic motivation to increase the other's welfare and the effects of social categorization process will be 
cancelled out. In order words, this research suggests that the effects of induced affective empathy may take 
precedence over the effects of social categorization process in predicting cooperation with different others. 
Testing such hypothesis in diverse organizations reminds an endeavor for future research.  

Furthermore, this paper stresses the necessity to develop and build theory about workplace diversity that takes 
into consideration both the cognitive and emotional processes to explain the relationship between diversity and 
group performance. Unfortunately, too often, researchers have forgotten the power of emotions, and in this case 
the power of individual and group empathy and their effects on people’s decision to collaborate with different 
others. This is definitely a new direction for future theory about workplace diversity.  

4.2 Practical Implications 

Overall, the proposed multi-level conceptualization of empathy suggests that affective empathy is a crucial state 
affect that explain how diverse groups become able to increase their performance. Diverse organizations could 
emphasize the importance of empathy by implementing training programs that focus on inducing empathy 
among employees (Stephan & Finlay, 1999). A number of studies have shown that it is possible to increase 
levels of empathy through a variety of training programs (Crabb, Moracco, & Bender, 1983; Goldstein & 
Michaels, 1985). For example, Erera (1997) found that training social work students in emotional empathy by 
having them imagine the emotional responses of their clients increase levels of empathy and successful 
intervention. Another study found that an empathy-oriented rape awareness training program that included 
discussions of historical cases increased empathy for victims of rape (Pinzone-Glover, Gidycz, & Jacobs, 1998). 
Similarly, Pacala, Boult, Bland, and O’Brien (1995) found that training medical students in empathy for the 
elderly led to increased empathy and more favorable attitudes toward elderly individuals. This empirical 
evidence supports the importance of implementing training programs in diverse organizations that focus on 
increasing empathy among employees. The effects of such training programs may significantly improve 
interpersonal relations between diverse people and their overall group performance. However, such type of 
training has been neglected in organizations and therefore there are opportunities for researchers to bring a 
meaningful contribution by further investigating the applications of empathy in diversity training programs. 

4.3 Directions for Future Research 

First, research should examine the factors that can active or induce empathy at both an individual-level and a 
group-level. From an individual-level perspective, there might be important individual factors that have an 
impact on empathy level that should be explored. For example, research suggests that when diverse people 
believe in diversity, they are more likely to increase group performance (Van Dick et al., 2008). It would be 
interesting to know whether people who believe in diversity experience a higher level of empathy toward others 
than those people who do not believe in diversity. Also, other researchers propose that personality traits such as 
openness to experience and the need for cognitions moderate the relationship between diversity and group 
performance (Homan, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, van Knippenberg, Ilgen, & van Kleef, 2008; Kearney, Gebert, & 
Voelpel, 2009). Possibly, it would be interesting to know whethere open minded people and those who strive for 
cognitions are more empathetic. Such research questions must be addressed by future studies. 

Moreover, the challenge for diversity researchers is not only to find out the factors that increase the likelihood 
for employees to empathize with different others, but it is especially to find out how to increase empathize level 
so that people care for different others enough to decide to collaborate with them and as a result to increase the 
group performance. As mention before, recent studies suggests that in diverse group settings, people may some 
how feel for others, but they may not care for different others enough to decide to collaborate with them 
(Stürmer, Snyder, Kropp & Siem, 2006). Therefore, it is very important to know more about the working 
conditions that will help people to experience enough empathy and decide to collaborate with others. For 
example, the literature suggests that the organizational values may help to induced empathy at an individual- 
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and a group-level. Consistently with this idea, Chatman and Spataro (2005) have demonstrated the that people 
with different demographic characteristics behave more cooperatively when their business unit emphasizes 
collectivistic values (i.e., benevolence, tradition, conformity) rather than individualistic values (i.e., power, 
achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction). Collectivistic values are motivated by serving the interests 
of others and especially the group as a whole such as understanding, appreciating, and tolerating all people with 
no regard to their rank. Alternatively, individualistic values are motivated by self-interests, such as possessing 
social status and prestige, controlling, and dominating people and their resources, or being considered successful 
and demonstrating competences based on social standard (Schwartz, 1992). Based on the results found by 
Chatman and Spataro (2005), it is suggests that when organizational culture emphasizes collectivistic values and 
interchangeable interests (Chatman, Polzer, Barsade, & Neale, 1998) as opposed to individualistic values, 
people are more likely to experience a higher level of empathy for others and as a group, people are more likely 
to share mutual empathy toward one another, as a result, collaboration among group members occur and group 
performance can increase. Such hypothesis should be tested by conducting future empirical studies. 

Furthermore, implementing a pro-diversity climate may help to induce empathy (McKay, Avery, & Morris, 
2008). Gelfand, Nishii, Raver, and Schneider (2005) define a pro-diversity climate in organizations as 
“employees shared perceptions of the policies and practices that implicitly and explicitly communicate the 
extent to which fostering diversity and eliminating discrimination is a priority in the organization” (p.104). 
When such type of climate exists among group members, we believe that individuals are more likely to 
experience a high level of empathy toward different others, and to share mutual affective empathy toward one 
another. This again has never been empirically tested, only future research will be able to bring more insights 
into the working conditions that contribute to induce empathy at an individual- and a group-level.  

5. Conclusion 

This paper sheds light on the social psychological state of affective empathy which has been largely neglected 
by the Organizational Behavior literature until recently (Ensari & Miller, 2006; Roberge & van Dick, 2010). By 
drawing on social psychology studies, the paper discusses the role that affective empathy plays in explaining 
how workplace diversity may increase organizational performance. It defines empathy at an individual and a 
group level and argues that affective empathy experienced by diverse people mediates the relationship between 
diversity and group performance. The paper is an attempts to develop a theory that will take into consideration 
not only cognitive processes but also emotional processes to explain the relationship between diversity and 
group performance. Finally, the paper addresses the theoretical and practical implications of a multi-level 
conceptualization of empathy and it provides recommendations for future research in the field of diversity 
management. 
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