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How Can Organizations Recruit Diverse Talent in Ways that Promote Innovation  
and Productivity?

Diversifying the IT workforce is about much more than fairness 
and equitable representation.  Significant evidence now suggests 
that diverse work teams also produce tangible benefits, including 
improved innovation, problem-solving, and productivity.  In a recent 
study by the London Business School, work teams comprising 
equal numbers of men and women were more likely to experiment, 
be creative, share knowledge, and fulfill tasks.  Similarly, a study by 
NCWIT on gender & IT patenting revealed that mixed-gender teams 
produce patents that are more highly cited.  A wealth of additional 
evidence also suggests that diverse work teams produce better 
results in a variety of contexts (see below for more information).  

Why do diverse teams often produce better results? The answer 
lies in the connection between “identity-group diversity” (e.g., race, 
gender, class, among others) and “functional diversity.”  Functional 
diversity is the extent to which individuals frame problems and go 
about solving them in different ways.  Life experience significantly 
influences functional diversity, and an individual’s membership 
in particular identity groups significantly influences her or his life 
experiences.  Thus, teams comprising members from different 
identity groups are also likely to be rich in functional diversity.

Diversity trumps ability: Functionally diverse teams often 
outperform “high-ability” teams.   Recently a research team set 
out to address the following kind of scenario:  When an organization 
has a significant problem to address, is it better to assemble the 
20 top-scoring candidates or 20 diverse candidates randomly 
selected from a reasonably qualified applicant pool?  Using a 
series of computational experiments and mathematical models, 
the researchers confirmed that given a large enough sample size, 
a team of diverse agents produces better results than a team of 
the “highest-ability” agents.  This outcome occurs because the 
highest-ability agents use similar problem-solving methods and 
miss potential solutions that the diverse set of agents ultimately 
discovers.  

Of course, in organizational settings, communication processes and 
group conflict may limit diversity benefits; therefore, implementing 
practices that foster productive group communication is also vital. 
The potential productivity of diverse teams underscores effective 
communication as an important and worthwhile goal.

WHAT THIs meANs FOR ORgANIzATIONs 

Organizations interested in benefiting from functional 
diversity first need to seek it out actively.  There are several 
ways to do so:

 1. Modify any existing hiring and selection practices 
  that focus exclusively on “highest score” measures  

 2. Recruit and reward people for being able AND 
  relatively different  

   Develop recruiting, interviewing, and promotion 
   criteria that stress the importance of diversity  
   and creativity in problem-solving 

   Develop strategies that can identify and keep 
   track of diversity in problem-solving

 3. Be explicit and make employees aware of the 
  company’s philosophy about functional diversity and  
  its benefits — a first step toward fostering productive  
  group communication

Diversity trumps ability: Diverse 
groups generally do better than 

“high-ability” groups at problem-
solving or prediction. These are 
not political statements; they are 

mathematical truths. 
– scott e. Page
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Interview strategies that Identify Functionally Diverse Perspectives  (Case study 1)
One Way to Recruit Diversity that Promotes Innovation and Productivity

NCWIT offers practices for increasing and benefiting from gender diversity in IT at the K-12, undergraduate, graduate, and career levels.
This case study describes a research-inspired practice that may need further evaluation. Try it, and let us know your results.
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Work teams with high levels of functional diversity — diversity 
in the way an individual frames and solves problems — can 
significantly increase innovation and productivity.  To reap this 
benefit, organizations need to identify and recruit talent with diverse 
patterns of thinking or problem-solving.  This need is especially 
great for organizations in competitive and fast-paced environments 
like IT.

Here are some suggestions for interview strategies that help identify 
functionally diverse perspectives: 

 Scenario Analysis.  Many companies already use scenarios to 
 see how candidates behave or solve problems in a given  
 situation. Often, though, employers look for candidates who  
 solve these problems in ways that have been predetermined  
 as “best,” or as the best “fit” for the organization.  To increase  
 functional diversity, employers also should seek candidates  
 who solve these problems accurately but in ways that differ  
 from the organization’s standard practice.  

 Pile Sorts.  In this innovative interview strategy, candidates 
 categorize a number of objects, concepts, or ideas that are  
 initially listed in random order. This strategy is particularly  
 helpful for identifying candidates with different perspectives or  
 patterns of thinking.  The figure below illustrates how this  
 method works. Use it as a model for developing lists of objects  
 or concepts relevant for your field and business unit.

Ability or Aptitude Tests.  If your company currently 
 administers a test or questionnaire that is scored on the basis  
 of the highest number of “correct” answers, modify this  
 process.  Consider also awarding additional points for  
 questions that are solved accurately but in ways that differ  
 from the current company standard.  Of course, questions  
 need to be complex enough for this method to work. If the  
 current test does not contain sufficiently complex questions, 
 add some that allow for a variety of correct solutions or problem- 
 solving approaches. In addition to awarding points for accurate  
 answers, give additional credit for answers that are solved  
 using diverse, innovative, or unique approaches.  Also give  
 particular credit or attention to candidates who correctly  
 answer questions that most others get wrong.

Pile sort

Sort the following items into any 
combination of piles (or categories) that 
makes sense to you:

 Google Search
 iPod
 GPS
 Blackberry
 Cell Phone
 YouTube
 Blogs
 Wikipedia
 LinkedIn
 Facebook
 Wiki
 iPhone

entertainment
iPod

iPhone
YouTube

Communication
Blackberry
Cell Phone

Wiki
LinkedIn

Facebook

Learning
Wikipedia

Google Search
Blogs
GPS

so Cool
iPod

iPhone
Facebook
Cell Phone

makes me efficient
Google Search

LinkedIn
GPS

Wikipedia
Blackberry

Distraction/
Annoyance

Blogs
YouTube

Wiki

Youth
Facebook
YouTube

Blogs
iPod

Professionals
Blackberry
LinkedIn

Wiki

general Public
Google Search

GPS
iPod

Wikipedia
iPhone
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