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This perspective article positions social justice as an addition to the aims of organizational justice, and core to diversity, equality, and inclusion (DEI). It problematizes simplistic DEI rhetoric and positions paradoxes within DEI, as experienced by employers, based on an explanation of key justice concepts and the introduction of fairness, equality, desert, and need. The paper broadens perspective-taking beyond a sole focus on beneficiaries of DEI, towards tensions that employers experience in working towards the aims of workplace justice, including the embeddedness of social justice within both organizations and social systems. The paper concludes with avenues for future research and a call to carefully examine simplistic notions of organizational justice in effecting DEI, suggesting a paradoxical lens on embracing, rather than avoiding, multiple and often conflicting workplace justice imperatives.
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1 Introduction

Justice in workplace decision making is the crafting of policies, including on the allocation of resources, to ensure fair decisions by organizational leaders (Virtanen and Elovainio, 2018: 306). Reasons for the need for justice at work, also referred to as ‘organizational justice’, revolve around employees’ economic and social interests, with less attention paid to moral convictions (Cropanzano and Stein, 2009: 201). It is with the latter that social justice is concerned. Specifically, social justice is aimed at “a person or category of persons [who] enjoy fewer advantages than that person or group of persons ought to enjoy (or bears more of the burdens than they ought to bear), given how other members of the society in question are faring” (Miller, 1999: 15). Workplace justice is therefore concerned with employees’ self-oriented interests around fairness, such as minimizing outcomes like unfavorable economic results, reduced status, and a lack of control (Cropanzano and Stein, 2009: 201), and with contributing towards the balancing or correcting of advantages and burdens that may accrue disproportionately to members or groups in a particular society, which is a moral imperative. As such, justice lies at the heart of workplace diversity, equality, and inclusion (DEI), as DEI is founded on the eradication of discrimination and the building of workplace social solidarity through fairness.

However, workplace DEI interventions often suffer from fashionable rhetoric (Oswick and Noon, 2014: 36), and stop short of equipping both leaders and followers with an understanding of the complex and conflicting nature of attaining justice at work. This oversight can be attributed to managers’ linear and simplistic arguments that support rapid decision making and the avoidance of paradoxical ideas that are regarded as burdensome to unravel, or are rejected out of hand as counter to progress. Here, an example of fashionable DEI workplace rhetoric is an argument with which to increase political gains, with little consideration of feasibility (Miller, 1999: 11) and societal realities, such as simplistic notions of ‘embracing people that are different to you, else you are bigoted’ without the necessary attention to clashing values, beliefs, and cultures, or that “removing power and privilege” is the primary aim of DEI (Kohl, 2022: 5). In a similar way, managers can also use fashionable rhetoric in arguments of purported unfeasibility, towards political gains, by maintaining the status quo. An example is leaders arguing that women should not enter male-dominated jobs because they simply do not belong there.

DEI in organizations is concerned with both fairness and morality. It is morally positioned on universal human rights, which, ironically, may provide a vehicle towards perceived righteousness through fashionable rhetoric — such as taking a stance that those who do not embrace all forms of diversity and equality are ignorant, “greedy and oppressive while proponents [of diversity and equality] are compassionate” (Guerrière, 2019: 26). In addition, Western workplace DEI assumptions may show less concern for the realities and readiness for change in local workplace settings, resulting in a fairness deficit.

I argue that elucidation of the inherent paradoxes within DEI as experienced by employers may result in less rhetoric and more thoughtful approaches towards attaining the ideals of workplace justice. Thus far, I have described the overlap between organizational justice, social justice, and DEI. In addition, the purpose of this paper is to present the mechanisms of social justice that are at the disposal of employers when making DEI decisions, and to present DEI paradoxes as these relate to justice at work. The paper concludes with avenues for future research.



2 Organizational and social justice

Justice is the creation and application of rules based on what is morally right (Furby, 1986: 188). It therefore stands to reason that the rules of justice may be fallacious if their moral underpinning is misguided or without substance. For instance, prior to democracy, South African laws mandated apartheid, a policy of exclusion based on race, which was immoral and, therefore, unjust. Workplace organizational justice is underpinned by three types of justice, namely distributive justice (the justice of the outcomes of distribution decisions), procedural justice (justice of the procedure of the formal allocation of resources), and interactional justice (the justice of interpersonal transactions between people and groups) (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 36). Viewing social justice as part of the ambit of organizational justice, I also include the balancing of the societal advantages and burdens attached to individuals and groups in workplace justice concerns. Whereas social justice may have previously been viewed as solely the responsibility of governments and welfare agencies commissioning measures such as education and poverty alleviation, paid work and employment are powerful means by which societal burdens attached to individuals and groups can be distributed differently. This, in addition to demands for fairness from employees, employers are also squarely tasked with the moral imperative of social justice since workplaces interface with receiving labour from disenfranchised groups and individuals. Workplaces, for instance, are not tasked with social justice as it relates to children directly — unless employers hire children or produce products aimed at children. However, for purposes of this paper, the interface between organizational and social justice relates to individuals and groups of working age who offer skills and labour towards the attainment of organizational outcomes.



3 Fairness and justice

In contrast to justice, fairness relates to “impartial treatment, without favoritism or discrimination” in “the absence of significant differences” between people or cases (Furby, 1986: 155; Kolosko, 2014). Workplace DEI invites difference, not only in group affiliation such as different genders, races, ethnic origin, and classes, but also in individual differences such as cognitive functioning, skill sets, and personality. It follows that there are differences between people at work in any organization, and more so in organizations that deliberately seek out difference. Impartial treatment, which would seemingly lead to fairness, may therefore become complicated for employers. For instance, employees use their levels of relative deprivation to determine the fairness of distributions they receive (Stouffer et al., 1949 in Virtanen and Elovainio, 2018: 306); they do not base their impressions of fairness on absolute levels, but rather on how they regard a comparison of their “rewards with those of others” (Virtanen and Elovainio, 2018: 306). If they feel deprived relative to what they perceive others have, they will consider the situation or outcome unfair. Judgements of fairness are therefore subjective, and fairness is not the same as justice (Goldman and Cropanzano, 2015: 317), as the latter relates to morally informed rules, irrespective of perceptions of fairness.

There are various avenues in understanding how employees judge the fairness of the actions of employers. For instance, in order to be considered fair, components of procedural justice relate to consistency in treatment, accuracy of information, representation of all, an absence of bias towards groups or individuals, and the ability to correct errors when discovered (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 36). Interactional justice is about preserving the relationship though “dignity, courtesy and respect” and sharing relevant information with employees (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 36). Both procedural and interactional justice hold important implications for leaders’ justice decision making and the eventual perception thereof as being fair. It is, however, distributive justice that may aid leaders in taking complex decisions, especially as it relates to the social justice and DEI imperative, since social justice is concerned with the balancing (or distributing) of advantages and burdens disproportionately allotted to individuals and groups in society.



4 Principles of social justice at work

For employers, distributive justice relies on leaders creating and applying workplace rules and procedures that balance “claims and counter-claims … in a procedure designed to avoid destructive conflict” (Hampshire, 1989: 63). Distributive justice deals with justice decisions where “not all workers are treated alike” (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 38), and the aim is not necessarily to treat all workers in exactly the same manner. Miller (1999) suggests that there are three social justice principles at play when weighing distributive justice, namely desert (merit), equality, and need.


4.1 Desert

Desert or deservingness “is typically limited to situations involving merit” (Furby, 1986: 188), whereby employees receive rewards according to their contributions (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 36). From an organizational justice perspective, employers that apply criteria of merit reward individual excellence, which leads to perceptions of fairness. However, merit is a concept in DEI that is fraught with contestation (Vijay and Nair, 2022: 315), mainly regarding the assumptions that underpin criteria to determine merit. Leaders may evaluate outcomes by applying historical criteria without examining structural historical — often invisible — inequalities inherent in workplaces. Such historical criteria develop over time based on assumptions about the capabilities of employees present in workplaces, without regard for differences in the life journeys and daily realities that have an impact on their capabilities. Individuals who wish to enter or have entered workplaces and have different lived experiences to those who were traditionally in those spaces may agitate for an adjustment of the criteria used to determine merit or desert, with the aim of establishing fairness. Merit then contains a social justice imperative. It is not only about a favored group or individuals who have enjoyed a specific life journey leading to outcomes in line with the benefits of that journey, but also about an acknowledgement and taking into account differences in life journeys, as these differences may lead to barriers to reaching outcomes that are, under existing criteria, regarded as meritorious. Social justice at work means that merit is no longer only about the contributions that a person makes according to pre-determined criteria and employers determining rewards at the end of a process or project. Merit, or deservingness, under social justice manifests when employees who, either individually or as part of a group, share disproportionately in societal burdens are selected for entry, for instance, to the organization’s employ or participation in a work project. When considering social justice, merit thus involves the contributions that employees have the potential to make in future, even though they have not yet had the opportunity to showcase these.



4.2 Equality

Equality is a cornerstone concept of DEI and distributive justice. Buchanan and Mathieu (1986: 15) provide guidance in stating that “inequality of treatment is not in itself unjust; what is unjust is unequal treatment for irrelevant reasons.” Paradoxically, equality is then not sameness or the exact same treatment for all. Egalitarian leaders may specifically focus on equality of outcome — the distribution of social and material goods towards equal results (Phillips, 2004: 1). Simply put, each person should end up with, roughly, the same as the rest. Equality of opportunity, on the other hand, focuses on every employee having an equal chance to succeed, which requires ‘leveling the playing field’ at the start of the game (Roemer and Trannoy, 2016: 1289). Simply put, everyone gets the same at the start, but may not end up having the same at the end. However, equality of opportunity should be tempered through the lens of complex equality, as “we need to situate [equality] in the context of concrete and historical relationships” (Walzer, 1983: 68) that flow from unequal social arrangements resulting in differential starting points and outcomes for individuals and groups. The concept of equity is often used to deal with matters of complex equality. Equity may be seen as based on merit “to each in accordance with their contributions” (Cropanzano et al., 2007: 37), or with an introduction of needs to address complex equality — to each in accordance with their needs.



4.3 Need

Employers are often perplexed about their responsibility for social justice based on needs. Needs are defined “by reference to a minimal standard of life” in a particular community (Miller, 1999: 225), and will differ between people and societies. Needs introduce differences between people based on aspects that are largely out of their control, such as illness or disability, but can also be related to group differences, such as women requiring lactation facilities at work. Depending on the resources in a society, the economic want of the poor may also be considered a need, and government intervention may therefore take the form of making the payment of a living wage mandatory (Stone and Kuperberg, 2008). In economically constrained societies, being poor is a widespread reality, dealt with through subsistence farming and other forms of survival activities, potentially making the payment of a living wage a desired future state but an inappropriate strategy for the realities of that specific society.

For purposes of employers, needs should be agreed on as a set of minimum standards that each employee can legitimately expect to have met and that an employer willingly contributes to, for instance, that all employees must have a computer and access to stable internet to enable them to perform their work, that the workplace will be safe and free of harassment, and so forth. Reflection on needs adds an important dimension to leaders’ justice decisions, and also balances decisions about equality and desert by deliberately including those who are most at risk in workplace communities when considering workplace social justice.




5 Paradoxes underpinning social justice at work

The paradoxes discussed below are inherent in social justice and provide a lens of complexity which enriches employer DEI considerations. The interlinkages between employer and societal concerns are evident in each of the paradoxes, pointing towards the embeddedness of DEI, which is ordinarily viewed as within the purview of an organization, within society and its mechanisms that foster justice for all.


5.1 Paradox of needs

The paradox in the discussion of needs relates to leaders having to make decisions about the acknowledgement of needs as justice, i.e., the needs that employers are morally obligated to address, such as a blind employee requiring special computer software, even though it may be costly. In contrast, there is the fulfilment of needs through generosity and humanity on the part of the employer (Miller, 1999:89). The choice of generosity may differ according to societal needs. In instances where the organization has plenty, the demand for meeting needs as justice may be higher. Societies that struggle economically may thus rely on the fulfilment of their needs by benevolent employers.



5.2 Paradox of social value

Societal advantages and burdens are very broad concepts, more so with respect to the responsibility of employers towards balancing them. Therefore, per society, there should be “broad consensus about the social value of a range of goods, services, and opportunities” (Miller, 1999: 22), and the value assigned should be “independent of a particular person receiving them” (Miller, 1999: 23). Broad consensus on the social value (therefore, also the importance) of social justice, brings the responsibility for social justice closer to employers. Social value has to do with “the ultimate meaning of how we are to live” (McMurtry, 2009, cited in Baruchello and Johnstone, 2011) and with human survival that is founded on collaboration (Corning, 2003). Paradoxically, there is an assumption in the domain of workplace DEI that employers subscribe to the value that society — universally — attaches to the inclusion and equality of disenfranchised individuals and groups.



5.3 Paradox of the productive economy

The inclusion of marginalised groups into workplaces is based on assumptions that there are sufficient openings in the job market or that the number of productive jobs or business opportunities are on the increase, and that organizations are therefore able to accommodate new entrants. Sustainable job creation is dependent on a productive economy, including healthy legislative, political, labour, natural and market forces (Wulandari et al., 2017). For instance, due to an ageing population, Europe may welcome migrant workers from diverse cultures to fill multiple job openings (Peri, 2020). However, in South Africa, where there is a very high unemployment rate, high numbers of youth, and shrinking business base (StatsSA, 2024), employers may end up replacing existing incumbents with individuals from marginalised groups, especially where legislation directs who is to be appointed, paradoxically conflating economic scarcity with social justice. The DEI ideal of a broadening participation and inclusion for all is diminished. Even though there is strong recognition for the importance of social justice imperatives in South Africa, when replacement becomes a main feature of workplace DEI efforts under conditions of economic scarcity, a balance between morality and perceptions of fairness is placed under unwarranted pressure, which may amplify perceptions of exclusion.



5.4 Paradox of time

The time horizons attached to workplace justice and social justice are different. Workplace justice relates to self-oriented (Cropanzano and Stein, 2009: 206) employee concerns about justice in relation to a specific employer, which is short-term in nature. Social justice, which involves an employer attending to the distribution of societal advantages and burdens to address disproportional representation, exclusion, or discrimination, has a long-term horizon. Herein lies one of the greatest paradoxes for employers — organizational or workplace justice leads to improved business outcomes in the short term, with near-immediate economic benefit to the employer. Social justice requires employers to make long-term investments that indirectly benefit the employer through social cohesion, the reduction of poverty, and an increase in share of voice — but over the long term.




6 Closing

The debate about fairness and justice in DEI revolves around the shifting of societal beliefs regarding what constitutes legitimate expectations (Furby, 1986: 192) and who has the power and legitimacy to interpret unfairness. Contestations are ever-present, and will continue into perpetuity. Therefore, DEI can no longer rely on simplistic notions in matters of workplace justice in the hope of doing the right thing. It is time to actively introduce complexity into workplace justice decisions by highlighting, acknowledging, and discussing paradoxes and inconsistencies. Such complexities eliminate managers’ propensity to over-simplify workplace decisions by likening equality with sameness of treatment and outcome. It also broadens perspective-taking beyond a sole focus on beneficiaries of workplace justice, towards tensions that employers experience in working towards the aims of DEI.

Acknowledging this complexity brings a fresh quest to DEI efforts — both leaders and followers have to be deliberately and thoroughly equipped to think through the various angles from which decisions can be viewed and outcomes shaped. Future research should expand on applications of equality, desert, and need within organizational DEI experiments involving distributive justice. The development of case examples could serve as useful material in developing paradoxical thinking in leaders. An exploration of approaches that achieve broad consensus about social value could add to our understanding of more closely binding employers to the responsibility for social justice. Studies involving multiple economic contexts and economic levers could be correlated with perceptions of fairness amongst employers, beneficiaries of social justice, and those whose disproportionate share in societal benefits are being reduced. Needs as justice should be distinguished from needs as benevolence, as viewed by employers, within specific economic contexts, towards clarification of the criteria that employers may use in making distinctions between needs. Furthermore, exploring theory from social justice disciplines such as philosophy and law may aid inter-disciplinary theory development and provide new insights towards improved DEI social justice outcomes. What is clear is that, in the absence of acknowledging paradoxes inherent in DEI, the runaway train of fashionable simplistic DEI rhetoric threatens to derail interventions towards just workplaces and robs us of our agency in crafting a future that we all regard as fair.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Author contributions

AB: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. The study was supported was provided by the benefactor of the Research Chair: Women at work and Stellenbosch University.



Acknowledgments

I’d like to thank the reviewers for their helpful comments in shaping this paper.



Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Baruchello, G., and Johnstone, R. L. (2011). Rights and value: construing the international covenant on economic, social and cultural rights as civil commons. Stud. Soc. Justice 5, 91–125. doi: 10.26522/ssj.v5i1.994

 Buchanan, A., and Mathieu, D. (1986). “Philosophy and justice” in Justice: views from the social sciences. ed. R. L. Cohen (New York: Plenum Press), 11–45.

 Corning, P. A. (2003). “Fair shares”: beyond capitalism and socialism, or the biological basis of social justice. Politics Life Sci. 22, 12–32. doi: 10.1017/S0730938400006638

 Cropanzano, R., Bowen, D. E., and Gilliland, S. W. (2007). The management of organizational justice. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 21, 34–48. doi: 10.5465/amp.2007.27895338

 Cropanzano, R., and Stein, J. H. (2009). Organizational justice and behavioral ethics: promises and prospects. Bus. Ethics Q. 19, 193–233. doi: 10.5840/beq200919211

 Furby, L. (1986). “Psychology and justice” in Justice: Views from the social sciences. ed. R. L. Cohen (New York: Plenum Press), 153–194.

 Goldman, B., and Cropanzano, R. (2015). “Justice” and “fairness” are not the same thing. J. Organ. Behav. 36, 313–318. doi: 10.1002/job.1956

 Guerrière, D. (2019). Social justice versus Western justice. The Independent Review, 24(1), 25–36. http://www.jstor.org/stable/45129495

 Hampshire, S. (1989). Innocence and experience. Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA: Harvard University Press.

 Kohl, K. (2022). Driving justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion, vol. 1. Boca Raton, Florida, USA: CRC Press.

 Kolosko, G. (2014). “Fairness” in Wiley encyclopedia of management. ed. C. L. Cooper. 3rd ed (New Jersey, USA: Wiley) Retrieved August 1, 2023

 Miller, D. (1999). Principles of social justice. Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA: Harvard University Press.

 Oswick, C., and Noon, M. (2014). Discourses of diversity, equality and inclusion: trenchant formulations or transient fashions? Br. J. Manag. 25, 23–39. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8551.2012.00830.x

 Peri, G. (2020). Immigration swan song Finance and Development, International Monetary Fund, 26–29. Available at: https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/022/0057/001/article-A008-en.xml

 Phillips, A. (2004). Defending equality of outcome. J. Polit. Philos. 12, 1–19. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9760.2004.00188.x

 Roemer, J. E., and Trannoy, A. (2016). Equality of opportunity: theory and measurement. J. Econ. Lit. 54, 1288–1332. doi: 10.1257/jel.20151206

 StatsSA. (2024). Statistics for business. Available at: www.statssa.gov.za

 Stone, P., and Kuperberg, A. (2008). Anti-discrimination vs. anti-poverty? A comparison of pay equity and living wage reforms. J. Women Politics Policy 27, 23–39. doi: 10.1300/J501v27n0303

 Stouffer, S.A., Suchman, E. A., DeVinney, L. C., Star, S. A., and Williams Jr, R. M. (1949). Studies in Social Psychology in World War II: The American Soldier. Vol. 1, Adjustment During Army Life. USA, Princeton: Princeton University Press.

 Vijay, D., and Nair, V. G. (2022). In the name of merit: ethical violence and inequality at a business school. J. Bus. Ethics 179, 315–337. doi: 10.1007/s10551-021-04824-1

 Virtanen, M., and Elovainio, M. (2018). Justice at the workplace. Camb. Q. Healthc. Ethics 27, 306–315. doi: 10.1017/S0963180117000639

 Walzer, M. (1983). Spheres of justice: A defense of pluralism and equality. New York, USA: Basic Books.

 Wulandari, D., Witjaksono, M., Soseco, T., and Bagus, S. N. (2017). The development of productive economy cluster through siparti 3-S and triple helix in kabupaten lumajang, Indonesia. Int. J. Econ. Financ. Issues 7, 25–31.


Copyright
 © 2024 Bosch. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Organizational and social justice paradoxes in EDI



		1 Introduction



		2 Organizational and social justice



		3 Fairness and justice



		4 Principles of social justice at work



		4.1 Desert



		4.2 Equality



		4.3 Need









		5 Paradoxes underpinning social justice at work



		5.1 Paradox of needs



		5.2 Paradox of social value



		5.3 Paradox of the productive economy



		5.4 Paradox of time









		6 Closing



		Data availability statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Acknowledgments



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher’s note



		References



















OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers Frontiers in Psychology

Organizational and social justice
paradoxes in EDI












OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers Frontiers in Psychology






