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Abstract 

Purpose:  Diversity management has today travelled to practically every corner of the world.  The research literature on diversity management in different contexts has suggested that diversity and its management take different forms in different contexts, and that diversity management practices cannot be directly translated even within MNCs. The purpose of this paper is to study the ways in which diversity management is given meaning in the French context. 

Design/methodology/approach: The paper is based on 17 qualitative interviews conducted with diversity managers in 13 different business organisations. The data is analysed from a discursive approach.   

Findings: The paper shows that diversity management has no unitary meaning in the French context. Diversity is made meaningful through four different discourses: the business discourse, the equality discourse, the CSR discourse and the trend discourse. Each discourse can be placed on two axes depending on the issues highlighted: discrimination or belonging, the organisation or society. 

Research limitations/implications:  Due to the chosen methodological approach this paper focuses on diversity managers' talk, and does not attempt to extend the results to what actually takes place in organisations. The paper does also not shed light into which dimensions of difference the different discourses of diversity lift up and/or silence.  

Originality/value of the paper:  The paper contributes to the literature on diversity management in context by focusing on diversity management in France. 
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Introduction 

Diversity management is no longer a novel management practice and trend. The birth of diversity management took place in the USA in the 1980's. Kelly and Dobbin say the term was coined in 1983 by R.R. Roosevelt (Kelly & Dobbin,  1998), and many refer to the Hudson Institute's Workforce 2000 -report (Johnston & Packer) published in 1987 as the publication making diversity management a must for corporate America (Lorbiecki & Jack, 2000; Kandola & Fullerton, 1994).

The first meanings of diversity management emerged thus in the context of the US labour market of the mid to late 1980's. It was characterised by increasing support for neoliberalist ideology and loosening of Affirmative Action requirements, a demographic shift were minorites would become a majority, and a two decades long history of the civil rights movement. 

Diversity management  was then constructed in opposition to Affirmative Action and Equal Employment Opportunity initiatives (Gilbert et al. 1999; Kandola & Fuellerton, 1994; Liff, 1996). The dominant understanding of diversity management highlighted the voluntary nature of the engagements, the inclusion of all differences, and the corporate business interests as the driving force behind diversity initiatives (Thomas, 1990). 

Diversity management has been transferred, imported or translated into new cultural and national contexts, and can today be found in most western countries (Calàs et al., 2009; Klarsfeld, 2010). In the process of transfer the meanings of diversity management have been shaped according to local circumstances and have been attached to different discourses and policies (Holvino & Kamp, 2009; Klarsfeld 2009; Boxenbaum 2006; Kamp & Hagedorn-Rasmussen, 2004). It has become generally accepted that the meanings of diversity management are highly context dependent.   

The aim of this paper is to look at diversity management in the French context. Based on qualitative interviews with managers in charge of diversity management the objective is to look at the different knowledges managers construct about diversity in their descriptions of motives for diversity and in the descriptions of their diversity practices. 

The paper starts with a short overview of diversity management in the French context. Then the data and the methods are described, where after the results from the interviews are presented. To end the results will be discussed in a concluding discussion. 

Diversity management in France

The French diversity approach towards differences in the sphere of work emerged in the autumn of 2004 and progressively spread to other spheres of societal life, such as politics (Escafré-Dublet & Simon, 2009); higher education (Sabbagh & Van Zanten, 2010), and the media . Today diversity is a widespread and often used term. 

The term diversity was introduced to public discussions through several publications, most of them initially in a way or another related to the Institut Montaigne, an independent think thank, founded in 2000 by Claude Bébéar, the former chairman of AXA
. In the first book, called “the outcast from equality of opportunity”
  authored by Yazid Sabeg and Laurence Méhaignerie, the disjuncture between the republican values and the every-day reality of populations with immigrant origins was highlighted. Diversity management, and a diversity charter by which companies could demonstrate their diversity engagement, were suggested as measures to improve equal opportunities of ethnic minority populations (Sabeg & Méhaignerie, 2004).

Other publications followed
. Claude Bébéar was by the prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin requested to author a report ”shedding light on the business interests of companies engaging in diversity and equal opportunity” (Mission statement, cited in Bébéar, 2004). The report was published in November 2004 under the name of ”Companies in the colours of France” (Bébéar, 2004). The report describes the challenges facing the French economy and society in terms of a simultaneous demographic change and future labour force shortage and an underutilisation of visible minorities. Bébéar presents a number of propositions, whereof the idea of relying on anonymous CVs in recruitment will stay in debates for several years (Behagel et al., 2011).  

The idea of diversity is quickly taken up by business actors and spreads both within business companies and to labour unions. A diversity charter is launched in October 2004, and initially signed by 35 organisations (Le Monde, 23 October 2004). Institut Montaigne is also behind the charter, it is planned and drafted in working groups coordinated by persons close to the institute, and launched under the institute's heading (Doytcheva, 2008). 

The diversity charter stipulates that companies engage in
 (own translation):

· Sensitising and training our managers, HR managers and collaborators that are involved in recruitment, training, and career management, to the challenges of non-discrimination and diversity.

· The promotion of the application of the principle of non-discrimination in all its forms, and in all stages of HR management which consist especially of recruitment, training, advancement and professional promotion of collaborators.

· Try to reflect the diversity of the French society and especially its cultural and ethnic diversity in our employees, at different levels of qualifications.

· Communicate about our engagement in favor of non-discrimination and diversity, to the totality of our collaborators, and inform about the practical results about this engagement.

· Turn the elaboration and implementation of the diversity policy to an object of dialogue with the personnel’s representatives.

· Include in one of the annual reports a descriptive section about our non-discrimination and diversity engagement: methods and procedures, objectives and results.  

With the launching of the diversity charter diversity is put on the business agenda. From being an unfamiliar issue within the French cultural context, diversity is extremely quickly lobbied to become a central concern of HR professionals. Only one month after the launching of the diversity charter, a survey conducted among young HR directors shows that diversity is seen as the third most important challenge of HR professionals (ANDCP, 2004, cited in Garner-Moyer, 2006). And only three months after Institut Montaigne's charter, four big labour union confederations sign their own charter in favour of diversity, which incites labour unions to sign collective agreements on the theme of anti-discrimination and diversity in business organisations (check reference). This general acceptance and promotion of diversity top down in labour unions is  especially interesting considering previous unenthusiasm to mobilise in combating discrimination (Garner-Moyer, 2006). Within labour unions local attitudes towards diversity however have also been more critical (see e.g. Stringfellow, 2008).   

This quick spreading can be seen as the result of several forces. A crucial role has been played by the joining forces of what Bereni (2009) calls ”diversity entrepreneurs” - HR and CSR professionals who function as mediators between the societal cause of diversity and the business reality. They translate diversity into the language of business, and spread information, produce documentation and train business actors to the cause of diversity (Bereni, 2009). Another important favouring condition is constituted by the financial and symbolic support diversity receives from the public sector, such as EU financed EQUAL projects
 to combat discrimination, and the state. The state authorities support to business actors to work on the theme of diversity is almost astonishing, and this support will gradually turn into direct involvement (see Van den Walle & Mordet, 2008). Raffarin asking a special report from Bébéar on diversity's business interests not only designs Bébéar as a legitimate fore-speaker of diversity from the governments point of view, but presents diversity as unquestionably in the interests of business, and as to be approached from a business perspective. The diversity charter is also mentioned in government plans already prior to its existence, as in summer 2004 the Plan Borloo for social cohesion gives the diversity charter two years’ time to improve corporate practices before the state will intervene. And from 2005 to 2007 the promotion of the diversity charter is undertaken by the minister of equal opportunities Azuz Begag, who organises a “Tour de France de la Diversité”  where he goes around in France and sensitises managers to the challenges of diversity. In 2010 the tour de France de diversité was headed by Claude Bébéar, accompanied with the “concerned ministers”
. 

The promotion of the diversity charter has thus benefited form the complicity between leading actors within state authorities and eminent business personalities. The number of companies that have signed the charter has constantly risen, and amounts in April 2012 to 3572 organisations. The increase in signatories of the charter has also relied on the drawing on business networks and interpersonal relationships (Doytcheva, 2008). The signing of the charter is additionally made very easy, both practically as it only demands to go and click on a web page, as well as ideologically, as the charter is of very elusive nature and does not require much additional action by the signing company.  

The diversity charter is however soon followed by more detailed engagements. In October 2006
 the diversity charter is followed by a collective agreement
 on diversity in the firm between employers' organisations and trade unions. In March 2008 this agreement is made compulsory to all companies in France, regardless of agreements on the sectoral or local level
. However, the penalty for not following the agreement is somewhat theoretical (Bender et al, 2010). The focus of the collective agreement on equal opportunities, and the treatment of diversity as related to equal opportunity and not as a separate issues, shows how diversity and equality very much intertwine in the French context. 

Meanings of diversity

At the same time as there seems to exist a rather broadly shared consensus about the importance of diversity as a project, the socio-political stakes of which have been described as “so important that the diversity project can't be allowed to fail” (Robert-Demontrond & Joyeau, 2009), the definitions of diversity remain ambiguous, and the implementation of diversity in organisations face obstacles (Barth, 2007). The underlying contradiction between diversity and republican values of univeralism is one major obstacle and reason for ambiguous definitions, however, seldom directly addressed by diversity promoters or researchers.

The opinions among diversity professionals and researchers for how diversity and republican values should be reconciled diverge. One position is to hold that diversity is in contradiction with republican values and poses a threat to the Republic. Faroux's report on combating ethnic discrimination in the sphere of work (2005) is on these lines and warns about the risks diversity rhetoric entails in terms of ethnicising employees, resulting in communitarism. From this point of view diversity is threatening if it leads to a valuing of differences. In a similar vein Garner-Moyer (2006) sees that as diversity touches upon the republican model of universal equality its implementation in organisations is a delicate affair, as a precondition for as many actors as possible to engage in diversity initiatives, is that this universal equality model remains intact. Bender (2004), equally identifying diversity management as forcefully knocking against the republican universalist conception, assumes that equal opportunity approaches are more easily adaptable to the French context than are diversity initiatives. Also managers have been found to experience diversity as sensitive as touching upon national cohesion (Cailleba & Cuevas, 2009). 

Others see that if diversity initiatives are in contradiction with universalism, it is not the diversity initiatives that are the problem, but they become problematic as they point to the failure of the mythic universal equality. In this manner, for instance the evaluation of diversity work is seen as troubling, as it forces to recognise that mere declarations of equality do not lead to equality (Vers un rapport annuel des diversités, 2011, p.14-15). The myth of universalist equality is however seen to be so strong, that it can't be challenged and worn down by knowledge of realities of discrimination and exclusion (Vatteville, 2010). 

How is diversity then accomodated into the French cultural context, and what does diversity refer to? The meanings of diversity have rarely been problematised, the term has appeared on the lips of many  without clearly defining what is talked about when talking about diversity. In company annual reports for instance the term is rarely defined, and presented as a well known notion (Point, 2006). The word however is all but clear in meaning. It has been criticised of being an empty notion, possible to be used in relation to anything and for advancing any interests (Bereni & Jaunait, 2009).  For Barth (2007) the concept is both “genereous and simplifying”, and masks the complexity of the phenomena.  (p.273). 

Empirical research on how diversity is understood in business companies is rather rare, and even if diversity research has experienced a very important increase in the last years of 2000 (see Barth & Falcoz, 2007; Barth & Falcoz, 2010; Peretti, 2007; Peretti, 2006; Peretti et al., 2006), empirical research on diversity in general are in a minority. What empirical research findings do show, is that meanings of diversity, and the dimensions of difference diversity refers to, are multiple (Doytcheva, 2009), and that diversity is in France understood differently from the U.S. or the UK. In France the primary dimension of diversity was initially ethnicity, and diversity associated with discrimination (Bender & Pigeyre, 2010).  

Data and methods  

This paper is based on 17 interviews with diversity managers in 13 organisations. The participants have different roles in their respective organisations. Some of the respondents work full time with diversity management, others are responsible of HR or CSR, wherein also diversity belong to their area of responsibility. Few of them have the title of “Diversity Manager”. As they are centrally in charge of diversity in their organisation, they will in this paper all be called diversity managers as to not confuse the reader. 

All of the studied companies share an expressed interest towards diversity, and all of them are big employers. But on many other dimensions they differ. They are active in different sectors 
 and they have different types of clients. Seven out of the thirteen companies are French multinationals. Two companies are French with a clear majority of activities taking place locally. And two companies are foreign MNCs, with clear foreign identities. They clearly state that they have an Anglo-Saxon mentality. Also these are the only two companies that did not sign the diversity charter, as they deemed that they were much ahead the local development. All the French companies had prior to the interview signed the diversity charter, among the first signatories. 

The interviews were conducted between February 2005 and July 2006. The interviews were semi-structured and lasted for approximately one hour and a half. All the interviews were tape recorded and fully transcribed. 

My view on interview material is closest to Alvesson's localist position (Alvesson, 2003). From the localist position interviews cannot be seen as reflecting some reality that exists outside the interview situation. Interview accounts are “situated accomplishments” so interviews cannot be used instrumentally. Interviews are local, and what they do tell about is the cultural resources the participants have access to in producing their versions of reality.  

Reality is constructed in interviews but the type of reality that we construct in the interview setting is not independent of the surrounding society. We do not come to the interview situation as blank, the interview situation is one where existing discourses are reproduced and reformulated. What interviews do tell, is what the discourses are that circulate in society and the organisations, and which discourses are available to the participants in the given interview setting. 

In the analysis my aim was to identify different patterns of giving meaning to diversity management. I carefully read and codified the transcripts along the following themes: diversity management motive, diversity management practice, difference, discrimination, equality, diversity definition, diversity dimensions, society, France, merit and competence. 

Results

Motivating the management of diversity

Why should diversity be managed according to the French managers in charge of diversity in their organisations? For some participants diversity is a response to several questions, and can be motivated by business reasons, by requirements of social responsibility or the need to pay attention to equality. For other participants diversity needs to be framed as having a specific focus, be it business or equality. Altogether however, it is clear that the managers use several arguments for diversity, both switch between them and oppose them.

I have always paid attention to the fact that we don’t have a social discourse on diversity, it is to say, a discourse where we would say, euh, we have to help people, our social responsibility as a company is to help people, euh, that are in difficult positions etc. Because this, euh, you can succeed in it, but only working with managers who, who are convinced by the social aspect, and then it is never the top priority of business, because it is done in addition, I really wanted that we have a business anchoring. N16G1

A very common way to argue for the necessity to manage diversity is by describing diversity as a business question. Diversity is  expected to improve the organisation's ability to work effectively, innovate, be sensitive to the market's need, that is, diversity responds to an internal need of developing business. 

Today, many persons buy a PC for other than technical reasons, for reasons like image, it is like with phones, I mean, a phone, today it is used for many different things. And so this, it is something that, the business managers very well understand that we need to, we need to integrate this into our business reflection, and it is not by only having engineers that we will succeed in it, it is not by only having men, it is not by only having 40-years old, that

I: Mmm.

R: We need very young persons who are near the teens, who feel the tendencies, we need women, who, we need persons who do not understand anything about technology, so we have, in our marketing teams, persons who are not engineers, while ten years ago we had nothing but engineers in the marketing teams.N16G1

Not only does diversity however respond to an internal need to develop business, but also to the demands of external stakeholders: clients, financial raters, potential employees.  Clients may ask the company to provide information about their diversity policy when offers on subcontracting projects are evaluated. Also financial raters have started to pay attention to organisations social policies, thus a diversity management program can favourably affect an organisations credit rating evaluation. 

In the beginning we said to ourselves, we will take care of diversity, because there was an increasing demand of our stakeholders. And among the stakeholders, one of the stakeholders that interests us the most are the financial analysts. We saw how societal raters became more influential, and we saw how credit raters integrated to their performance evaluations, not only financial and industrial evaluations, but also evaluations on social and societal performance. And as one of the first questions that emerged was diversity, so well we started to work on this a bit as in response to these demands. N3G1

Another common motive for managing diversity is the promotion of equality. The managers see the discrimination of minorities as both a very severe and a widespread problem that has to addressed. They make no exception of their own organisation, but clearly admit and state that their organisation is or has been discriminating. As this diversity manager explains  discrimination was the unquestioned norm in his organisation only a decade before:

[In the mid-1990’s] I recruited people, with competences within the industry sector. My clients were other  [internal] recruitment agencies, that sent me their orders by fax. 70% of the orders had an ethnic criteria - blue white red (bleu blanc rouge). Blond with blue eyes. Yes.  

Oh, it’s incredible

Well yes. That is where we start from, if you like, it is terrifying because in this system you are in a total denial. N9G1

The push factors for diversity as a question of promoting equality are related to the increased institutionalisation of the antidiscrimination field, as well as the “streets discontent” such as riots. As a consequence of EU directives the legislation in France had recently become more severe on discrimination matters. Overall, the EU was seen as an important actor in forcing antidiscrimination onto the company agendas. Also the new existence of the HALDE the surveillance of discrimination turned potentially more severe than in the past. All these developments of the institutional field increase the organisation’s risk of being caught for discrimination. 

It is not rare that the managers present equality work as a necessary base in order there to be any diversity. The relationship between equality and diversity is far from unambiguous. For some the terminology of diversity management speaks about equality, whereas others alarm for the risks of using them interchangeably. 

I belong to the persons who in France have fought the notion of diversity. Euh, why? Because I have always considered that to speak about diversity when we haven't even made the effort to combat discrimination, ethnic and racial, was a way to elude a problem. N9G1

A third way to argue for the need of diversity work is to underline the problem of discrimination, but to focus on the surrounding society. Discrimination is also here seen to be a very severe problem, but one that does not directly touch the organisation in question. Diversity management then becomes a way to perform Corporate Social Responsibility work.  

R: The fact that we sign this charter, translates also into a concern, which is  a societal concern. It is not necessarily ours. It is a concern of the society we live in, and thereby it becomes ours too. 

I: Mh.

R: Because a company, that declares to be for sustainable development, and we are strongly engaged in this path, is a company that, feels that it wants and it has to be an actor of the cité, in greek terms. It means that we have our business, we manage it, but it is not only this that is our job. Our job is also to create the society, produce society. So if the society where we are has a problem with its minorities, the integration of visible minorities, as it is the case in France, it is also our problem. We will not solve the problem by ourselves. But we feel concerned by this question. N5G12 

The fourth motivation for diversity work is that of taking part of a trend. Diversity is here presented as a totally natural part of the organisation, and something that has always existed. Diversity has not been formally managed, and no diversity plans have necessarily been drafted. However, the organisation is seen as inherently diverse. 

In this view diversity management does not solve a problem, or bring any additional value to the business.  But as diversity now is in the air du temps, the organisation needs to talk about diversity. And position as a diverse organisation, as by signing the charter.   

R: I think that the current concept of diversity is very important, and very unveiled. Today the mayor of Paris openly says, I have a different sexual identity

I: Mmhm

R: Well , so it means that today it has entered the cité. And so the organisation must also have a position vis-à-vis this. N4G12

By looking at the ways in which managers motivate diversity management work, it becomes clear that there does not exist one single way to define French diversity management.  The same goes for diversity practices. The managers described a variety of diversity practices, corresponding to one (or several) of the motives for diversity. 

Describing diversity practices

The managers describe a number of diversity practices: training, communication, reviewing HR practices, reviewing HR statistics, testing existing practices, adding new equality promoting practices, partnerships with higher education institutes and collaboration with associations. All these practices correspond to one or several of the following motivations for diversity: business, equality or CSR.  These descriptions of practices, just like the motivations, construct knowledge about diversity, discrimination, the organisation and the society. 

Training is a much talked about practice that corresponds to both the motives of business and equality. However, the public the training is offered to, as well as the contents, differ significantly depending on the underlying motive. 

The business driven training is offered to managers at different levels. The aim of these trainings is to make everyone aware of the variety of differences diversity consists of and to create a sense of belongingness despite differences. This can for instance be done by creating an outgroup that no one in the organisation identifies with. One manager described how they in their diversity training showed a video on the living conditions of poor people in the Third World, showing problems of hygiene, war, famine. And how this creates unity: 

R: In our society/company euh, we don't see those problems [war, famine..] at all

I: Mmhm

R: We have more than one or two euros for living per day

I : Mmhm

R : or dollars, and so, we are all the same

I : Mmhm

R : that is the reaction in fact, that this presentation provokes. N1G2

In the business focused diversity trainings questions of discrimination are not taken up as organisational phenomena, nor is antidiscrimination legislation discussed. These are however the core of trainings underpinned by an equality motive. The diversity trainings are then not only targeted to managers in general, but also to precise groups such as recruiters, clients, HR personnel and managers susceptible to manage diverse populations. The trainings aim to increase the awareness of discrimination as an issue, help people identify their own discriminatory practices or provide tools for resisting discriminatory requirements.

Communication is another practice that is related to both business and equality motives. In the business driven diversity work, communication is related to building up a positive image of diversity, both internally and externally. The focus is on the benefits of diversity. Communication is also described as an important practice within the equality driven diversity work, but the contents differ. Here issues such as discrimination, antidiscrimination legislation, and support for antidiscrimination work are at the centre. As explains the diversity manager of a large recruitment agency: 

So first, we do, we call upon our CEO, our CEO, what does he say on discrimination. Once he has given [his point of view] we diffuse it all over, all staff. Then we see our HR director. What does he say about this. Then we diffuse. … Then the legal service. What is your position, what does the law say, how do you diffuse the information, so the legal base. N9G1

In addition to training and communication, business related practices focus on making diversity visible. By reviewing HR statistics and changing the way data is recorded a company can both increase its diversity outlooks and measure progress. As explains the diversity manager of a large MNC:

We are obliged to reprocess our statistics, existing statistics that weren't usable as such. For example  … each position is described with an entitled, but the entitled is G.Dupont, so we do not know if G is George or Geneviève, and Dupont, we do not know whether it is French or international. N3G1

The practices of communication and reviewing statistics correspond to the requirements of the external stakeholders in the business motivated diversity. The diversification of the personnel is made visible, and reportable. However, there are no descriptions of practices that would relate to the expected increase in innovativeness. And most practices described, also in the most business focused organisations, fall under equality focused work. 

The equality related practices are many and can be grouped into two main categories: those focusing on reviewing already existing practices, and those newly introduced to enhance equality. In reviewing HR practices (and potentially modifying them) and testing existing practices for discrimination the own organisation is in the focus, and is portrayed as touched by the problem of discrimination 

We also have worked on our job announcements, so that there aren't absolutely any discriminating criteria … we worked on this with external actors, in order to be careful not to maker any mistakes of clumsiness, and to really assert our desire not to discriminate. Well, once that is said, everything is not done, eh, we have also worked, eh, in order to get tested, to see that our results indeed are in relation with our policies. So we got tested by the Observatoire des discriminations of Monsieur Amadieu, and we got rather very good results that showed that we were going in the right direction. N13G1

The new proactive equality promoting practices do not construct the organisation as discriminating. However, the organisation can make an extra effort to guarantee an enhanced equality between different groups. Companies have for instance installed rules of recruitment involving quotas, for instance by always having a female candidate at the final recruitment round for expatriation positions. Or always recruiting the same percentage of women as there are women graduates from leading higher education institutes. Here discrimination is combated without identifying the source of it.  

R: Well for instance, in recruitment, we have decided to always recruit a percentage of women in proportion of the graduates from the schools where we recruit from. 

I: Mmhm

R: it is a way to be really sure, that we at least have a base [of women]. 

The practices related to Corporate Social Responsibility produce similar knowledges about diversity, discrimination and the society as the CSR motives. Discrimination is a severe societal problem, but not a problem within the organisation. As discrimination is located outside the organisation diversity practices focus on changing the surrounding society. The practices are undertaken with external partners. Companies have concluded partnerships with schools and collaborate with associations to help the underprivileged youth or the long term unemployed. 

We have signed with ESSEC, which is a leading higher education institute in France, training contracts, with students. So we have persons form ESSEC that come here for traineeships. At the same time we discuss with these schools, always in order to favour the integration of these  students. And and, there we help them in some sort to put this up. So, in the underprivileged neighborhoods, especially around the school, they are in Cergy-Pontoise, so they have concluded agreements with the schools, the high schools, so that the students provide coaching three hours a week for the pupils. To help them in their course of study. N1G1 

Conclusion

Based on the findings with the French diversity managers, it is possible to conclude that diversity has several meanings in the French context. Each specific way to motivate diversity work, and to describe diversity practices, produces different knowledges about diversity, discrimination, the organisations and society. The different ways of talking about diversity produce recurrent patterns, and constitute four different discourses of diversity. The discourses are not clear cut and separable, rather they should be seen as on a continuum, where different aspects are highlighted and where organisations are positioned in different ways. 

These discourses can be placed on two axes. One axe concerns the extent to which discrimination versus belongingness are underlined. One the one side the business and the trend discourse focus on inclusiveness and belonging, while the Equality and the CSR discourses focus on discrimination. On the other axe the discourses shift between the focus on society versus the own organisations. Both the business discourse and the equality discourses produce knowledge about diversity as responding to internal organisational problems or needs. The CSR discourse and the Trend discourse do the opposite: diversity is natural in the own organisation but needs to be addressed in the surrounding society. 
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Discussion 

What can be concluded from the results of this study? It is clear that diversity management does not have a unitary meaning in the French context. But that there are (at least) four different discourses that can be drawn on when talking about the motives and practices of diversity. The variation of meanings of diversity are not only found at the French context level, but within the interviews the managers can draw on several discourses. 

The business discourse on diversity is not surprising, given its prevalence in many other contexts. It is also a discourse with which it is easy to “sell” the idea of diversity to internal and external stakeholders. However, while the French managers easily drew on the business discourse to motivate for the need to work for an increased diversity, it did not seem to be a comfortable discourse for describing diversity practices. There are no practices described that would challenge the dominant norms of organisations and make more space for differences (in this sense the talk about practices mostly fell  under what Ely and Thomas (1996) have called the  discrimination and fairness paradigm). The idea of valuing and drawing on differences for an organisations business interests may be difficult to reconcile with the French dominant norm of universalism where individuals in the public sphere are stripped of their particular identities (Scott, 2005). The business motives of innovativeness and understanding the client are thus expected to happen through the mere increased recruitment of people with differences. 

The equality discourse seems to have a more legitimate and unproblematic position in the French managers' diversity talk. The business and the equality approaches to diversity have been found to intertwine in the French context. This study came to similar conclusions, and suggests that the equality discourse is prevalent when diversity practices are in question. 

The trend discourse could be seen as a reaction to the institutionalisation of the diversity field and related to the diversity charter that had been launched shortly before the interviews. The field of diversity management has in a couple of years institutionalised to an significant degree. The pressure to converge to the diversity trend was probably already at time of the interviews experienced as important. 

Overall, the study underlines the variation in the meanings of diversity. There are several discourses managers can draw on in a specific context. In future studies it would be of interest to look more closely into the relationship of the type of talk (motivation, practice) and the discourses drawn on. 
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