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Social innovation in managing diversity: Covid-19 as a catalyst for change

Abstract

Purpose: Covid-19 pandemic had an adverse impact on workforce diversity internationally. While in the
Global North, many countries have sophisticated laws and organizational mechanisms and discourses to
deal with such adverse impacts on workforce diversity, such structures of diversity management are either
ceremonial or poorly developed in the Global South. The global pandemic disproportionately impacted
Global North and Global South increases the existing gap due to vaccine rollout inequality and divergence
in recoveries. We explore social innovation as a possible option for responding to the challenges induced
by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Design/methodology/approach: The study draws on interviews in 26 distinctive organizations operating
in various industries in Turkey. We have adopted a qualitative design to explore how social innovation
helps to respond to diversity concerns during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Findings: We demonstrate that social innovation presents a viable option for a country with a poorly
regulated context of diversity management. Social innovation could help overcome the challenge of
absence of supportive legislation, discourses and practices of diversity in poorly regulated contexts.

Originality: The field study revealed several distinct forms of social innovation for diversity
management, which emerged as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic. We demonstrate that in the absence
of supportive diversity management structures and frameworks, social innovation in diversity
management at the organizational level could provide a viable response to the emergent needs in the
context of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Keywords: Global South, Covid-19, Diversity Management, Social Innovation, Working Mothers, Class
Diversity, Emic Diversity Categories

Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared Covid-19 a global pandemic in March 2020. Since this
declaration, studies have identified that the Covid-19 pandemic had an uneven impact by gender,
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, age, social and economic class, and other socio-demographic
categories. For example, the World Economic Forum (2021) survey shows that the pandemic had an
adverse impact on gender and other forms of equality (UN, 2020). The pandemic exacerbated the
inequalities between Global North and Global South (Worldbank, 2021). We address Global South as
countries with less advanced economies and institutions, who have relatively less impact in international
policymaking and economic decisions and the Global North as countries with more advanced economic,
social and institutional systems and regulatory measures. Common to both the Global North and Global
South, Covid-19 has reportedly increased gender gaps in countries such as Brazil, Canada, Colombia,
Costa Rica, where women have been dropping out of the workforce market at a relatively higher rate than
men in the pandemic (World Economic Forum, 2021). Although few studies were published on
organizational responses to the Covid-19 in the Global North (Okonkwo, 2020; Sokol & Pattaccini, 2020)
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there is limited research on how organizations in the Global South innovated to tackle workforce diversity
challenges in Covid-19 (Saad-Filho & Ayers, 2020). Drawing on a qualitative study in a country from the
Global South where diversity management is ceremonially regulated by law, where organizations are not
held accountable and responsible, and where discourses are not always supportive, we explore how
organizations use social innovation for diversity management as an alternative approach to counteract the
adverse impacts of the pandemic on workforce diversity. Our study reveals three categories of social
innovation for workforce diversity. These are social innovations for working mothers, class, and other
emic concerns. There are four emic social innovation categories specific to Turkey. These are social
innovations for diversity by common birthplace bias, poverty, and digital literacy. The study demonstrates
how social innovation could provide a viable alternative in contexts where diversity structures at the
national, organizational, and discourse levels are poorly developed, as it is typical in the Global South.
Thus, the study could shed light on how organizations in the Global South mobilize social innovation in
order to promote and manage diversity in response to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Theoretical framework: social innovation and diversity management

The description of social innovation refers to developing innovative programs, services, and models to
fulfill a social need (European Commission, 2011). Mulgan (2006:146) defines social innovation as
"interventions to address a social need that are diffused through organizations whose primary purposes are
social". Social innovation focuses on blending people and communities' concerns as "integration of two
key knowledge domains of business innovation and social awareness and the process of collective idea
generation, selection and implementation by people who participate collaboratively to meet social
challenges" (Dawson & Daniel, 2010: 10). There are numerous reasons why profit-seeking organizations
implement social innovation, such as attaining financial returns, increasing their societal impact, and
adopting principles of environmentalism (Smith et al., 2020). Previous research has primarily explored
social innovation within the domain of not-for-profit organizations (Pol&Ville, 2009; Rueede & Lurtz,
2012; Bridgestock, 2010) and, elaborating social innovation within the domain of for-profit institutions
needs further attention.

Social innovation can be utilized to address several social problems and needs of vulnerable groups, i.e.,
LGBT+, black and ethnic minority groups, elderly, people with disabilities (Galego et al., 2021; Kamasak
et al., 2020; Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019). One of many social innovation methods that organizations
implement includes building alliances, implementing green management techniques (Mirvins & Googins,
2018), promoting volunteer work (de Wit, Mensink, Einarsson & Bekkers, 2017) to create a deeper
connection with the community, people and the environment. For example, for-profit companies
implement social innovation via (i) social intrapreneurship, (ii) partnering with social entrepreneurs, (iii)
pro bono problem solving via co-creation of innovative solutions with NGOs, and (iv) company-wide
adoption of social innovation methods (de Wit, Mensink, Einarsson & Bekkers, 2017). Pol and Ville
(2009) argue that social innovation is the "generation and implementation of new ideas that carry the
potential to improve the quality and quantity of work life". In this context, social innovation can be a
novel method to manage workforce diversity in organizations.

Diversity management is defined as management approaches for managing differences in the workforce
in response to normative and instrumental demands within and outside the organization (Pinnington et al.,
2015). However, in recent years, diversity management interventions in modern organizations have
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received considerable criticism as most organizations have limited their diversity management efforts to
training and education. Kalev and Dobbin (2020) and Noon (2018) have noted that equality and diversity
training is necessary yet inadequate for effective diversity management. Kalev and Dobbin (2020) calls
for innovative approaches to diversity management. Responding to the call for innovation for diversity
management, we selected a national context, where diversity management happens voluntarily and is
driven by organizational innovation alone.

Major societal crises such as pandemics and global terrorism can harm workforce diversity. For instance,
the Covid-19 pandemic has increased inequalities among various groups such as racial and ethnic
minorities, including African Americans, Latin Americans, and Native Americans in the context of the
USA (Okonkwo et al., 2020; ICNARC, 2020). Studies show deepening of the disadvantage due to the
pandemic among Bangladeshi/Pakistani of the British Population (White & Nafilyan, 2020), immigrants
(Machado & Goldenberg, 2021; Guttmann et al., 2020), women and working mothers in both developing
and developed nations (Kalaylıoğlu, Öztürk &Eker; 2020; Connor et al., 2020, Özkazanç-Pan & Pullen,
2020; Nash & Churchill, 2020; Vazquez-Vazquez, 2020); and socio-economic classes (Avery, 2021;
Vesoulis, 2020). Additionally, pandemic-induced challenges such as government-imposed lockdowns and
introduction of mandatory working from home (WFH) regulations heightened vulnerability of certain
groups due to lack of adequate measures such as necessary infrastructure, appropriate living conditions,
limited internet access, and caregiving possibilities (Mercer, 2020). Culmination of these adverse impacts
call for social innovation in organizations to address the workforce diversity challenges associated with
the Covid-19 pandemic.

The Context

In this section, we provide two contextual backgrounds. In the first one, we assess the impact of the global
Covid-19 pandemic on workforce diversity in organizations. The second contextual subsection focuses on
the case of Turkey, a country from the Global South with a toxic triangle of workforce diversity.

The context of Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic has revealed many vulnerabilities across fault lines of class, ethnicity, gender,
and other diversity categories internationally. Recent research shows multilayered efforts to address these
vulnerabilities and offers safety nets for communities and adversely affected individuals. A recent ILO
(2020) report indicates that several governments and international unions provided essential support to
vulnerable groups to tackle Covid-19 challenges in particular industries, including healthcare, food, retail,
transport, and textile. For example, the Austrian government has paid an additional 500 Euros per
immigrant worker in the healthcare industry, whereas the Czech Republic and Slovenia offered hazard
pay to essential frontline workers (OECDa, 2021). However, the global pandemic has increased the
inequalities among countries in Global South and Global North regarding vaccine rollout and divergence
in recoveries. This circumstance also has a negative impact on economies of developing nations in the
Global South. As David Malpass, the president of the World Bank Group, stated, “rising inflation, limited
policy support, shortages in job and food supply” are few of the many obstacles that developing nations
have experienced during Covid-19 (Worldbank, 2021).
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Various international workers and employers’ unions, such as the European Public Service Union (EPSU),
the Federation of European Social Employers, European Federation of Food, Agriculture, and Tourism
Trade Unions (EFFAT) have recommended governments to provide health and safety instructions and
access to Personal Protective Equipment (PPEs) (ILO, 2020) to tackle the adverse effects of the Covid-19.
Some companies provided essential frontline workers such as those in food and retail with appreciation
bonuses (Acosta, 2020). Even though some of the progressive stances that international, national, and
institutional interventions implemented, we still need to acknowledge that many organizations failed to
deliver adequate supportive measures. So far, there are notable studies exploring the adverse gendered
impacts of Covid-19. For example, the research identified that working mothers have considered
downshifting or leaving the workforce due to the pressures that they have experienced in balancing
childcare and work demands (McKinsey, 2020). This circumstance may worsen the gender pay gap even
further if companies maintain their performance appraisal mechanisms to hours spent at work, i.e.
facetime (Alon et al.,2020). The Society of Human Resource Management suggested additional paid and
unpaid leave to working mothers and childcare support to manage their exacerbated conditions (Lee,
2020). Social innovation is known as a mechanism to address social needs. In the extant literature, the
studies explore the effect of Covid-19 on diversity management and adopted social innovation methods
that emanate from countries and organizations with strong social welfare traditions and industrial
democracies. As most advanced democratic countries have multifaceted approaches to managing diversity
and equality, understanding social innovation in countries without well-developed approaches will
provide new insights.

The Turkish context

Turkey has a context of a toxic triangle for workforce diversity (Kusku et al., 2021). It has ceremonial and
ineffective legal arrangements for equality at work. It does not have state-mandated control over
workplace practices that fight discrimination. It also lacks supportive discourses at the political and
corporate levels to combat systemic inequalities. In such a context, innovation for diversity management
becomes the only possible impetus for organizations if they wish to pursue diversity management. Turkey
is an interesting country in which to study workforce diversity because it is the country that received the
highest number of refugees and immigrants in Europe during the Syrian conflict (UNHCR, 2017).
Women in Turkey are under considerable threat of violence and harassment due to traditionalism in
politics and workplace relations. Turkey has a hostile gender and sexual orientation equality environment
as there are entrenched forms of gender and sexuality-based violence (OECDb, 2021; UNDP, 2020).
LGBT+ rights are also under threat as the Turkish ruling party has recently developed hostile discourses
against LGBT+ rights (KAOS GL/Human Rights Watch, 2020). Turkey has recently withdrawn from the
Istanbul Convention, which aimed to combat gender-based violence. Turkey's current context of equality
and diversity means that organizations are left to their own devices to formulate diversity management
approaches as there is no political, legal, and normative pressure to implement diversity interventions
(Baykut et al., 2021; Kamasak et al., 2020). We know little about how diversity management operates
under Covid-19 pandemic rules in countries and organizations that lack strong normative, regulatory, and
protective measures like welfare regimes and democratic approaches against discrimination and
inequality.

Exploring how Turkish organizations socially innovate for diversity management in the absence of legal
and normative pressures could provide interesting insights. The adverse impact of Covid-19 has
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exacerbated the existing gender inequalities and wage gap even further in Turkey since women are the
primary caregivers (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Services, 2016; 2018;
Bozkurt 2020). Class diversity is also another salient diversity category which is negatively affected in
pandemic conditions. Due to the government-imposed WFH, the existing class disparity has widened in
Turkey, since the majority of the workforce is employed in manufacturing, food manufacturing, and retail,
earning below the poverty line (roughly between 2450 and 3300 TL) (Turkish Ministry of Labor and
Social Security, 2017). As only 24% of the current jobs in these industries are suitable for mandatory
WFH conditions in Turkey (Aytun & Özgüel, 2020). Thus, our study seeks to shed light to how social
innovation can alleviate workforce diversity challenges associated with the Covid-19 pandemic.

Method

We have used qualitative methodology to explore how organizations mobilized social innovation in order
to address the workforce diversity challenges in the Covid-19 pandemic in Turkey. The advantage of
qualitative methodology in exploratory research is that the open-ended questions allow researchers
flexibility, and findings can highlight culturally salient distinctions. For this purpose, we have
administered semi-structured interviews with twenty-six human resources managers, directors, and HR
business partners from various organizations, which operate in industries, such as retail, manufacturing,
food manufacturing, and finance in Turkey. Our analysis focused on identifying the social innovation
which were developed by these organizations in response to workforce diversity challenges of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Our underlying logic was an abductive approach, enabling researchers to obtain
sufficient insights by engaging "in a back and forth movement between theory and data to develop a new
theory or modify existing theory" (Awuzie & McDermott, 2017, p. 357). One of the benefits of the
abductive method is that it enables the researcher "to recognize it as working through multiple levels of
abstraction, starting with the raw data and forming larger and larger categories'' (Creswell, 2007:43). The
interview schedule had a semi-structured design, which allowed researchers flexibility and maintained
control of the interview structure and focus (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The qualitative survey instrument
included semi-structured questions aimed to explore (i) existing diversity management approaches of the
company, (ii) Covid-19 challenges in three specific time frames (March, June, and December), (iii) the
methods implemented during Covid-19, (iv) the effects of the implemented social innovation methods on
managing diversity.

Sample, Data Access, and Data collection

According to the ILO preliminary evaluation conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, there is clear
evidence that the crisis impacted industries, including food retail, textile and clothing, tourism and
hospitality, education, civil aviation, meat packaging, and many more. This research focuses on
companies operating in these industries, including retail (food and clothing), manufacturing (food and
durable goods), finance and hospitality management operating in Turkey. The sample includes
organizations from the specified distinctive industries which were affected by Covid-19.

Hendricks, Blanken & Adriaans (1992) indicated that the snowball technique can be a primary source
when the study's aim is exploratory, qualitative and the method then provides practicality. The research
interviews are conducted in 2020 to examine the social innovation that organizations engaged in to tackle
the adverse effects of Covid-19 on selected companies. The research is based on semi-structured
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interviews with key personnel, primarily human resource executives, responsible for increasing awareness
and adopting programs to manage diversity in the organization and implementing social innovation
measures taken during Covid-19. We focused on an organizational level analysis and the first author
interviewed 26 human resource executives to explore social innovation methods for diversity
management. The participants' selection process was based on their ability to provide us with the requisite
organizational level data. Participant selection helped establish the study's data credibility (Graneheim,
Lindgren & Lundman, 2017:33). The interviewees were given a promise of anonymity and confidentiality
of the interviews as per the ethical guidelines of the respective universities. Due to Covid-19 conditions,
we have conducted interviews via video platforms. We have kept the company names confidential and
referred to them with alphabetical acronyms irrespective of any hierarchical order. Our overall objective
to data collection was to achieve insights into an understudied concept through substantial data collection
on social innovation interventions to manage diversity in the Turkish context.

All interviews were recorded. Once an interview was completed, it was transcribed verbatim. All
interviews were saved in password protected folders. The transcribed interviews were shared among the
researchers, who read the material independently. After the initial discussion of the transcribed interviews,
which resulted in a 27,000-word document, we analyzed and applied qualitative thematic data analysis
techniques that led to interpretation and theorizing (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The average interview
lasted 40 minutes and was conducted by the first author of this paper. In order to attain cross-check of
data validity and reliability, interviews are transcribed verbatim and were assessed by the co-authors of
the paper. The respondents were human resource executives, and the majority of them (17) hold positions
at the directorship level and are key personnel in implementing human resource practices. The
demographic data regarding the participating organizations and the representatives whom we interviewed
in order to garner organizational level data is provided below (Table I).

Table 1. Participating organizations, job title of interviewees and Industry Information

Number Company (pseudonyms) Job Title of the
Interviewee

Name of the Industry

1 AX HR director Food manufacturing

2 BX CHRM Retail (consumer goods)

3 CX HR-BP Retail (clothing)

4 DX Regional HR director Chemical (consumer goods)

5 EX HR BP Retail (clothing)

6 FX HR director Retail (Food)

7 GX HR manager Manufacture (Household)

8 HX HR director Finance (Participative Banking)
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9 IX HR manager Finance (Investment)

10 JX HR director Retail (clothing)

11 KX HR director Retail (clothing)

12 LX HR director Food manufacturing

13 MX HR director Computer hardware and consumer
electronics

14 NX HR manager Retail (clothing)

15 OX HR director IT and service

16 PX HR director Retail (clothing)

18 QX HR regional director Retail (cosmetics)

19 RX HR manager Retail (consumer goods)

20 SX HR director Chemical (consumer goods)

21 TX HR director Retail (food)

22 UX HR regional director Retail (consumer goods)

23 VX HR manager Food manufacturing

24 WX HR manager Hospitality and tourism

25 YX HR director Hospitality and tourism

26 ZX HR director Retail (clothing)

Method of data analyses

Data analyses involved thematic analysis of diversity management practices identified in each
participating organization based on interview data with human resource officers in each organization.
Data were coded across social innovation, which were designed in response to diversity challenges in the
Covid-19 crises. In order to ensure intercoder reliability, three authors independently engaged in coding
and analyses of the data. The general procedure in thematic analysis necessitates methodical codification
of empirical data. It involves encoding qualitative data via utilizing explicit codes, leading to patterns
recognized in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2007). As the themes were emergent social innovation
interventions for diversity management, the co-authors have identified these themes independently first
and then decided their overall significance together in shaping the thematic analyses.
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Lincoln & Guba (1985) argues that to attain trustworthiness of a qualitative data, researchers need to
assess the explored phenomenon. To establish credibility of the study, we have explored the same
phenomenon across different organizations and considered only common underlying social innovation
initiatives. We have refined multiple iterations and focused on key diversity aspects that are found in
various organizations participating in this study to attain dependability. The first author collected the data,
which queried interviewers to describe social innovations for diversity in the context of Covid-19. For
conformability, after the first author collected the data, the data was collated and shared with the two
co-authors who joined data analyses, coding, and selection of illustrative quotes. Each co-author
independently identified significant diversity interventions on social innovation for diversity under
Covid-19 conditions. Then co-authors got together to check their common and significant themes. When
the two co-authors could not obtain a consensus, the theme was omitted or reconstructed until the
researchers reached a complete consensus. In terms of transferability, the study could provide insights into
diversity practices in emerging economy contexts with low levels of regulation. Initially, three significant
themes were identified in the second revision of the paper, subsequently, this was reduced to two themes,
and a third category of ‘other emic interventions’ was added, containing three emergent subthemes (Table
2).

Table 2. Thematic analyses of the data

Key social
innovation
categories for
diversity
management in
participating
organizations

Organizational
interventions to address
the challenges

Covid-19
challenges that
related to the
emergent
diversity
management
concerns

Evidence from organizations

Working mothers EAPs (in-house and fee for
service)
Online counseling
Informal virtual gatherings
Creative parenting
(fee-based) programs

Psychological
concerns

BX, CX, DX, EX, KX, PX,
UX, ZX

Flexible work design
Implementing distinctive
meeting schedules

Productivity
concerns

BX, DX, EX, MX, OX, SX

Frequent internal corporate
communication
Town-hall meetings
(Corporate webinars)

Trust concerns AX, BX, IX, JX, LX, QX, TX,
YX

Class diversity RF tags
PPEs

Health concerns AX, DX, FX, GX, LX
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Advanced payment benefit Financial
concerns

EX, FX, HX, IX, LX, SX, TX,
WX, ZX

Digitization of work
processes
Special designed
applications
Providing technical support

Productivity
concerns

AX, BX, DX, FX, GX, LX,
MX, ZX,

Participating in
social-mission driven
campaigns/pro-bono
ventilators
“Biz bize yeteriz” (United
we stand)

Engagement
concerns

CX, GX, HX

Emic concerns:

Digital illiteracy
Poverty/low
income
Birthplace diversity

Six Sigma Principles in
hiring and promotion
processes
Thorough background check
on kinship via digital
applications

Health concerns
and financial
concerns

AX, DX, FX, GX LX, NX, VX,

Our key focus in developing the codes and categories of themes was on organizational motives and key
drivers for adopting unique social innovation methods implemented to manage diverse workforce during
Covid-19 in profit-oriented contexts. In addition, thematic analysis has granted researchers to develop
categories of themes to explore the scope of our understanding of social innovation implementation in
diversity management and company methods ranging from company-wide adopted employee assistance
programs (EAP) to investing in digital tools. These categories will be further discussed when we present
the research findings. In the study, we have identified specific vulnerabilities and emerging social needs
during the Covid-19 pandemic. These vulnerabilities include working mothers, social-class inequalities,
and other emic concerns such as digital illiteracy, poverty/low income, birthplace origin. Each group has
faced distinctive challenges, and companies that participated in this study implemented various social
innovation methods to alleviate the pandemic’s negative impact.

Research Findings

We conducted organizational level analysis of social innovation interventions that organizations
developed to tackle diversity challenges during the pandemic. The analyses revealed three distinctive
social innovation interventions for diversity management in participating organizations. First, there were
social innovations which considered the challenges facing working mothers. Second, there were social
innovations for managing class diversity concerns. Third, there were idiosyncratic local diversity
management categories, which we clustered as emic concerns.
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Social innovation for working mothers

The first categorization of social innovation for diversity management is working mothers, and the
companies have carried out various employee assistance programs to minimize the pandemic's impact on
working mothers. EAP is a comprehensive program implemented during Covid-19 to tackle disputes
among coworkers, financial issues, and stress-related problems. As the extant literature suggests,
employee assisted programs are effective diversity management mechanisms since they positively
minimize systemic inequalities (Frey, 2020). In our study, the interviewees indicated that companies
implemented various in-house and fee-based employee assisted programs such as counseling, creating
virtual gatherings and programs to address, in particular, working mothers' challenges. Additionally,
companies provided flexible work arrangements designed for working mothers and frequently utilized
corporate communication to increase transparency and minimize work-related stress. As women do care
work five times more than men in Turkey (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Family, Labour and Social
Services, 2018), the semi-structured interviews of this study revealed that working mothers with
school-aged children experienced adverse psychological effects of Covid-19, such as heightened levels of
burnout and distress. Several participating companies implemented employee assisted programs
specifically designed for working mothers, such as virtual gatherings with keynote speakers on
motherhood issues and addressing parental issues via informal gatherings to manage these negative
effects.

“We have implemented a "creative parenting" program. In this consecutive 5-day
program, we collaborated with an external consultant kicked off with various educational
materials to raise awareness of Covid-19 related parental challenges and included
different school-aged children's recommended activities to increase parent-child
bondage. The program started and ended with an expert psychologist on this matter".
(Company EX).

Some of the participant companies exclusively designed “experience labs” and gathered
cross-functional teams to recognize working mothers' needs during the pandemic.

"Implemented Persona studies to understand the challenges of this diverse group since
they experienced the biggest challenge, women with children…. They do not have support
for house choirs, so on one end, they are trying to cook and help their kids to connect to
distance learning and try to participate in virtual company meetings all at once. We have
prioritized this group and implemented multi-focus studies on issues such as at-home
activities with their children, conducted webinars and meetings to help time management
and provided psychological support". (Company BX)

As social innovation is related to implementing ideas and methodologies addressing social needs,
working mothers’ vulnerability has steadily increased during Covid-19. Addressing these social
needs of working mothers is vital for long-term organizational effectiveness since an
unsuccessful response to the gendered impact of Covid-19 may result in long-term economic
challenges (Özkazanç-Pan & Pullen, 2020). Although the participating companies have
implemented flexible work arrangements designed for working mothers, the work schedules still
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need to be negotiated with immediate managers. Adopting remote working conditions through
the lenses of gender-neutral aspects may result in cost saving in the short term; however, in a
country where childcare and household responsibilities are predominantly women’s burden,
organizations need to implement more concrete social innovation interventions to tackle the
challenges.

Social innovation for class diversity

Neo-liberal economic programs and privatization efforts in Turkey have increased the expansion
of the working class. Majority of the households operate under the poverty line (Karaçimen,
2015), laborers constituted the majority of the poor in Turkey (Bahçe & Köse, 2017).
Implementing mandatory working from everywhere in Turkey has reportedly caused numerous
obstacles due to inadequate technology (17%), weak organizational structure (20%),
incompatible organizational culture and norms (43%), feeling of isolation and alienation from
work teams (KPMG, 2020). As only 24% of the current jobs in food retail and manufacturing are
suitable for working from everywhere conditions (Aytun & Özgüel, 2020), this workforce bears a
heightened exposure to health risks and economic challenges during the pandemic (Turkish
Ministry of Health, 2021) as well. Culmination of these factors had a more adverse effect on
working class people than on middle and upper class individuals who could comply with the
imposition of working from home. The participating companies implemented several social
innovation measures in digital solutions to alleviate the class divide in health risk exposure, such
as using radio frequency tags to facilitate contact tracing and providing personal protective
equipment (PPEs).

"The number of people has been reduced; we rescheduled the working hours, so when
they meet each other in groups, anyone who is in contact with one another can be
traceable for contact tracing. We have given radio frequency-tags to each employee so
that we can do the tracing electronically." (Company ZX).

Furthermore, as one of the explicit consequences of neoliberalism and privatization in
developing nations resulted in deterioration of income distribution and increasing the prices of
needs and services (Bahçe & Köse, 2017), the majority of working class individuals were unable
to adapt to digitization efforts due to their limited financial resources. Therefore, to manage the
emerging needs of this workforce, the human resource department collaborated with information
technology departments and designed applications suitable for their possession of digital devices.
Furthermore, human resources regularly checked the penetration rate and provided necessary
technical support. Therefore, it is possible to indicate that companies have tried to minimize
inequality due to class disparity as they have tried to create inclusivity via implementing specific
social innovation measures to alleviate emerging pandemic-related divisions in social needs.

"We thought and talked about the digitization of operational and other processes due to
Covid-19 challenges. Our hourly-rate workforce has old cell phones, and they are not
familiar with the internet, and we have 22,000 employees at this current point. We needed
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something feasible for those who needed to obtain documents, procedures, and related
health measures implemented " (Company GX).

Social innovation for emic diversity concerns

Some of the companies invested in developing company-specific social innovation interventions
such as digital applications. For example, food retailing companies have shifted to digital
platforms to manage daily operations under government-imposed lockdown conditions such as
uploading necessary “lockdown movement permits.” However, as the digital literacy of those
employed in food retailing and manufacturing is relatively low, the companies ensured that these
applications are designed in a user-friendly way. Furthermore, participating companies
implemented several payroll advances to ease the workforce’s economic conditions. In Turkey,
the Short-term Working Allowance Regulation has created challenges such as financial
insecurity for the workforce who earn low income. Some of the participant companies adopted
social innovation methods such as engaging external partnerships with consultant firms to
operationalize a smoother process with the Turkish Employment Agency (İŞKUR) to minimize
inefficiencies of this regulation. Also, some of the participant companies implemented social
innovation methods such as engaging in social mission-driven projects to motivate the workforce.
For example, a manufacturing company with a core competency in manufacturing household
appliances, specifically manufactured ventilators, and others participated in government-led
campaigns as “Biz Bize Yeteriz Türkiye’m” (United we stand) to respond to Covid-19 challenges
and to motivate the workforce diversity. The participating human resource key personnel indicated
that companies digitized human resource and work-related processes to maximize efficiency,
provided payroll advance policies to minimize financial insecurity, and were involved in
social-mission-driven support programs and campaigns that helped companies increase
employee morale commitment while addressing a social need.

"What we did [offering substantial protective measures against Covid-19 transmissions]
was an incredible motivation for the employees. This is because at the end of the day you
are creating a benefit for society…. we did not tell them to come to work and do the
work; we did not even calculate the economic benefit of this campaign ….I think it had a
great impact, it gave a sense of belonging in Covid-19. In our engagement surveys, we
have seen 3-point increase, and this is substantial" (Company GX).

One other social innovation that focused on emic diversity in this study was birthplace (hemsehri
in Turkish). Birthplace in the Turkish context bestows people certain responsibilities of care for
and privileged access to those who are born in the same city or region. In Turkey, rural to urban
migration resulted in the condensation of birthplace diversity in manufacturing industries as
these immigrants form strong networks in the urban context through their birthplace affiliations.
Having a common birthplace results in upward mobility for people in the same birthplace
network. Our study revealed that people who are excluded from a particular birthplace network
face (i) increased job insecurity, (ii) financial challenges including adequate wages and (iii)
fringe benefits, and (iv) health-related concerns. Since the pandemic exacerbated current
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conditions in attaining job opportunities, participating organizations sought to innovate in order
to eliminate birthplace based bias in human resource management systems. For example, they
implemented ongoing background checks on kinship for referrals to minimize common
birthplace bias in work units. In order to achieve this, the participating companies mentioned that
transparency and objective measures are critical.

"In particular, we have developed a test system to prevent the condensation of birthplace
bias in our company. If a candidate passes the test, then the person is included in the
interview process… We have reduced the feedback of a foreman to ten percent in the
performance system. In this way, the employee cannot indicate comments such as "the
foreman does not love me, he does not like my eye." In other words, we minimized these
dialogues, it made our life easier, or we used to have many complaints about this
situation in the past (Company LX)

Some of the participating companies operating in the food manufacturing utilized Kaizen and
Lean Six Sigma principles to improve work processes, such as implementing ongoing on-site
training with smaller work units, providing a safe work environment, creating objective
performance appraisals criteria to prohibit common birthplace bias within work units as
birthplace bias is a relatively common issue in the manufacturing industry.

Discussion

Most advanced democracies in the Global North have taken adequate steps to study and combat the
adverse consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic on workforce diversity with variable consequences.
However, as Stiglitz (2019) predicted, countries with liberal market economies in the Global South, which
typically have limited supportive and regulatory provisions for workforce diversity, have experienced
even more substantial negative impacts on their workforce diversity. The disproportionate effects of the
global pandemic have shown that the existing gap has increased among nations due to vaccine rollout
inequality and divergence in recoveries. The global pandemic has severely affected those countries with
sectoral landscapes similar to those of Turkey, i.e. dominated by services, manufacturing, tourism and
retail (Alcazar et al., 2021). Therefore, studying social innovation for diversity management in Turkish
organizations sheds light on the blackbox of organizational responses to diversity challenges imposed by
Covid-19 in the Global South. Our study provides a partial contestation to the notion of woke capitalism
(Rhodes, 2021) in the Global North, where companies usurp ideas of social movements, diversity and
inclusion for their own instrumental ends to the detriment of democracy. We reveal that organizations in
Turkey use social innovation to address their diversity challenges, even though there are no normative,
legislative or policy imperatives for them to do so. In the absence of democratic mechanisms, it is social
innovation that these organizations bring to provide inspiration for mimetic and isomorphic mechanisms
by which diversity management practices are spread and adopted. Therefore, our evidence suggests that
capitalist interests do not directly harm the democratic processes but, to an extent, may serve to diffuse
democratic ideas (Pinnington et al., 2015), when no other normative or institutional pressure exists.
Particularly in the weak regulatory regimes of the Global South, the relationship between capitalism and
democracy is not settled in the same way as it is in the Global North.

13



This study provides new insights into how diversity concerns are addressed through social innovation in a
context with low levels of diversity and equality regulation. Nevertheless, the organizations that we
studied in Turkey have used social innovation to measure, monitor, and address workforce diversity
needs, even though the national and institutional level treatment of workforce diversity remains
adversarial. Thus, our study illustrates that even in more toxic and antagonistic contexts of workforce
diversity, social innovation at the level of organizations could provide a viable option for dealing with the
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on vulnerable groups within workforce diversity. Our study revealed
that in Turkey, where there is a toxic triangle of workforce diversity, there are three distinct social
innovation interventions based on supporting working mothers, class, and emic diversity concerns.

As social innovation can be viewed as a method of tackling rising social issues (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014;
Moulaert, Martinelli, Swyngedouw & González, 2005), the increasing needs of emerged diversity
categories of this study were addressed through social innovation mechanisms to (i) lower the
experienced stress and anxiety related to Covid-19 conditions, (ii) provide organizational support to
manage obstacles that may hinder performance, and (iii) strengthen mental health and well-being while
increasing social belonging to the community. In the Turkish case, working mothers were specifically
targeted as a vulnerable group for social innovation. Participating organizations went beyond the law and
common practice to combat the negative consequences of Covid-19 pandemic on working mothers.
Similarly, the participating organizations identified the widening class divide in Turkey as problematic
and worked to offer safety nets for the growing working poor in their workforce through social
innovation. Further, there were three emic social innovation interventions including addressing the digital
divide between digitally competent and digitally illiterate workforce. Organizations sought to provide
technological and social support to the latter group in order to address the negative impact of Covid-19
pandemic on this group. Organizations also sought to combat increased poverty among their staff at the
lower echelons with interventions and measures beyond law. Finally, organizations fought against an emic
diversity concern, i.e. common birthplace bias among their workforce by introducing bias eliminating
strategies to combat the negative network effects which workers could suffer if decisions are made on
arbitrary measures based on a common birthplace.

Majority of systemic problems such as volatile job markets, weak welfare systems, and wealth
distribution inequality, remain largely unresolved in emerging countries and developing nations. Social
innovation has become a popular concept to respond to such challenges in these complex settings, and
may provide sustainable interventions in managing diversity in profit seeking organizations. At a practical
level such social innovation still requires organizational actors to be empowered with resources and
legitimacy to pursue such innovative developments. Empowerment of diversity change agents require
visionary leadership, which our study highlighted in some cases. Despite an adversarial diversity context,
some leaders have empowered diversity actors to pursue social innovation to address diversity led
challenges that are facing their organisations in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. Meliou and
Ozbilgin (2021) highlight that responsible leadership emerges through shared concerns. Covid-19
pandemic provided a context of shared concerns in which responsible forms of leadership emerged in
Turkish organisations contrary to expectations in the previous literature. Implementing social innovation
at the corporate level, organizations strive to attain competitive advantage while delivering solutions to
arising societal needs. This study has highlighted several issues that emerged during the global pandemic,
that are commonly related to employee well being, performance concerns and social belonging. During
the Covid-19, in an emerging country context we have seen a heightened needs of several diversity groups
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including working mothers, class diversity and several emic categorizations. Social innovation
interventions such as partnering with external consultants, implementing flexible work design and Six
Sigma principles are some of the practical solutions adopted by participant organizations in response to
diversity challenges.

Conclusion

In a country with ceremonial regulation, and adversarial context for workplace diversity, organizations
appear to turn to social innovation in order to address the challenges of diversity which are exposed
during the Covid-19 pandemic. There has been a paucity of research in terms of what happens to diversity
management practices when legal pressures, institutional mechanisms and discourses of diversity are
adversarial, but a few exceptions i.e. Kusku et al. (2021). Our study advances what we know by exploring
the choice of social innovation which organisations adopted in this context, taking on voluntary measures
to innovate to tailor make management solutions to diversity challenges which the pandemic exposed.
Our study highlights the significance of innovating emic and locally meaningful solutions to diversity
challenges. We note that such social innovation may not be easily captured by broad brush qualitative
studies that survey generic categories of diversity and standardised approaches based on universal
assumptions. Practically, our study highlights the importance of empowerment of diversity actors to use
the power of social innovation to address the diversity challenges before or as and when they emerge.
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