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Abstract 

Drawing on an extended case method approach consisting of observations, analysis of 

organisational documents and semi-structured in-depth interviews with first- and second-

generation migrants working in a French car manufacturing company, this article examines 

how and why diversity management practices are perceived differently by first- versus 

second-generation migrant workers. Using social identity theory and equity theory as a 
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theoretical framework, it was found that first- and second-generation migrants have different 

social expectations, which, in turn, influence their self-image, as well as their perception of 

organisational justice. The interaction between their social identity and their perception of 

justice affects how they appraise diversity management practices in their organisation. The 

study extends previous research on migrant workers and diversity management by building a 

conceptual model that outlines how and why diversity management practices are perceived 

differently by first- versus second-generation migrants.  

 

Keywords: diversity management, equity theory, extended case method, migrant generations, 

migrant, perceptions, social identity 

 

Introduction 

An increasing number of organisations worldwide invest in diversity management 

programmes in order to reap the benefits that these approaches can bring to an organisation 

when they are managed effectively (Kirton and Greene, 2015). Research has started to 

examine how employees perceive diversity management practices, defined as the set of 

formalised practices developed and implemented by organisations to manage diversity 

effectively among all organisational stakeholders (Yang and Konrad, 2011). Employees’ 

perception of diversity management practices is likely to influence their attitude towards 

diversity. 

Moreover, ethnic diversity management is receiving increasing attention from 

researchers (self-reference author B, in press). For example, there is evidence that second-

generation migrants continue to encounter discrimination and have difficulties in the labour 

market (Midtbøen, 2016). Although differences between first- versus second-generation 

migrants have been studied from an economic and social perspective (Algan et al., 2010), 
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possible differences in their workplace experiences have been relatively understudied 

(Giuliani et al., 2018). The present study fills this gap in the literature by examining whether 

diversity management practices are perceived differently by first- versus second-generation 

migrant workers and, if so, why this is the case. The following research questions were 

formulated: How are diversity management practices perceived by first- versus second-

generation migrant workers? If there are any differences, why is this the case? 

Drawing on social identity theory and equity theory, this article argues that first- and 

second-generation migrants have different social expectations, which, in turn, influence their 

self-image, as well as their perception of justice. The interaction between their social identity 

and their perception of justice affects the way they perceive the diversity management 

practices in their organisation.  

 

Diversity management practices 

Diversity management refers to the specific programmes, policies and practices that 

organisations have developed and implemented to manage a diverse workforce effectively and 

to promote organisational equality (Nkomo and Hoobler, 2014). We know little about the 

effects of such practices (Dennissen et al., 2018), such as how they are perceived by 

disadvantaged groups in the workplace. It seems that diversity management practices remain 

entrenched in identity-based initiatives aimed at increasing the representation of marginalised 

groups in organisations (Nkomo and Hoobler, 2014). As a consequence, most research on 

diversity management practices fails to theorise the heterogeneity within identity categories 

(Dennissen et al., 2018). Building on this identified gap in the literature, this article compares 

the perceptions of first- and second-generation migrants of diversity management practices. 

By doing so, the article belongs to a growing body of critical diversity studies (Zanoni et al., 
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2010) that criticise mainstream diversity research for focusing on identity as fixed and failing 

to examine heterogeneity within identity categories.  

 

Migrant generations and social expectations 

The concept of ‘generation’ refers to the vertical dimension in kinship structures as a 

universally relevant social categorisation in cultures and societies. In the context of migration, 

the notion of ‘second generation’ applies to the offspring of parents who migrated to the 

country in which their children were then born and raised (Schneider, 2016). In other words, 

second-generation migrants are descendants of people (first-generation migrants) who left 

their country of origin and migrated to another country.  

It has been argued that whether someone is a first- or second-generation migrant 

influences what he or she expects in terms of labour market opportunities. From an economic 

point of view, first-generation migrants compare their situation to their country of origin 

(Gong et al., 2011). However, second-generation migrants evaluate their social status and 

opportunities relative to citizens without a migrant background (Shinnar, 2008).  

 

Social identity theory and equity theory  

Social identity theory and equity theory are helpful in explaining how and why first- and 

second-generation migrants appraise diversity management practices differently. This article 

argues that the interaction between individuals’ social identity and their perception of justice 

together influence their appraisal of diversity management practices in their organisation. 

Identity provides an answer to the question “who am I?” (Ashforth et al., 2008). The 

answer to this question is context-dependent, as one’s identity is constructed in interaction 

with other individuals and social structures (Ybema et al., 2009). This co-construction is 

enacted in the interplay between individuals’ self-identity (their own notion of who they are) 
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and their social-identity (the notion of that individual in external discourses, institutions and 

culture) (Watson, 2009). It has been argued that individuals should be able to express their 

multiple identities at work in order to achieve ethnic equality (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). 

Moreover, people differ in the extent to which a particular identity is perceived central to 

themselves and this has an impact on subsequent perceptions. It has been argued that the 

extent to which migrant workers refer to themselves as migrants influences their perception of 

discrimination (Sellers and Shelton, 2003).   

Social identity theory posits that an individual has one identity made up of several 

social identities. Social identity is the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived 

membership of social groups. The central assumption underlying this theory is that while in 

some situations people think of themselves as individuals who interact with each other on the 

basis of personal characteristics, there are also settings in which people think of themselves 

and others in terms of particular group memberships (Leary and Tangney, 2005).  

Equity theory relates to perceptions of justice (Adams, 1965). The theory posits that an 

individual’s actions and motivations are guided by justice perceptions and any inequity 

perceived within the workplace could lead to the creation of tension and dissonance. Equity 

theory is studied within the context of the relational satisfaction of employees, in which they 

aspire to maintain a balance between what they give to the organisation and what they 

receive. Individuals perceive inequity ‘if the Outcome/Input ratio is not approximately equal 

to that of the comparison other’ (Hayibor, 2017: 48). As one compares oneself with someone 

else, it is important to know who this “comparison other” is. This article argues that first-

generation migrants compare their situation with other migrants in the organisation, as those 

workers tend to work together in the lower strata of society (Van Laer and Janssens, 2014). 

However, second-generation migrants might compare themselves with native majority 

individuals. Having migrant status can have a negative impact on an individual’s employment 
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opportunities and career progression (Van Laer and Janssens, 2011) and some researchers 

have found that second-generation migrants might have more negative perceptions of fairness 

and meritocracy (Wiley et al., 2012). Other research, however, has shown that there is an 

acculturation of trust among non-Western migrants when migrating to Western Europe and 

that second-generation migrants tend to adapt more to the level of trust of non-migrants than 

first-generation migrants (Dinesen and Hooghe, 2010). Research on the potential differences 

in perceptions of justice among first- and second-generation migrants is, therefore, 

inconclusive. 

Previous research has shown that an individual’s perception of justice influences that 

person’s attitudes and behaviours and distinguish between distributive, procedural and 

interactional justice (Colquitt et al., 2001). Distributive justice refers to an individual’s 

perception of justice regarding the outcomes of the decisions and actions of an organisation. 

As those judgements and perceptions regarding distributive justice (i.e., the fairness of 

outcomes) are shaped, individuals also take into consideration the means or processes utilised 

to arrive at the outcome. The perceived justice of the process being utilised to arrive at the 

outcome provides the underpinnings of procedural justice (Sweeney and McFarlin, 1997), 

with unbiased and consistently applied processes being perceived as more favourable 

(Whisenant et al., 2015). Finally, the perception of being treated with dignity and respect 

forms the basis of interactional justice (Moorman, 1991). It has been argued that human 

resource management systems continue to be culturally biased, overvaluing the skills and 

qualities of non-migrant workers (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). Indeed, historically, 

organisations tended to value the skills of power holders and downplay the abilities of 

individuals in disadvantaged groups (Van Laer and Janssens, 2016). As a consequence, 

coming from a particular ethnic background is associated with a particular skill level 

(Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). This structural bias in terms of skills and competencies 
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disadvantages migrants in a structural way, which maintains and reinforces inequalities at 

work (Acker, 2006).  

 

Migrants in the French context 

European countries have experienced migration from other countries for decades. Public 

interest in migrants has risen with the emergence of the European migration crisis, as large 

numbers of migrants, mainly from Africa and the Middle East, arrived in Europe. Since 2015, 

religiously motivated terrorist attacks, in particular in France but also Germany and the UK, 

committed in part by European-born descendants of non-European migrants, have added to a 

controversial public debate on migration. In this context, Lacroix (2015) points out that, in 

France today, the real question is the place of the descendants of migrants, rather than new 

migrant arrivals. The migration debate is rooted in the country’s post-colonial past and in its 

assimilationist policies (Dennison and Talo, 2017). The idea behind assimilation was that, by 

adopting French values and culture, citizens from the colonies would be considered French 

(Lacroix, 2015). Today’s far-right populist discourse in France juxtaposes the idea of the 

“French” as an in-group and migrants and/or their descendants as an out-group, who are 

considered “unwilling to adapt” and represent a threat to French values and traditions (e.g., 

France’s traditional secularism versus the supposed Islamisation of French society) (Dennison 

and Talo, 2017). 

However, the focus on assimilation does not seem to have prevented widespread 

employment discrimination or the establishment of ethnically segregated areas in poorer 

suburbs of France (Algan et al., 2010). Related to employment, equal access to education in 

France has been deteriorating for the last ten years, according to the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) study, which examines the impact of socio-
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economic background on school performance (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, 2013).   

As French law prohibits the collection of data on certain demographic characteristics, 

such as ethnicity, data on the number of workers with French citizenship but with a migrant 

background are not available. French statistics categorise individuals based on both 

nationality and place of birth (National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies [INSEE], 

2016a), thus differentiating migrants (first-generation) and descendants of migrants (second-

generation). The migrant population is made up of people now residing in France who were 

born abroad and were foreign nationals on arrival. It includes, therefore, people who have 

acquired French nationality since their arrival. A descendant of migrants is a person born and 

resident in France, having at least one migrant parent. In 2013, migrants represented about 9% 

of the population in France, of whom 37% were European and 44% African migrants (INSEE, 

2016a). Descendants of migrants represent another 10% of the population (INSEE, 2016b). 

In summary, this article examines whether and how diversity management practices 

are perceived differently by first- versus second-generation migrant workers in France and, if 

there are any differences, why this is the case. The extended case method approach to 

answering the research questions, which consisted of observations, analysis of policies, 

programmes, orientation materials and a review of other organisational documentation and 16 

semi-structured in-depth interviews, is explained below. This article posits that an individual’s 

social identity and sense of justice together influence the perceptions among first- and second-

generation migrants regarding diversity management practices. 

 

Context and method 

This research adopted an extended case method approach (Burawoy, 1998), consisting of 

observations, analysis of organisational documents and in-depth interviews. A case study is a 
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detailed examination of a single situation; in this case, a French car manufacturing company. 

Multi-systemic analysis of this case was used to extend existing theory with data from the 

field. The extended case method links individual experiences to the broader social and 

economic milieu (Burawoy et al., 1991), adding complexity to the findings. In this study, the 

different sources of the data helped to contextualise the in-depth interviews and observations. 

The study was conducted in a French car manufacturing company in 2016. The company was 

chosen because it is known for its commitment towards diversity. The organisation adopted 

the French Diversity Charter in 2004, consisting of a voluntary moral commitment that 

encourages organisations to promote and respect workplace diversity by combating 

discrimination and putting diversity policies in place (Klarsfeld et al., 2012). It should be 

acknowledged that the automobile industry in France has received a lot of attention from 

sociologists over the past 50 years (Rot, 2006). However, diversity is not often perceived as 

an asset in this industry. In her case study of an automobile company in Belgium, Zanoni 

(2011) showed that the discursive construction of social identities based on gender, age, 

ethnicity or disability put a negative label on those identities, positioning them as less able, 

flexible and valuable workers. As such, those discursive constructions of socio-demographic 

identities operate as proxies for the perceived lower potential of groups, such as migrants, in 

the workforce. 

In the company under study in this article, the workforce comprised 55.7% blue-collar 

workers and 5.2% of the workforce was of foreign nationality. Sixteen face-to-face semi-

structured in-depth interviews were conducted, which is a relatively small sample but suitable 

given the methodological approach. The sample consisted of migrant workers, who occupied 

different functions and various hierarchical positions in the organisation. Nine interviewees 

were first-generation migrants and seven were second-generation. Their average age was 44.3 

years (with a range from 32 to 56 years) and 75% of the sample was male. Interviewees were 
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recruited on a voluntary basis by the organisation and, therefore, a self-selection bias needs to 

be acknowledged. The demographic characteristics of the sample are provided in Table 1. 

 

<TABLE 1 here> 

 

The interviews lasted around 60 minutes, were conducted in French, audio-recorded and 

transcribed. Anonymity was guaranteed and the interviewees were told they could stop the 

interview at any time. Each interview consisted of questions regarding the interviewee’s 

position, his/her personal background, personal experience with diversity, inclusion and 

discrimination, the organisation’s diversity policies and the interviewee’s evaluation of them. 

The interviewees were asked about formalised diversity management practices because, once 

such practices are formalised and implemented, they are rarely removed (Kalev et al., 2006) 

and tend to spread across the organisation. As suggested by Kossek and Pichler (2006), we 

distinguished between three types of diversity management practices: 1. practices that 

enhance perceptions of justice and inclusion; 2. practices, such as affirmative action, which 

reduce discrimination; and 3. practices that improve the financial and competitive position of 

the organisation. An interview guide was used to address interviewees’ perception of those 

types of diversity management practices and other issues brought up by the interviewees were 

discussed, in line with our semi-structured design.  

In addition, the first researcher shadowed some of the employees regularly throughout 

the eight months of the research project in order to observe patterns in how they interacted 

with various colleagues during aspects of work directly related to the organisation’s diversity 

management practices. Finally, policies, programmes and orientation materials were analysed 

and other organisational documentation reviewed. 
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The interview data, observations and documentation analysis results were triangulated 

and integrated. This material was used to gain greater understanding of the context in which 

the accounts of the interviewees were embedded. This led to deeper understanding and 

increased the validity of the results.  

The analysis was conducted by hand without the use of a software package. Three 

inter-related steps can be distinguished. The analysis was iterative in nature and the 

researchers had to go back and forth between the transcripts and coding book in order not to 

lose sight of the context in which things were said. Figure 1 below shows how the analysis 

evolved from the first-order themes to the broader categories and dimensions in the third step. 

It was noticed that first- and second-generation interviewee groups responded in distinct 

ways: interviewees from both the first- and second-generation groups tended to agree strongly 

with others from the same generation as themselves, while important differences between the 

generational groups were identified. Each of the two sub-groups was thus very homogeneous 

in its accounts, despite differences in ethnic background and other demographic variables. 

This emerged naturally from the data and was not anticipated. As a consequence, the 

researchers coded the data again by generational group.  

In the second step of the analysis and after coding the data, the researchers focused on 

the connections between the themes and the identification of higher-order conceptual codes. 

At this stage, the observational notes as well as organisational documents and artifacts were 

integrated with the analysis in order to provide a more contextual understanding of the 

themes. The second-order themes can be found in the second column of Figure 1. In the last 

step of the analysis, the second-order themes were integrated into aggregated theoretical 

dimensions, which can be found on the right in Figure 1. Social identity theory and equity 

theory were used to guide the analysis at this stage. 
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<FIGURE 1 here> 

 

Findings 

The data reveal that an individual’s perception of diversity management practices is 

influenced by whether that person is a first- or second-generation migrant worker. More 

precisely, the migrants’ social expectations influenced their social identity and their 

perceptions of fairness, which is related to their appraisal of diversity management practices 

in the organisation. This conceptual model is depicted in Figure 2. 

 

<FIGURE 2 here> 

 

The conceptual model is explained in more depth below. Quotations are used to illustrate the 

main points.  

 

Social expectations 

First- and second-generation migrants reported different social expectations, which resulted 

from whether migration had been a choice and whether they compared themselves with other 

migrants or non-migrants. While migrating to France had been a voluntary action for the first-

generation workers, it was a given for the second-generation:  

 

I’m Tunisian and I’ve chosen to come to France because there is more freedom. I 

couldn’t stay under the former Tunisian regime (first-generation, male, Tunisian). 
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I’m born in France, I pay my taxes in France, I contribute to French society. I’m 

French, I have a French identity card. I’ve been to school in France, I have the same 

rights (second-generation, male, Algerian).  

 

First-generation workers were generally content to be in France, as they were satisfied 

with having work: 

  

I’m from Senegal and I’ve been very lucky to be hired here with a permanent contract. 

It has really been a great opportunity for me (first-generation, male, Senegalese). 

 

Second-generation interviewees compared themselves with non-migrant individuals: 

 

I want to be perceived and treated like anyone else. I deserve to be treated in the same 

way (second-generation, female, Serbian).   

 

Their expectations do not seem to be shared or understood by first-generation 

migrants: 

 

The new generation is different, they want to be paid well right away, they have very 

high expectations. They know their rights but not their duties (first-generation, male, 

Moroccan).  

 

The above social expectations influenced the way migrants perceived themselves and 

affected their perception of fairness. 
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Social identity 

The way migrants defined themselves was affected by their self-image in the organisation. 

First-generation migrants perceived themselves as foreigners:  

 

We’re not French, so it’s up to us to adapt and put in some effort (first-generation, 

male, Tunisian).  

 

I have never felt any difficulties regarding my ethnic minority position (first-

generation, male, Serbian). 

 

Second-generation migrants perceived themselves as French nationals, without 

mentioning their migrant status. However, they acknowledged that this perception is not 

necessarily shared by French workers without migrant heritage: 

 

I expect to be treated like a native French person (second-generation, male, 

Burkinabé). 

 

When I became supervisor of a unit, people made me feel awkward, although they 

didn’t say anything openly. I told them that I was born in France. Some people do not 

like this. (second-generation, male, Algerian). 

 

In the eyes of the French people, even if I’m born in France, I’m still being perceived 

as a foreigner (second-generation, female, Algerian). 
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Unsurprisingly, whether the migrants’ ethnic background was visible played a role in 

that migrants with a visible ethnic minority background reported more discrimination and less 

justice than individuals whose ethnic background was not visible.  

 

Perception of justice 

Individuals’ perception of fairness related to whether they were treated as equals or whether 

their cultural background influenced their opportunities for advancement at work.  

A distinction was made between distributive, procedural and interactional justice 

(Colquitt et al., 2001). The interviewees reflected on the factors that influenced career 

success, procedural and distributive justice being particularly relevant. Procedural justice 

reflects the fairness of the processes used to decide who receives career development 

opportunities and how these are implemented and distributive fairness concerns the outcomes 

of the decisions and actions of an organisation (Brockner and Greenberg, 1990). First-

generation migrant interviewees perceived career development to be based on skills and merit, 

as related to diversity management practices that enhance perceptions of justice and inclusion 

(Kossek and Pichler, 2006): 

 

If you have the skills, you can grow in the organisation (first-generation, male, 

Senegalese). 

 

Whether you’re yellow, white, black or whatever, if you deserve to be promoted, they 

will do so (first-generation, male, Serbian).  

 

In contrast, second-generation migrant interviewees perceived that a migrant 

background negatively influenced someone’s opportunities. When this process of career 
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development is non-transparent, perceived as being based on subjective criteria (procedural 

justice) and leads to outcomes that they consider to be unfair (distributive justice), this leads 

to perceptions of injustice: 

 

There are not a lot of people from the Magreb region in managerial positions (second-

generation, female, Algerian).  

 

First-generation migrants also mentioned the availability of training opportunities that 

could further their career:  

 

I have had training to improve my skills so that I could change function. If one has the 

skills, one can progress. This is really good (first-generation, male, Cambodian).  

 

In addition, a first-generation team leader pointed out that some workers felt that they 

were discriminated against, but argued that this perception was unjustified and emphasised 

that it was a person’s skills and competencies that determined career progression:   

 

Selection and promotion are based on one’s competencies. It is thanks to their skills 

that people find themselves in their positions. There are people who feel discriminated 

against. However, it is often the case that they do not have the competencies needed, 

although they may think they have them (first-generation, male, Portuguese). 

 

In contrast, second-generation migrants expressed frustration with the lack of career 

progression and limited opportunities. The second generation was more likely to attribute 

those negative experiences to societal barriers and systematic rejection. In line with earlier 
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research, members of this generation were more pessimistic and disillusioned about the future 

than the first generation (Wiley et al., 2012). Second-generation migrants referred to 

distributive justice, reflecting on the fairness of the outcome of organisational policies and 

practices:  

 

I have seen native French coworkers advance much faster than I did (second-

generation, male, Martinican).  

 

I’ve known some excellent colleagues from Morocco and Algeria who should have 

been promoted. However, they haven’t moved up in the hierarchy as a result of their 

ethnic origin (second-generation, male, Burkinabé).  

 

Moreover, perceptions of prevailing negative stereotypes and discrimination were widespread 

among second-generation migrants:  

 

Some people do not want to interact with us based on some negative ideas they hold 

about us (second-generation, male, Martinican).  

 

We see this negative image of African people on TV and generalise this to all Africans. 

So when they see someone with an African background in the organisation, they 

already have those negative stereotypical ideas (second-generation, male, Burkinabé).  

 

However, this was less the case among first-generation migrants. They reported 

positive interactions with coworkers and a good ambiance at work. This relates to 
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interactional justice, which is characterised by ‘respectful and socially sensitive treatment’ 

(Bies, 2005: 93): 

 

I do not see any discrimination or racism here (first-generation, male, Senegalese). 

  

We work in harmony, we get along, joke around, talk and laugh (first-generation, 

female, Turkish).  

 

I respect everyone and as such I’m respected by others (first-generation, male, 

Portuguese).  

 

Social identity and the perception of fairness together led to different perceptions 

regarding diversity management practices, in which first-generation interviewees had a more 

positive perception of such practices than second-generation migrants: 

 

 Diversity management works well here (first-generation, male, Chinese). 

 

Diversity management doesn’t work in practice. It’s implicit, but you can feel it 

(second-generation, male, Algerian).  

 

In summary, first-generation migrants had a positive perception of diversity 

management practices. They considered themselves lucky, as they compared their situation 

with either the situation in their countries of origin or with other migrants in France who 

worked mainly in similar low-skilled occupations. They mentioned diversity management 

practices that reduce discrimination (Kossek and Pichler, 2006) and did not perceive 
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discriminatory practices based on their ethnic background that had hindered their career 

development or affected their access to training. Rather, they expressed faith in the 

organisation’s competency-based procedures and reported that those diversity management 

practices enhanced inclusion and justice. However, second-generation migrants’ appraisal of 

diversity management practices was quite different. Second-generation migrants compared 

themselves with non-migrant workers and were sensitive to and critical of perceived injustices 

and discrimination. They highlighted tensions in social interaction and felt that they were 

perceived differently because of their ethnic background.  

 

Discussion 

As diversity management has become a fundamental part of the human resources function in 

many organisations, it is important to understand how diversity management practices are 

perceived by the employees the policies are intended to benefit. Diversity management is 

designed with minorities or disadvantaged groups in mind but sometimes does not 

differentiate between members of a disadvantaged group. Adding to a stream of critical 

diversity studies (Zanoni et al., 2010), this article challenges the assumption of homogeneity 

of identity categories by studying the different appraisals of diversity management practices 

between first- and second-generation migrants in a French car manufacturing firm.    

Drawing on organisational justice theory, it can be seen that the first-generation 

migrants in this study had a positive appraisal of diversity management practices, as they 

believed that they were being treated with respect and felt that career progression was based 

on merit. This is interesting, as previous research has shown that minorities that endorse 

system-justifying beliefs (the belief that hard work leads to success) may react to diversity 

initiatives in a similar way to high-status groups (Major et al., 2002). First-generation 

migrants may judge themselves to be economically successful because they compare 
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themselves with people in their country of origin. They may attribute their achievements to 

personal hard work and effort, which are rewarded by an organisation as part of a 

competence-based promotion policy. In addition, the first-generation migrants in this study 

perceived that the company used competencies, but also motivation and loyalty, to determine 

career progression, which mirrors a “best case” study by Janssens and Zanoni (2014) of a call 

centre in Belgium. First-generation interviewees felt valued because, from their perspective, 

the organisation under study refrained from using an ethnocentric approach to whom is 

considered to be a ‘good worker’ (MacKenzie and Forde, 2009). 

In contrast, it appears that second-generation migrants felt relatively unsuccessful and 

unrewarded because they compared themselves with non-migrant citizens and attributed their 

lack of progress to prejudice. The finding that second-generation migrants expressed more 

experience of discrimination echoes previous studies in Western countries that found that 

discrimination seems to be a stronger obstacle for second-generation migrants than for first 

generations of Asian, Latino and other minority groups, hindering their integration and 

leading to lower psychological well-being (Giuliani et al., 2018). This finding is, however, in 

contrast with recent research comparing the perception of in-group discrimination among 

first- and second-generation migrants in 27 European Union member states, which found that 

second-generation migrants were less likely to perceive discrimination (André and Dronkers, 

2017). The finding that the second-generation migrants in the present study perceived more 

inequality and discrimination might lead to a vicious circle, in which perceived social 

immobility heightens the centrality of their ethnic identity and hence increases perceived 

instances of discrimination (Major et al., 2002). Discrimination experiences intensify ethnic 

identification (Fleischmann et al., 2011) and reduce national (host country) identification 

(Giuliani et al., 2018). 
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Previous research has also found that first- and second-generation migrants differ in 

their perception of work-related practices and experiences such as discrimination (Liu and 

Suyemoto, 2016). Other than the findings presented in this paper related to social identity and 

perceptions of justice, other possible explanations have been put forward. For example, 

second-generation migrants might have had more time to interact and socialise with the wider 

society, which has highlighted their ethnic minority identity (Kaduvettoor-Davidson and 

Inman, 2013). Another explanation lies in their higher linguistic abilities compared with first-

generation migrants, making them more aware of the subtleties of unfairness and 

discrimination (Kaduvettoor-Davidson and Inman, 2013), leading to a more negative 

perception of diversity management practices. In the same line of reasoning, first-generation 

migrants might have maintained a stronger connection with their country of origin, buffering 

their exposure to experiences of negative treatment (Kaduvettoor-Davidson and Inman, 2013) 

and resulting in a more positive perception.  

The above findings have implications for practice. Given the variation in perceptions 

of diversity management depending on migration history, it is important to create an inclusive 

workplace in which individuals of all backgrounds are fairly treated, valued for who they are 

and are included in core decision-making (Nishii, 2013). However, the creation of an 

inclusive climate at work requires more than increasing diverse representation and 

implementing equitable human resources practices. Rather, it requires a change in interaction 

patterns (Nishii, 2013). Organisations need, therefore, to create an inclusive climate in which 

individuals feel they can be themselves. This should increase feelings of authenticity and 

connectedness or belongingness (Shore et al., 2011). 

The findings show that first- and second-generation migrants differed in the way they 

perceived the role of skills and competencies regarding career development. All the 

interviewees saw competencies as a core requirement for career advancement but disagreed as 



23 

 

to whether their skills were recognised at work. A culturally defined perception of which 

skills are valuable should be challenged and so, therefore, should ideas of who is perceived to 

be competent (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). Cultural assumptions about the skills, work ethic 

or aspirations of migrants need to be challenged by redefining norms and broadening the 

skills and competencies that are considered valuable for an organisation. This can be done, for 

example, by creating multi-ethnic teams, making the value of migrant workers obvious to 

others and challenging the assumption that they are less competent. In addition, diversity 

networks can offer support and career advice and create connections within and between 

identity groups (Dennissen et al., 2018), so that the dynamics of oppression and privilege 

within their institution can be discussed.  

Furthermore, the second-generation migrants in this study felt they were perceived 

differently by French workers without a migrant background, which is in line with previous 

studies (Van Laer and Janssens, 2011). Individuals seek to maintain their identities, so their 

expression of who they are should be encouraged, while also allowing for multiple identities. 

Workers should be perceived as full employees by taking steps to avoid reducing them to a 

social category to which they are perceived to belong. This can be related to an integration 

strategy that allows individuals to keep their ethnic identities. By doing so, migrants might 

perceive less identity threat at work, avoiding negative outcomes for individuals and 

organisations alike (Van Knippenberg et al., 2004).  

Below, the findings related to the three types of diversity practice identified earlier are 

reflected upon (Kossek and Pichler, 2006): those that enhance perceptions of justice and 

inclusion, those that reduce discrimination and those that improve the position of the 

organisation. Interviewees reported both diversity management practices aimed at reducing 

discrimination and practices aimed at enhancing justice and inclusion, although these were 

perceived differently by first- and second-generation migrants. Previous research has argued 
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that diversity management practices, such as affirmative action, which seek to reduce 

discrimination can have a stigmatising effect on minority workers. Moreover, research has 

found that the underlying rationale for diversity plays a role, in that an instrumental 

perspective on diversity, focusing on achieving business success, is perceived by migrants as 

less stigmatising (Olsen and Martins, 2012). As a consequence, organisations might want to 

avoid diversity practices that can have a stigmatising effect on migrant workers (such as 

affirmative action). Diversity practices that enhance perceptions of justice and inclusion 

(Kossek and Pichler, 2006), such as the creation of an inclusive climate, diversity training or a 

mentor programme, might be more effective.  

 This study also has some theoretical implications. First, it has criticised the essentialist 

notion of identity categories and added to the theorisation of heterogeneity within identity 

categories, such as migrant identity (Dennissen et al., 2018), by using social identity theory 

and equity theory. In line with Schwab et al. (2016), this article shows that integrating 

multiple theoretical perspectives is helpful in enhancing understanding of issues related to 

diversity management. 

In line with social identity theory, the first-generation migrants in this study perceived 

themselves as ethnic minorities and compared their situation with that of individuals in their 

country of origin, whereas second-generation migrants compared themselves with non-

migrant individuals and perceived that they were treated differently, resulting in feelings of 

injustice. Previous research in France on ethnic minority workers has shown that their ethnic 

identity usually prevails over their national identity (Sabatier, 2008). Therefore, it has been 

argued that migrants rarely achieve an integrated or bicultural identity and more frequently 

adopt a separation strategy, in which they keep their own cultural heritage and do not adopt 

the dominant culture (Berry and Sabatier, 2010). This article shows that this has implications 

for the way migrants appraise diversity management practices in their organisation. 
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Equity theory deals with perceptions of injustice in an organisation. Perceptions of 

injustice lead to various psychological, emotional, physiological and behavioural responses, 

many of which are undesirable from an organisational standpoint. As a consequence, it is 

important for organisations that their employees perceive the process and outcome of the 

organisation’s actions as fair. Moreover, the findings highlight that individuals are sensitive to 

the way they are treated, so attention should be paid to issues relating to favouritism, 

stereotypes and discrimination. The interviewees seemed to be particularly sensitive to 

procedural and distributive justice, so transparent communication about how promotional 

decisions are made, how practices are implemented or how someone’s value is determined 

within the organisation is important to avoid perceptions of injustice.  

Finally, some limitations should be acknowledged and suggestions for future research 

can be formulated. First, it is likely that there exist strong differences within this group of 

migrants, as those with Asian heritage, for example, may differ substantially from those with 

North African heritage. Second, the findings show that non-visible migrants reported less 

discrimination and injustice than visible migrants. Being hypervisible, as is the case for some 

migrants based on their skin colour, has been found to have an impact on an individual’s 

productivity, commitment and sense of belonging at work (Wingfield and Wingfield, 2014). 

The hypervisibility of some migrants has been found to lead to negative treatment, such as 

discrimination, as they are perceived as deviant, leading to increased surveillance from others 

(Settles et al., 2018). This hypervisibility of their ethnic background obscures their personal 

identities, as they are seen only in terms of their marginalised group membership. It is not, 

therefore, surprising that migrants that are less visible fare better than migrant workers whose 

migrant heritage is visible. Therefore, it is suggested that future diversity research looks at the 

experiences of ethnic groups based, for example, on skin colour, religious beliefs or country 

of origin. 
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Third, while the present research design cannot establish causal relationships, the 

interviewees explained how their migrant history influenced their social expectations, which, 

in turn, affected their social identity and perception of justice. The proposed conceptual model 

could be tested and refined in future quantitative research endeavours. 

 

Conclusion 

Adding to a stream of critical diversity studies that have called for more research on the 

heterogeneity within identity categories, this study examined how and why diversity 

management practices are perceived differently by first- and second-generation migrant 

workers. Drawing on an extended case method approach, consisting of observations, analysis 

of organisational documents and semi-structured in-depth interviews with migrant workers in 

a French car manufacturing company, it was found that first- and second-generation migrants 

have different social expectations, which, in turn, influence their self-image, as well as their 

perception of organisational justice. The interaction between their social identity and their 

perception of justice affects the way they appraise diversity management practices in their 

organisation. The findings show that it is important that migrant workers are perceived as full 

employees, feel valued for what they do and can express their ethnic identity at work.  
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the sample 

 

First generation      

Interviewee Function Gender Age Ethnic origin 

1 Production worker Male 46  Cambodian 

2 Production worker Male 32 Chinese 

4 Technician Male 48 Tunisian 

7 Assembly worker Male 35 Senegalese 

8 Production Female 50 Turkish 

9 Forklift driver Male 42 Serbian 

12 HR worker Male 48 Portuguese 

13 Responsible for security Male 51 Moroccan 

14 Group HR director Male 45 German 

 

Second generation 

Interviewee Function Gender Age Ethnic origin 

3 HR assistant Female 44 Moroccan 

5 HR assistant Female 40 Algerian 

6 Quality analyst Female 35 Serbian 

10 Maintenance worker Male 56 Martinican 

11 Production team leader Male 39 Algerian 

15 Production worker Male 42 Portuguese 

16 Production worker Male 56 Burkinabé 

  



34 

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual model of perceptions of diversity management practices among 

migrant workers
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Figure 1: Data analysis structure 
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