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1. Introduction 

 

The identity of ‘ the’  civil servant has since long been connected to the Weberian model 

of bureaucracy in which the values of merit, neutrality and objectiveness take a central 

position. The merit bureaucracy implies ‘disembodied workers’ : effects are the same for 

e.g. men and women (Ferguson 1984; Halford in Savage & Witz 1992). So how can this 

model be combined with the values of equal opportunity and diversity? After all, full 

democratic citizenship does not only stand for political representation by elected officials, 

but also for representation in state bureaucracies. A bureaucracy that reflects the diversity 

of the general population implies a symbolic commitment to equal access to power 

(Mosher 1982, Wise 1990). When members of distinctive groups become public officials, 

they become legitimate actors in the political process with the ability to shape public 

policy (Selden 1998). For this reason (amongst others), instruments such as equal 

opportunity, affirmative action programs and diversity management were introduced into 

the public sector.  

In what follows, we will take a look at the basic ideas behind these instruments, and 

especially how they were applied in the context of the Belgian federal administration. By 

doing so, we will see that the evolution of the three approaches has not led to any 

fundamental change in the way that ‘equality’  is perceived in the Belgian federal public 

service. 

  

2. The way to more equality: from mer it to diversity over  equal opportunities 

 

The methods by which equality (and representativeness) can be sought are, of course, as 

varied as the societal and historical settings with which one is concerned.  In what 

follows, we will take a look at principles and instruments that have been implemented in 

(OECD) public services in order to achieve (equal) opportunities for people to enter the 

public service and to come to a more diverse public sector workforce. We will each time 

also go into the case of the Belgian federal public service. We will discuss the evolution 

from merit, to equal opportunity, to diversity. Does this evolution reflect a genuine shift 

to a recognition of the (economic) advantages of diversity, and the incorporation of more 



 

FACULTEIT SOCIALE WETENSCHAPPEN   
INSTITUUT VOOR DE OVERHEID. VAN EVENSTRAAT 2 A - B-3000 LEUVEN - BELGIE 
TEL: 0032 16 32 32 70  FAX: 0032 16 32 32 67 E-mail: io@soc.kuleuven.be  www.kuleuven.ac.be/io  www.overheidsmanagement.be 

3 

ambitious equality policies, or is it just a fashionable change in title? Is diversity 

management a logical extension of other equity approaches, or a replacement of them? 

 

Two contrasting approaches for selecting people for jobs (and educational opportunities 

etc.) are suggested. The first approach involves employment and admission based on 

merit, selecting the `best'  candidate regardless of race and gender. The second approach 

allows group membership to influence selection decisions, which theoretically dilutes the 

strict merit principle. As for the first approach, we will discuss the merit-principle. As for 

the second approach, we will go into equal opportunity and diversity. 

 

2.1 Mer it 

 

International literature 

In a merit bureaucracy, in contrast to for example a patronage bureaucracy, officials are 

appointed on the basis of their merit, their deserts. Their merit is usually tested in 

(written) examinations. A merit bureaucracy is supposed to guarantee a stable civil 

service, and is subservient to politics (Hondeghem 1990). During the 17th-18th-19th 

century, bureaucracies based on merit (instead of class or patronage) became dominant in   

Western societies. It is also during this period that the `modern'  civil service originated, 

in the sense that a professional corps was employed on a permanent basis. This does not 

mean that civil service systems are led only by the merit principle, although it is the most 

preponderant (Hondeghem 1990).  

The crucial element in the shift towards a merit bureaucracy seems to be that civil 

servants were recruited on the basis of their capabilities. This was the case in Prussia, 

were since 1794 one had to have a university degree in cameralistics to be admitted to the 

higher civil service. In France, the Ecole Libre des Sciences Politiques was set up in 1871 

to provide the right training and education for the larger administrative corps. In the 

United Kingdom, the Civil Service Commission was established to test the candidates'  

abilities. There was no real open competition until 1870 however, since until then the 

minister could influence the appointments. So, until 1870 open competition was a covert 

form of patronage (Hondeghem 1990).  In the United States in the second half of the 19th 
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century, demands were heard for a more efficient and professional civil service, and in 

1883 the Pendleton Act was issued, departing from the principles of political neutrality, 

equality, and competence. 

Although in the beginning merit was used as a guiding principle in the recruitment of 

civil servants, later it also became the basic principle of the organization of personnel 

matters in general (promotions, remuneration, training…).  

Finally, in the course of the second half of the 20th century, the merit principle not only 

signified that civil servants should be appointed according to their capabilities, but also 

that they should be recruited from all segments of society (representative bureaucracy). 

So, the merit principle stands for the search for a greater efficiency as well as more 

equality.   

 

Belgium 

In order to eradicate nepotism and arbitrariness from the civil service, and to take a step 

in the direction of a competent and neutral civil service, examinations were introduced in 

the Belgian national civil service (at least for lower staff) (Hondeghem 2000). This was in 

the beginning of the 20th century, and thus merit began to replace lineage as the criterion 

for recruitment.  

Later, with the Camu statute (1937), the Belgian national civil service was developed 

further after a Weberian model of a neutral, apolitical and competent civil service based 

on an objective selection system with competitive examinations and a career system with 

promotions based on either seniority (for lower grades) or merit (for higher grades) 

(Hondeghem 2000). However, next to the merit-principle, attention was also always 

drawn to maintaining a representative bureaucracy along the lines of language (French - 

Dutch) and political (or religious) affiliation. So, merit and representation were the two 

basic principles in organizing the Belgian civil service. 

Within the internal labor market of the Belgian civil service, one of the criteria that 

determine the mobility between positions was merit, but others were seniority and exams. 

From then on, university graduates were valorized into the system, as they were directly 

recruited for higher posts in the civil service (Hondeghem 2000). 
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However, this did not mean that political nominations and nepotism had gone. For 

example: promotions and nominations were divided amongst the parties in office in such 

a way that the merit principle was undermined. Recruitment was much less open and 

competitive than desired. There was a preparedness to moderate merit to meet criteria of 

a representative bureaucracy, such as language criteria (French-speaking vs. Dutch 

speaking employees) and political criteria.  

In other words, even at the very beginning, there were already various arguments for not 

always attributing the highest priority to the merit-principle in selection or promotion. 

This is interesting given the often heard criticism on equal opportunities or affirmative 

action programs, that they would undermine the principle of merit. 

Since the public administration reforms, the traditional definition of merit as educational 

qualifications (Hondeghem 2000; Colley 2006) was replaced with a more practical focus 

on vocational competencies and clerical aptitude (Colley 2006).  

 

2.2. Equal opportunity  

 

International literature 

Equal opportunity policy is located in the anti-discrimination legislation that was adopted 

in the United States and member states of the European Union in the 1970’ s and 1980’ s. 

Basically, there exist two models of equal opportunity: the ‘liberal’  and the ‘radical’ . On 

the one hand, the liberal approach emphasizes fair procedures. The formula for 

eliminating discrimination thus centers on the use of procedures which formalize methods 

of access to jobs and encourage employers to assess applicants on their merits and to 

exclude considerations of other aspects. Unequal outcomes in the distribution of jobs and 

resources would then be the result of unequal merit. The radical approach on the other 

hand emphasizes positive discrimination and the redistribution of jobs and resources in 

favor of those previously disadvantaged. This model views the meritocratic principle as 

ideology and seeks the politicization of decisions (Webb 1997). 

 

In the United States anti-discrimination legislation, in the form of the Civil Rights Act, 

was addressed directly to the situation of Black Americans. The status of women as a 
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group seldom came up in the debates leading to the legislation (Bacchi 1996). Post 

independence American history was dominated by race issues. Since then, civil rights and 

affirmative action have been couched in the language of justified compensation to Blacks. 

Since 1941, Executive Orders have forbidden race, creed and national origin 

discrimination by federal contractors. Sex was not included as a forbidden ground of 

discrimination until 1967 (Davis 1993). It is suggested that women cannot claim the 

historical legacy of slavery. And since this legacy is most often mentioned as a reason for 

some kind of `compensation' , it is not surprising that women' s situation is estimated less 

worthy of redress (Bacchi 1996). Where women are deemed to face `disadvantage' , it is 

explained that the causes are more complex and that no one in specific is to `blame' . 

(Bacchi 1996). Women are presumed to make job choices which fit in with their family 

responsibilities or their beliefs about what are appropriate occupations for women. So, the 

major problem that women face is `stereotypical social attitudes'  (Rosenfeld 1991).  

Since there is no one to `blame' , and there is no ground for `redress' , according to 

Rosenfeld, it is unfair to impose a duty of compensation on a select number of employers 

who are no more responsible for perpetuating gender-based stereotypes than anyone else. 

So, only voluntary affirmative action plans are justified. 

 

Belgium 

In contrast to the United States, EU-countries apply affirmative action programs almost 

exclusively to women. Also, the argument is not one of `compensation' , but rather of 

`creating equal opportunity' . 

In Belgium, equal opportunity policies for women have been implemented since 1985, 

mainly under international pressure of the UN-conference in 1980 and the European 

Union directory of 1976, and it is not until 1992 that equal opportunities became a 

portfolio. Since 1990, European legislation allows affirmative action, also in the public 

sector. In the Belgian public sector, the affirmative action program (within the framework 

of the equal opportunity policy) entails that there is (at least) one public servant in every 

public organization who takes on the responsibility of making sure that equal opportunity 

policies are followed up. She or he can suggest initiatives or actions to improve equal 

opportunities in the organization, and (s)he has to report every year of the actions that 
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have been taken. These `affirmative action officials'  are volunteers (at least in theory), 

but they are permitted to spend some time on their tasks as affirmative action official. 

They do not dispose of any budget however. 

 

In 2004, we conducted a research on the position of women in the Belgian federal public 

sector (Hondeghem, Scheepers, Decat et al. 2004). As a part of this research, we took a 

look at what has been done in the range of affirmative action between 1999 and 2004. We 

organized a focus group with 6 French-speaking affirmative action officials, and 

conducted face-to-face interviews with 6 Dutch-speaking affirmative action officials. It is 

not our intention to give a full overview of the results of this research, but instead to point 

at the main issues, as far as they are relevant to this paper. 

 

It has to be mentioned that a lot of the persons that officially carried the title of 

`affirmative action official'  in their organization, did so because they were appointed (e.g. 

by the head of the department), not because they volunteered. There were even a few 

cases where there actually was someone to volunteer, but a less enthusiastic person with 

less knowledge of gender and equal opportunities was made affirmative action official: 

 

 “ As I said before, I don’ t know why he appointed me. There was someone in the 

 organization who was happy to do it! But she is a higher civil servant. I guess that 

 must have been the reason. You see, I don’ t have time for this, to occupy myself 

 with something like this. But she does. She would really have put her back into it. 

 I guess he didn’ t really like the sound of that, did he.”  

 

This quote (and many others) is an example of the negative image of affirmative action in 

the public sector. This image is confirmed throughout the bulk of the conversations. The 

officials that took part in the research affirmed that they were hardly or not at all allowed 

to spend any work time on their tasks as affirmative action officials. Only those who were 

enthusiastic enough to use their personal free time got anything done. As a result, there 

have been quasi no initiatives in the range of affirmative action between 1999 and 2004 

in the federal departments and public organizations.  
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Next to this, we should point at the language that was used during the focus group and the 

interviews. Most of the interviewees told us that in the past, it was easier to `do 

something for equal opportunities' , because they could occupy themselves with practical 

issues, such as the lack of childcare, improving maternity leave arrangements, etc. Since 

these problems have been solved, the need for further action is estimated to be 

unnecessary according to some, or, according to others, the ability to change things 

further is not within their reach. If any change in gender relations is still required, this has 

to be addressed in children' s upbringing and education. The implication is that women' s 

problems originate from the domestic division of labor and that the solution is to make it 

easier for women to balance paid work and family responsibilities. Unfortunately, the 

main goal remains to facilitate the combining of paid work and family responsibilities by 

women, not to disrupt the assumed gender distribution of these roles. In this way, 

women' s `difference'  is used to explain their `disadvantage' , while the notion that they 

are `different'  is maintained. Thus, the `difference'  is thought to be an inherent 

characteristic of the non-dominant group (in this case women), rather than a feature 

arising from out of the relationship between groups (Duclos 1993; Crenshaw 1989). 

In itself, the public sector is viewed as a `fair'  system. Equal opportunity policies have 

made it possible for women to combine their job and domestic tasks. We could say that 

according to the interviewees, women' s emancipation has been accomplished. Although, 

there seems to be a difference here between the opinions of French-speaking and Dutch-

speaking interviewees, but this is still to be studied further. 

 

Finally, the respondents'  discourse on equal opportunities confirms the explanation that is 

often given for the `failure'  of instruments such as affirmative action. A problem lays 

already in the way that affirmative action, and equal opportunities as a whole, are 

defined. In EU-law, we have to do with an exemption allowing affirmative action. 

Member states are permitted to adopt measures to promote equal opportunity for men and 

women, in particular by removing existing inequalities which affect women' s 

opportunities (Bacchi 1999). Zillah Eisenstein (1988) claims that such an exemption 

reveals the implicit (male) norm structuring the legislation. Similarly, the way in which 
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affirmative action is ‘allowed’  in anti-discrimination legislation highlights the conceptual 

limitations around it. By being located as an exemption, affirmative action programs are 

placed on the defensive and need to argue for exemption status (Bacchi 1999). In fact, 

defining affirmative action as an exemption to anti-discrimination confirms and 

strengthens the dominant view that affirmative action is in opposition to and incompatible 

with ‘genuine’  equal opportunity. As Bacchi (1999) and Radin (1991) write, ‘the 

dominant ordinary language view is that affirmative action gives benefits to people who 

are less qualified or less deserving than white men or indeed are wholly unqualified or 

undeserving’ . Within this understanding, notions of merit remain unquestioned. Also, the 

continual framing of affirmative action, and equal opportunity as a whole, as ‘preferential 

treatment’  readily produces the conclusion that its targets are receiving ‘preference’  

beyond need and, thus, paradoxically are ‘advantaged’  (Radin 1991). There is no way 

within these terms to question the standards which were applied to those currently 

holding positions of power and authority, or which continue to be used in hiring and 

promotion (Bacchi 1991). 

 

2.3 Diversity 

 

International literature 

Diversity 

‘Diversity’  is typically discussed in organization literature in reference to the benefits of 

variety in work force attributes (Ospina 2001). Workforce attributes range from those that 

are directly related to work or tasks such as differences in skills, to those that are social in 

nature and -in theory- only indirectly related to work, such as gender. Research suggests 

that depending on the social, historical and organizational context, some attributes will be 

more salient that others (Ethier & Deaux 1994, Ospina 1996, Williams & O’ Really 

1998). But social categories (which include gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual 

orientation, physical ability, age and family, economic, educational and geographical 

backgrounds and status) appear to influence employment contexts in most societies. Of 

course, each employee in an organization fits into several potential social categories and, 

furthermore, many identities occur simultaneously. In addition, social diversity involves 
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both self-definition and attributes perceived by others. Categorizing individuals on the 

base of one single identity attribute may therefore produce equivocal judgment calls 

(Ospina 2001). 

 

Diversity management 

Diversity management originated in the private sector, where the arguments for diversity 

were mainly economic, and research on what might be called ‘managing for diversity did 

not appear in public management until the late 1980’ s and early 1990’ s (Pitts 2006). 

During that time, two broad demands started to affect public service in particular. On the 

one hand there is the demand for increased performance, where-by diversity becomes a 

performance requirement; the other is a legitimization demand, where-by diversity stems 

from political and ethical mandates for representative bureaucracy in a democratic 

context (Ospina 2001). These two demands produce a strong incentive to pursue diversity 

and to manage it effectively. 

 

 - Diversity as performance requirement:  

Schneider and Northcraft argue that resistance to social diversity limits opportunities to 

hire the most qualified applicants by reducing the labor pool. Therefore, constraining 

social diversity de facto constrains functional diversity, and promoting social diversity 

may promote functional diversity and thus increase diversity in perspectives, access to 

external networks, etc. So, there is a pragmatic reason to promote social diversity in the 

workforce. This also goes for public organizations given the contemporary trends in 

public management theory and practice (e.g. NPM). Flattened hierarchies, the 

introduction of modern management systems that increase accountability, etc. are 

practices that augment the demand for functional and thus social diversity in public 

organizations. 

 

 - Diversity as an ethical requirement:  

Here, the focus lays on understanding and valuing differences, instead of excluding them, 

so that every employee feels he or she is treated as a unique individual whose multiple 

identities and abilities are respected and appreciated for their potential contributions to 
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the organization (Ospina 2001). This already raises the question, however, to which 

extent those differences will be valued which are not believed to contribute to 

profitability. Another ethical dimension of diversity in the public sector is the aspect of 

representation. The public workforce should mirror the society it works for. Although 

according to some authors who apply a more limited definition of diversity management, 

paying attention to representation is more correctly identified as equal 

opportunity/affirmative action programs. 

 

Diversity management is said to be characteristically different from previous employment 

equity approaches directed at under-represented minority ethnic groups, such as equal 

opportunity and affirmative action approaches, in a number of ways. In contrast to the 

explicit targeting of groups in affirmative action policy, the emphasis in diversity 

management is upon expanding diversity to `multiple diversities'  (Thomas Jr. 1992).  The 

focus lays on individual enablement. Its rationale is primarily one of improving 

organisational competitiveness and efficiency, driven by business purpose and market 

advantage. In relation to this it stresses the necessity of recognising cultural differences 

between groups of employees, and making practical allowances for such differences in 

organisational policies (Wrench 2003). The idea is that encouraging an environment of 

cultural diversity where peoples'  differences are valued enables people to work to their 

full potential in a richer, more creative and more productive work environment. An 

advantage of diversity management is said to be its more positive approach, rather than 

the negative one of simply avoiding transgressions of anti-discrimination laws. It is said 

to avoid some of the `backlash'  problems associated with affirmative action, as unlike 

previous equality strategies, diversity management is not seen as a policy solely directed 

towards the interests of excluded or under-represented minorities. Rather it is seen as an 

inclusive policy, one which therefore encompasses the interests of all employees, 

including white males (Wrench 2003). So diversity management is, at least in its original 

form, framed by the language of economic rationalism. The argument runs that 

`deregulation'  will enhance competitiveness and this will generate commercial incentives 

to `reward merit regardless of other factors'  (Niland & Champion 1990: 5). In effect, 

diversity management undermines the starting premises of anti-discrimination law that 
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groups like women, ethnic minorities, those with disabilities, etc. are the targets of 

discriminatory practices and therefore ought to be the targets of reform. There is thus a 

shift away from any sense that specified groups experience `disadvantage' . 

 

Belgium 

In a context of a heightened awareness of issues of employment discrimination across EU 

Member States, the recent spread of ideas of diversity management from the US and 

Canada to Europe is of great interest (Wrench 2003). In recent years there have been a 

number of exercises both in Belgium and other  member states, as well as at a European 

level, to highlight examples of organisational case studies which can serve as models of 

good practice for others in combating racism and discrimination in employment. In 2003 

there was an added stimulus to this interest in the form of the two new European Union 

Equality Directives. Council Directives 2000/43/EC1 (“Racial Equality”  Directive) and 

2000/78/EC2 (Employment Equality Directive) which had to be transposed into national 

arrangements by 19 July and 2 December 2003 respectively. The Directives place a duty 

on all Member States to improve existing legislation against employment discrimination 

and create bodies to advise and assist victims of discrimination.  

At the level of the Belgian federal public sector, academic research reports on the 

position of women, emigrants, and disabled in the federal public service were used as 

input in the policy shift from equal opportunities towards diversity. In February 2005, the 

action plan for the improvement of diversity in the federal public service was presented. 

It is called “Action plan 2005-2007 for the improvement of diversity. The federal 

government: a diverse employer” . It is interesting to see that the diversity action plan 

contains `a policy of affirmative action'  (Action Plan p. 15), the `affirmative action 

officials'  are replaced by `diversity intermediaries'  (Action Plan p. 18). Their profile and 

tasks remain practically the same as those of the former affirmative action officials. 

(What is more, in a lot of cases, the same persons were re-appointed.) In the Action Plan, 

                                                 
1 Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal treatment between 
persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin. 
 
2 Council Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general framework for equal 
treatment in employment and occupation. 
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three target groups are explicitly mentioned: emigrants (or people of emigrant descent), 

women, and people with disabilities.  

 

So, in practice, diversity management in the Belgian federal public sector comes down to 

an equal opportunity or affirmative action program, be it this time for three target groups 

instead of one. This also shows in the fact that there is no strong link between diversity 

management and human resource management in the federal public sector. This is 

however, in contrast to EO/AA which is more linked to regulation and law than to actual 

HRM, an absolute requirement for diversity management.  

Since diversity is seen as a broadening of affirmative action for women, it is not 

surprising that the ethical arguments for diversity are a lot more present in the Action 

Plan than the economical ones, who seem to be completely missing. And given that 

diversity is seen as an extension of equal opportunity, in contrast to the international 

literature on diversity management, the focus still lays on group-thinking. This does not 

mean, however, that the shift towards the individual has not taken place (cf. infra). As a 

result, notions of `disadvantage'  currently exist alongside a new emphasis on `individual 

enablement'  and creating a work setting geared to the upward mobility of all kinds of 

people, including white men.  

 

Finally, much has been written about whether the increased attention to diversity is good 

for women (see for example Ospina 2001; Escott 2002; Selden & Selden 2001; Riccucci 

1997; Naff & Kellough 2003).  In much diversity management literature, `diversity'  is 

about racial or ethnic diversity. As for the Belgian public sector, we notice that the focus 

on diversity comes down to a focus on the employment of immigrants (or persons of 

immigrant descent) in the public service. Of course, this attention is very much needed 

since non-EU citizens only make up 0.05% of de federal public workforce. However, the 

emphasis on cultural differences transforms gender inequality into issues to which 

different cultures simple hold different opinions. Attitudes towards `women'  and their 

role then becomes one of the differences that can be talked about and sorted out (Bacchi 

1996). 
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3. Conclusion 

 

A brief overview of the way in which the Belgian public sector differs from the 

international literature when it comes to the principles of merit, equal opportunity, and 

diversity will form the basis of a critical analysis of the evolution between the three 

principles.  

 

3.1 Belgium vs. international literature 

 

From the previous paragraphs, we can conclude that Belgium follows the same 

international trends as described in international literature, although it differs here and 

there from what is commonly described as the merit, EO/AA and diversity principles. 

As for merit, the Belgian federal public service is a merit bureaucracy, but not purely. 

Next to merit, attention has always also been paid to representative bureaucracy along the 

lines of language and political affiliation. 

As for equal opportunities, Belgium (and the EU in general) followed an international 

trend by implementing affirmative action and other equal opportunity programs in the 

law, but the focus was almost exclusively on women, not on ethnic minorities or other 

target groups. 

Finally, concerning diversity: here the Belgian public service differs the most from what 

is described as ‘diversity management’  in international literature. Despite of the use of 

the term ‘diversity’ , in practice the federal Action Plan comes down to an extended 

EO/AA program, given 

 

- the focus on target groups 

- the focus on ethical arguments for diversity, not on performance arguments 

- the use of affirmative action (cf. Action Plan) 

- the missing link with HRM 

 

The difference is 1) that the target groups have changed: more attention is now being paid 

to emigrants in the public service instead of women; and 2) that the attention for certain 
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target groups exists alongside the focus on the individual (that is very present e.g. in 

HRM-instruments).  

 

3.2 Cr itical analysis 

 

 From mer it to diversity: one basic perception of equality 

 

The merit principle, the concepts of equal opportunity and diversity are all terms to talk 

about and readjust the `fairness'  of the system of public administration. In the end, 

however, there is one and the same idea behind these shifting perceptions of equality as 

`merit' , `equal opportunity'  and `diversity' , namely the idea of treating likes as alike.  

The only thing that changes is the composition of the group that forms the `likes' .  

In the merit system, this comes down to: “ all those who possess the right educational and 

intellectual background, have the same amount of opportunity to enter the civil service 

and build a career there.”  The fact, for example, that some groups were anyhow 

excluded from university studies was ignored.  

In the system of equal opportunities, the group of `likes'  who had to be treated `alike'  was 

broadened by paying extra attention to people who had been experiencing disadvantages 

when trying to enter the public sector. Some of these people now belong to one of a 

defined number of target groups. For some of these target groups, measures were taken in 

order for them to meet the criteria (affirmative action), for other target groups the criteria 

themselves were adapted (positive discrimination). The target groups that were 

established would from now on belong to the `likes'  and therefore had to receive the same 

rights and opportunities. EO/AA programs were designed in order for them to be treated 

`alike'  the dominant group. The requirement however is - again - that one first had to 

`prove'  that one belonged to a specific category (namely one of the designated target 

groups), in order to receive the treatment that came with it.  

Finally, with diversity we basically return to the merit-principle: ªanybody who possesses 

the right competencies and talent to contribute in achieving the organizational objectives, 

will be measured by the same standard, no matter what their social background beº. 
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Now, the ‘ likes'  are no longer those with the right diploma, but those with the right talent 

or competencies.      

 

 From mer it to diversity: the position of the categor izer  remains unquestioned 

 

Too little attention is directed to those doing the categorizing, those defining who are the 

likes, and who fall out of this category. For example: only those who can manage to fit 

their case to established categories of `disadvantage'  get heard. So, it is necessary to draw 

attention to those who create the categories of antidiscrimination and affirmative action 

law and then demand that women and ethnic minorities fit themselves into them. Nita 

Iyer (1993: 185) describes how being in the speaker' s position, being the categorizer, is 

to occupy a position of power: `[A]s categorizer, I can make myself absent from the 

process. I can create one side of the comparison as ªa differenceº, while constituting my 

particular constellation of attributes as the invisible background norm.'  Also Joan Eveline 

(1994) has argued that the effects of a `disadvantage'  discourse are serious indeed. Not 

only do the `disadvantaged'  become the problem, but the fact that those in power are the 

ones deciding just who is disadvantaged, what is the nature of their disadvantage, and the 

range of appropriate solutions, remains hidden. 

Even when the EO/AA group-thinking is absent, as in the merit and diversity discourse, 

the act of categorizing is being performed. Namely, not only target groups have to be 

categorized, but also e.g. competencies (what falls within the borders of the competency 

framework, what does not?) 

 

 From mer it to diversity: the return to the individual 

 

Although it is our opinion that the Belgian diversity program is an extension of the 

EO/AA program, this does not mean the diversity program departs from the same kind of 

group-thinking as EO/AA. At the same time that target groups are defined for the 

diversity Action Plan, the general discourse on diversity - and in HRM in general - is that 

everybody is different and unique, and should be judged on the basis of their 

competencies. This neo-liberal discourse differs from the discourse of the 1970' s and 
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1980' s in which attention was paid to structural disadvantages that were faced by 

members of specifically defined groups. 

The danger exists -at least in theory- that with the focus on this `unique individual' , we 

end up in the situation before equal opportunities. Although we have noted earlier the 

limitations of a `disadvantaged'  discourse and the problem with targeting homogenous 

target groups, attempts to completely smooth over categorical distinctions can also be 

regressive. The problem with the `individual'  approach is that discrimination is seen as a 

racist or sexist attitude, or prejudice. This reduces sexism and racism to individual 

aberration, suppressing recognition of the institutional and structural dimensions of 

discrimination. The result is the production of a discourse which, in the end, holds 

individuals responsible for their own success or lack of success.  

 

 

So, as a conclusion we can state that given in the evolution from `merit'  to `diversity'  

 the basis perception of equality remains the same, 

 fundamental issues concerning power remain unquestioned, and 

 the focus remains on (or better: returns to) the individual… 

…the shift to diversity management in the Belgian federal public sector is more a matter 

of discourse than policy.  The question we have to ask ourselves is why then has this shift 

taken place? This question will remain unanswered in this paper however, and forms the 

subject of further research. 
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