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Abstract 
 
This paper describes the designing process and the pre-testing of a survey about diversity. 

Funded through the European Social Fund’s Equal initiative, the purpose of our project is to 

create and test a survey for students and personnel of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) that 

examines the university’s openness to diversity. More specifically, some aspects of the work and 

study climate will be measured; along with the knowledge that the respondents already have 

about the diversity policy and facilities at the VUB and their opinion of it. We also assess 

whether students and personnel feel respected, accepted and valued and if they encountered 

discrimination or prejudice. Linked to demographical information about the respondents, the 

results of the survey may reveal if some minority groups perceive more problems with diversity 

issues. In the demographical section of the survey, we ask for nationality, place of birth, 

language, sexual interest, disabilities, gender and the kind of job/study the respondents are in. 

The results will serve as a basis to formulate recommendations for the diversity and equal 

opportunities policy.  

The advantage of this survey is that it enables to measure, monitor and steer the evolution of the 

diversity policy on a yearly basis. It can also serve for benchmarking with other universities or 

social profit organizations. 
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Introduction 

Diversity defined  

Diversity is a concept that can be defined in both narrow and broad ways. In a narrow 

way one can limit the definition to “differences among people with respect to race or ethnicity” . 

In a very broad way we can define diversity as “all the ways in which we differ”  (Hayles, 1996). 

In most organizations it is defined in terms of gender, social and ethnic background, sexual 

orientation and disability. The Vrije Universiteit Brussel came to a definition by starting from the 

handicap creation model that will be discussed in the next paragraph.  

Inclusive diversity at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) 

The VUB uses the model of inclusive diversity as a frame of reference for its diversity 

policy. The basis of this model is the assumption that the interaction between personal 

characteristics and environmental characteristics can lead to an inequality situation. This model 

is inspired by the handicap creation model of Fougeyrollas (1995) that states that an inequality 

situation is created and is not static. In other words: the situation and the interaction with others 

and/or with the context play an important role in a person feeling more (or less) disabled. Not 

only physical and psychological factors can lead to a handicap situation, but also factors like 

gender, cultural background, social-economic background and sexual orientation. A simple 

example is the white male middleclass work and education culture that can be dominant at 

universities. Women or students from another ethnic-social background can be confronted to an 

inequality situation when working or studying at the university. 

For pragmatic reasons, the VUB specified certain target groups on which the focus of the 

diversity mission and policy (and thus the diversity survey) is laid. Those groups are: women, 

ethnic minorities, persons with physical, psychological or learning disabilities, LGBT (lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender) persons, international students, work students and students 

performing sports at high level.  

 

It shouldn’ t be stressed how important the discussion about diversity is for higher 

education. In contrast to a lot of profit organizations, who bring diversity into their mission 

statement generally because they don’ t want to stay behind with demographical changes or 
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improve their workforce, diversity has always been a part of higher education’s mission. After 

all, students have to be prepared during their education to function in a pluralistic society. Or, to 

use Daryl G. Smith’s words: “ in viewing diversity not only as an issue of social justice for those 

who have been excluded, and not only as an issue of creating a supportive climate for increasing 

numbers of students, but also as an issue of educational purpose for all students, the discussions 

about diversity go to the heart of education”   (Smith, 1995). On the other hand, even if diversity 

is a substantial part of a university’s mission statement, it may not interfere with the university’s 

common values also stated in the mission statement. That is why the Vrije Universiteit Brussel 

pointed out the conditions of reasonability and acceptability in their mission statement about 

diversity. 

In the next paragraph, we will discuss why our survey is an important tool in the 

management of diversity at the VUB. 

Organizational culture/climate and diversity management 

For most organizations, managing diversity means for a large part changing the culture of 

the organization. Before trying to implement changes however, it may be useful to assess the 

organization’s culture and climate as it relates to diversity, more precisely, whether the present 

culture is open to diversity. In constructing our survey, we had to ask ourselves the question: 

what are the features of a culture that is receptive to diversity?  

 

Organizational culture can be defined as “ the shared philosophy amongst people of an 

organization” . This shared philosophy expresses itself in basic assumptions, norms and values 

and observable behaviours and interactions (Offers, 1995). Recruitment, promotion or turndown 

are based on this shared philosophy so the culture will always maintain itself, unless 

management tries to change it. Organizational culture is important in managing diversity for a 

number of reasons according to Spataro (2005). Since it shapes the behaviour of people in 

general, it will also specifically affect how people interact with people who are similar or 

different to them. It has an impact on the extent to which the people of the organization will 

emphasize or de – emphasize differences between each other. For those reasons, it has a direct 

impact on how an organization will outline its diversity policy.  
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Several authors (e.g. Smith, 1995; Chemers, Oskamp & Constanzo, 1994; Spataro, 2005) 

distinguish between types or stages of organizational culture with respect to diversity. Spataro 

(2005) distinguishes between a culture of differentiation, one of unity and one of integration. In a 

culture of differentiation, the focus is on the nature of differences between people, more 

precisely, on preferred characteristics for the organization. Those who possess the preferred 

characteristics will have more power than those who don’ t have the characteristics and whose 

contributions may be discounted. Management of diversity should consequently focus on 

changing the value system. A culture of unity is characterized by suppression of individual 

differences by putting the emphasis on shared identities and common bonds. There is a high level 

of identification with the organization and high loyalty and commitment. A positive feature in 

such a culture is that co-workers interact and communicate more and experience less conflict. It 

depends on the nature of the organization’s task whether such a culture is favourable for 

performance. In the third culture that Spataro distinguishes, the culture of integration, the 

emphasis lays on valuing differences among co-workers. In such a culture, a value is placed on 

completing tasks and individual differences, whatever they are, are considered as ‘  extra tools’  to 

complete tasks.  

Maddock and Parkin (1993) also make a distinction between four types of organizational 

culture but their focus is more on gender. According to one of the four types, men are more 

paternalistic or excluding towards women. As a matter of fact, several other authors (Fischer, 

Rodriguez Mosquera & Rojahn, 2000; Maddock, 1999) have emphasized that organizational 

cultures are ‘sex-coloured’ , meaning that women and men hold different positions and there exist 

different expectation patterns according to gender. Hofstede (1980) distinguishes between 

masculine and feminine norms and values when talking about organizational culture. 

Individualism, competition, emphasis on material reward, emphasis on status and hierarchy, 

etc… are supposed to be characteristics of a masculine culture. A feminine culture would be 

more characterized by collectivism, collegiality, emphasis on positive feedback, participation in 

decision-making process, etc. Despite the fact that this masculine – feminine dimension is quite 

stereotyping, we also embedded it in our survey, spread over several topics. We didn’ t want to 

make an obvious masculinity – femininity topic. 
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Cox (1992) also turns to the question about organizational culture and diversity. 

According to him, there would be certain “ types of organizational culture that are more suitable 

for culturally diverse workforces” . In his book, Cox lays the emphasis on cultural diversity, but 

we think his findings may as well apply to other aspects of diversity (gender, physical abilities, 

sexual diversity). He discusses that organizations that don’ t place a high value on cultural 

diversity will impose their personnel to conform to the existing organizational norms and values; 

they will impose assimilation1. Organizations with a high-prescription culture are less suitable 

for diverse workgroups. They have a narrow view of right or good behaviour; have a prevalence 

of judgmental behaviour and people who easily express criticism, a general intolerance of 

mistakes and a manager who gives strict directions about how the work has to be done. We tried 

to operationalize those findings in our survey into a topic about rules and control.  

 

Especially the way people interact with each other seems to be an important factor in the 

succeeding or failing of a diversity policy in an organization (Diversiteitsaudit, 

Steenkampinstituut). For example, a study about the work perception of gay, lesbian and straight 

teachers showed that they all evaluate their work as more positive when there are clear rules of 

interaction with the students (de Graaf, van de Meerendonck, Vennix & Vanwesembeeck; 2003). 

Interactions between co – workers are also important. They include the way newcomers are 

treated, whether they are accepted and how the relationships between the co-workers are. This is 

considered to be a part of socialization, which can be defined as “ the process in which an 

individual not only learns how to work in a particular organization, but also comes to accept and 

behave in ways that are appropriate to that organization”  (Taormina, 2004). Individuals learn this 

as newcomers, with the help of their colleagues. That’s why social networks and mentoring are 

important in the socialization process. The above – mentioned study of de Graaf et al. also 

stresses the relationship between a good understanding with the superior and a diversity policy. 

Superiors who promote a diversity policy seem to interact more collegial with their personnel (de 

Graaf et al., 2003).  

                                                 
1 Assimilation is a one-way adaptation in which an organization’s culture becomes the standard of behaviour for all 
other culture merging into the organization. The goal of assimilation is to eliminate cultural differences, or at least 
the expression of different cultures (Cox, 1992). 
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Several questions in our survey deal with social networks at the university and about the 

quality of the relationship between the respondent and her/his colleagues and superior. We also 

inserted a topic on the way newcomers are treated in the respondent’s service. 

 

According to Doyen, Lamberts and Janssens (2002) there are several circumstances that 

influence the diversity policy. They distinguish  

- individual circumstances (being interested in diversity, having information about the 

possibilities of the organization),  

- relational circumstances (in-groups/out-group feeling, relationship with out-groups, 

relation with superior) and  

- contextual circumstances (law, local labour market, current diversity in the organization).  

Our survey measures mainly individual and relational circumstances. For the individual part, we 

presented several attitude statements concerning the concept of diversity and the respondents 

have to indicate to what extent they agree. This is a way to measure if respondents are interested 

in diversity. We also tested whether respondents have enough information about the possibilities 

of the university by presenting them a list of available facilities and services. The respondents 

have to indicate whether they know the service, if they used it and how important they value the 

service for them. The relational circumstances are measured throughout the whole part of 

organizational climate (see the section about the method).  

 

Besides looking for a conceptual frame in the literature when designing our survey, we 

just used common sense. We felt that in a diversity-friendly climate, people should be free to 

express themselves and to talk about their values and norms without prejudice from other people. 

Communication and decision-making should be transparent and information should be available 

and understandable for everyone. In a diversity-friendly culture, there should be no room for 

discrimination, intimidation, bullying or aggression.  

In the next chapter we will go more into detail about our methods in designing the survey and 

why we chose this method.  

 



 7

Developing the survey: method 

Why choosing for a web survey? 

For measuring such a complex construct like diversity, it would have been more logical 

to use a qualitative method like focus groups or structured interviews. Consequently, this is the 

most important disadvantage of our survey. But since our aim was to create a monitoring 

instrument that reaches all the people at the university (which is a large population), a survey 

seemed the best choice. The advantages of a web survey are obvious: first of all the procession of 

information via this method is quite fast. Only the design of the survey and the technical 

procedures to put it online may take some time. When this is done, one just has to send an email 

to everyone and all the responses are collected in a database that can easily be merged to a 

statistical program (immediate data-validation). The costs are low since there is no paperwork 

and printing costs. Besides, for creating the online survey and design the web pages, one can 

reduce software costs by using an open source web-designing program. In theory, everyone at 

the university has access to the Internet. Students who don’ t have access at home can easily use a 

computer in one of the computer rooms at the university. For some groups of personnel (e.g. 

kitchen staff) we decided to print the surveys and hand them over in closed envelopes that we 

would recollect after a week.  

The survey has also as advantage that it is a simple quantitative method 

which can be used on a yearly basis, and which can be easily applied by 

other researchers. Weaknesses of this method are social desirability and not considering the 

present context in which the respondent fills out the questionnaire. Furthermore, the same survey 

will be used as well for academic staffs as for staffs with lower educational and literacy levels. It 

is thus important to create questions that are understandable for all populations, but that are not 

too simplistic either.  

In the next paragraph, we will discuss the designing process of our specific survey.  

Designing process 

On the basis of the literature we discussed earlier in this paper, we tried to operationalize 

constructs of diversity into questions. We presented them to the Diversity Forum, a board 

consisting of a very diverse group of students and staff (women, foreign, disabled, LGTB, 
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professors, administrative personnel) from the VUB that meets every month to discuss the 

progresses of our diversity policy and projects. They could bring in remarks or changes from 

their point of view. We also presented the survey to 30 students and personnel who are not 

involved with the Diversity Forum. On the basis of those remarks, we reworked the survey and 

came up with a questionnaire that is the object of the pre-testing we discuss in this paper. 

 

Four parts constitute the survey: in the first part, we try to investigate factors of the 

organizational climate that influence the diversity police. In the second part, we investigate the 

well being of the respondents. Both the first and the second part can be seen as methods to 

measure the effects of diversity management. In the third part we ask attitude questions about 

diversity in general, about diversity projects that are undertaken at the university and about 

facilities en services at the university. Here we try to examine if the respondents are actually 

interested in diversity. The last part questions personal data.  

 

Before starting, the respondent gets to read a text in which we explain how the survey has 

to be filled in and that it will take approximately 15 minutes. We also explain that some words 

can be clicked on. A new window opens then with the meaning of the word(s). Some examples 

of such words are: minority groups, LGBT persons, discrimination, intimidation, etc. At the end 

of the text, we emphasize that the survey is anonymous and that the data will only be used in 

aggregated form. We also give a contact email address for remarks or questions.  

In the questionnaire, all the parts and subparts are given a title in the survey so the 

respondents know what will be questioned. As a progress indicator, we only mention the number 

of pages (e.g. page 1/10). 

Personnel survey 

The first par t, organizational climate, contains 50 items divided in six subparts. The 

respondents are presented statements about their department and they have to indicate to which 

degree the statement fits to their service (not at all, not, moderate, pretty much, very much). The 

six subparts are: working atmosphere, decision-making, information and communication, 

networks, rules and control, handling of new colleagues. The information we wish to measure in 

this first part is: 
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- How’s the working atmosphere in the department? Do colleagues gossip about each 

other? Do colleagues respect each other’s culture? Is there a competition atmosphere or is 

the emphasis more on good relations between colleagues? 

- How are decisions taken? Is everyone involved or are they taken informally in a limited 

group of people? 

- How is important information for employees communicated? Does everyone understand 

the information? Does everyone get the chance to communicate things? 

- How are the relationships between employees? And between employees en their 

superior? Are there cliques? Are there an in-group and an out-group in certain services? 

Who’s in and who’s out? 

- Do employees get enough feedback from their superior? Are there unwritten rules about 

the way to dress, the way to behave or about working home or at the university? Is 

unfounded criticism common?  

- Are new employees welcomed properly at the service? Do they get a mentor when 

starting the job?   

 

The second par t of the survey deals with the well being of the respondent at the university 

for the past year. We based this part on an existing climate survey at the University of Colorado 

at Boulder2. We ask the respondent how often she or he felt accepted, humiliated, valued, 

excluded, different from others, welcome, threatened, free to be oneself, thwarted, respected and 

neglected during the past year on the campus. Next we ask the respondent if she or he has 

encountered discrimination, intimidation, teasing or aggression and if so, by whom (students, 

others members of personnel).  

The third par t of the questionnaire is more about attitudes and opinions. It contains three 

subparts. In the first, respondents have to indicate to what extent they agree with general 

statements about diversity at the university (e.g. I think that more diversity at the VUB will 

contribute to more tolerance for each other). In the second part, we present them a list of projects 

that are undertaken or will be undertaken (e.g. a mentoring project for students and PhD 

students). They have to indicate how important they think those projects are. The third subpart 

contains a list of facilities and services for personnel (e.g. child care, trust person, medical 

                                                 
2 http://www.colorado.edu/pba/surveys/climate/01/index.htm 
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service, reimbursement of public transport, etc). The respondents have to indicate whether they 

know the service, if they already used it and how important they think this service is (by giving a 

number).  

In the four th par t, we ask for personal data of the respondent. We emphasize again that the 

survey is anonymous and that data will only be used in an aggregated form. These are the data 

we ask for: 

- gender (also transgender),  

- age,  

- category of personnel (professor, assistant, other academic personnel, technical or 

administrative personnel),  

- which department or faculty the respondent works in  

- which language(s) the respondent speaks at home 

- nationality(ies) 

- which country the respondent was born in 

- which country the respondent’s father was born in 

- which country the respondent’s mother was born in 

- if the respondent has a disability (learning disability, physical disability, chronic illness, 

mental problems) 

Student survey 

Only the first part of the survey differs from the personnel survey in the way that 2 parts are 

omitted: decision making and the handling of new colleagues. Furthermore, we talk about ‘class’  

and not about ‘department’  in the statements. In the part where we ask about networks, we also 

ask how often the students have contacts with students of another social or ethnical background 

than theirs, LGBT or disabled students. 

 

The other parts of the questionnaire are similar to the personnel questionnaire described above.  
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Pre-testing 

The aim of the pre-testing was to explore the responses about organizational climate for 

finding underlying constructs. By means of a factor analysis, we measured which variables 

loaded highly on which factors and then conducted an item analysis to examine if those items 

constitute a reliable scale. Another aim of the pre-testing was to explore if the survey was user – 

friendly and understandable for the respondents. 

The pre-testing was conducted with 315 students (3 random samples + 2 reminders) and 227 

members of personnel who have access to the Internet (2 random samples + 2 reminders). There 

was a 34,6% response for students (N = 109) and 56,8% response for members of personnel (N = 

129). Bad timing may be the reason for the lower response with students since they were in pre-

exam period.  

We will only discuss the analysis of the personnel survey below.  

Results 

The respondents consisted of 48,1% women and 51,9% men. The age frequencies were 

almost equally divided between 25 and 50 years.  

First we analysed if the survey was understandable by exploring missing data and ‘ I don’ t 

know what this means’  answers. There were no items that strikingly came out as unanswered or 

as missing. We then conducted a principal axis factoring on the 6 subparts of organizational 

climate. We preferred to use principal axis factoring over the commonly used principal 

components as extraction method because the latter does not discriminate between shared and 

unique variance. Principal axis factoring can identify the variables that contribute to the shared 

variance in a set of measured variables, which is what we need in identifying underlying 

structures. Also, the principal factor method doesn’ t have distributional assumptions (Costello & 

Osborne, 2005). During the analysis, we excluded variables that didn’ t meet the criteria of 

sampling adequacy and variables that had a low-shared variance. We chose variables with factor 

loadings �  0.4 after rotation.  

After the factor analysis, we conducted an item analysis on the factors. 
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Table 1 summarizes the high loading variables on the five factors generated by the factor 

analysis and the Cronbach �  from the item analysis. 

Factor names and high loading variables Cronbach �  and 
factor loadings  

Factor 1: relationships �  = 0.888 
Colleagues help each other carrying out tasks 0.756 
There are good relationships between the colleagues 0.739 
Colleagues are prepared to give each other help or advise 0.689 
The relationship with my colleagues is good 0.661 
There’s a feeling of solidarity 0.637 
There’s a pleasant working atmosphere 0.546 
Emphasis on pleasant interactions with colleagues. 0.504 
Emphasis on getting individual results -0.498 
I’m being asked to join informal activities organized by colleagues 0.410 
  
Factor 2: openness �  = 0.813 
There are good relationships between the colleagues and the boss 0.653 
Everyone gets the opportunity to say something during meetings 0.563 
Information about our unit is accessible for all the colleagues 0.514 
Information about our unit is dispersed in an understandable language 0.512 
Being known by the right people is more important than delivering good work -0.481 
Expression of culture is respected by everyone 0.465 
My boss gives me enough freedom in carrying out my tasks 0.442 
Ideas can be expressed openly without being condemned 0.423 
Everyone dares to say what goes good or wrong in the interaction with colleagues 0.416 
  
Factor 3: welcoming and integration �  = 0.821 
New employees have to find out the rules, habits and behavioural codes by themselves -0.756 
New employees are being presented to the colleagues on their first working day 0.642 
New employees are being helped by a more experienced colleague in the beginning 0.612 
New employees are left to their own devices -0.598 
When a new employee comes for the first time to a meeting, he or she is immediately greeted and 
welcomed by the colleagues 

0.417 

Organizing informal activities 0.412 
  
Factor 4: atmosphere and competition �  = 0.818 
Unfounded criticism is expressed to colleagues 0.653 
Colleagues gossip about each other 0.621 
Colleagues consider each other as competitors 0.612 
Strong competition atmosphere 0.579 
There are “cliques” in my unit 0.432 
  
Factor 5: communication and decision making �  = 0.704 
Only a limited number of people from my unit is involved in taking decisions 0.656 
In my unit more things are discussed informally in the walking pace (e.g. in the coffee break, at 
lunchtime, etc) than during formal meetings. 

0.613 

In my unit, more decisions are taken informally in the walking pace than during formal meetings. 0.570 
When decisions have to be taken in our unit, everyone’s opinion is taken into account in the degree 
of possible 

-0.492 

You have to have a big mouth to get a word during meetings in our unit 0.437 
Table 1: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 
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Discussion  

Despite the fact that the main purpose of our factor analysis was to find underlying 

structures, we also obtained a data reduction from 50 to 34 items in the first part of our survey. 

Especially the topic about rules and control, which tried to detect a high-prescription culture, 

didn’ t fit in our initial model. We still think this is an important topic and so we kept some of the 

questions in the survey, formulated in a different way (e.g. in my unit, one gets the opportunity 

to work at home). We also added a few other questions that should altogether measure the degree 

of “ family-friendliness”  of a department’s climate. 

We decided to preserve the order and the form of the subparts (except the factor – 

analysed part of organizational climate) because they bring variation. In the part that assess 

attitude about diversity though, we thought it would be better to vary the use of the terms 

‘diversity’  and ‘equal opportunities’  instead of only talking about diversity. The reason we did 

this is that, even though we clearly stated that we see diversity in a broad way, people still think 

diversity is only about cultural en ethnic differences.  

In our initial survey, we did not include open questions to avoid too elaborate processing. 

However, we received about five reactions via email from personnel, some positive, some 

negative. We think it would nevertheless be interesting to put an open question in the survey for 

remarks since not everyone is so assertive to give non-anonymous remarks.  

Since there were four respondents who made the effort to print the survey page by page 

from the web and send it to us, we decided to make a link to a PDF version of the survey that 

would be easier to print without a distorted layout.  

 

The next step in our project will be to let all the members of the personnel participate in 

the survey. It will be again an electronic version, but we will also provide paper versions for the 

people who don’ t work with a computer. With the results, we will be able to do confirmatory 

factor analysis and redesign the questionnaire, if necessary. Simultaneously, a part of the survey 

will be tested by one of our transnational partners in a Spanish university for validation.  

The final result of our project will be a guide in which we will describe how the 

instrument can be used or adapted for use in other higher education institutions or even other 

(social profit) organizations. We think the survey can serve at any stage of the implementation 
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process of a diversity policy in an organization. In an initial stage, it can serve to set a starting 

point for a further policy and raise awareness with the people working in the organization. 

Organizations that already have a policy can use the instrument to monitor their policy. 
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