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Abstract 

This research aimed to investigate how organizations can facilitate friendships among 

demographically diverse employees in the workplace. Such friendships can offer multiple 

benefits to employees and organizations and allow effective diversity management within the 

workplace. We hypothesized that transformational leadership would have a positive effect on 

diverse friendship formation through the creation of an inclusive climate. We collected 

survey data among 227 employees working in different organizations worldwide. Our results 

indicated that the perception of having a transformational leader could indeed facilitate 

friendship formation among diverse employees. More than this, we showed that the 

perception of working in an inclusive climate explains why employees who perceive their 

leader as transformational report more diverse workplace friendships. The present study 

demonstrates the importance of transformational leadership style and inclusive climate in 

helping organizations and employees navigate diverse organizations and reap both the 

benefits of friendship and those of diversity. 

 

Keywords: diverse workplace friendship, transformational leadership, inclusive climate 
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Introduction 

 Friendships are essential to people's general well-being, providing joy and 

significance throughout their lives (Goldman et al., 1981; Rawlins, 1992). Individuals 

flourish when having a sense of belonging and connection to others, and workplace social ties 

are no exception (Ferris et al., 2009; Spreitzer et al., 2010; Spreitzer et al., 2005). Friendships 

in the workplace offer multiple work-related benefits, such as job satisfaction, job 

involvement, and organizational commitment (Nielsen et al., 2000). The way friendships are 

formed is that individuals voluntarily befriend people they perceive to be like themselves in 

terms of gender, age, ethnicity, attitudes, and/or opinions (McPherson et al., 2001; Sias & 

Cahill, 1998; Reid et al., 2017). However, the focus of this study will be on workplace 

friendships formed among employees who differ in age, gender, and ethnicity. 

Several reasons point to the significance of studying diverse workplace friendships. 

Firstly, even though the combination of diversity and friendship can offer multiple benefits 

(Nielsen et al., 2000; Jayne & Dipboye, 2004), the existing literature has not deeply studied 

how we can facilitate such relationships in the workplace. Some studies suggest broader 

workplace aspects (e.g., leadership; Tse, Dasborough, & Ashkanasy, 2008) may influence 

friendship formation, but the research is limited (Nielsen et al., 2000; Sias & Cahill, 1988). 

Therefore, we deem it significant to explore how leadership may facilitate friendship 

formation in the current study. Secondly, the topic of diverse workplace friendships has not 

been explored deeply by scholars. Fasbender and Drury (2021) have investigated 

organizational outcomes of diverse-age friendships, but what has not been studied yet, is the 

antecedents that can predict and enhance diverse workplace friendships, and this is the gap 

that this research aims to fill in. 

In contemporary societies, workplaces become increasingly diverse in terms of 

gender, age, and ethnicity due to several societal changes, such as women's increased labor 

market participation and the rise of multicultural societies (Hooghe et al., 2008; Buckley & 

Bachman, 2017). Some research indicates that diversity, if managed well, can lead to positive 

outcomes for organizations, such as higher creativity (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004). However, it 

might also entail adverse outcomes for workplace relationships. Kammeyer-Mueller and 

colleagues (2011) suggested that organizational newcomers who perceive themselves as 

different from their coworkers are less proactive in building relationships. Also, Dumas and 

colleagues (2013) have concluded that when employees are visibly dissimilar from their 
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coworkers, integration behaviors (e.g., attending company parties) do not help them create 

close relationships with colleagues. Both studies indicate that visible dissimilarity can 

negatively affect the formation of work relationships, highlighting the need to find solutions 

to this issue.  

To explain how diversity can negatively impact friendship formation, we will use an 

example of a diverse organization. In a diverse organization, friendships might be more easily 

formed among employees who look alike, for example, a group of friends of employees in 

their 20s and another one of others in their 40s (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Byrne, 1971). The 

members of each group might consider the remaining colleagues as very different from 

themselves and thus might not interact with them nor have opportunities to befriend them. In 

this way, their differences in terms of age may stand in the way of getting to know each other 

on a deeper level and finding out they could have the same opinions or attitudes, for example. 

Those deeper characteristics are more important than surface-level differences, like age, 

when building relationships and could lead to friendship (Sias & Cahill, 1998; Reid et al., 

2017). For diverse organizations to overcome the hindrance that demographic dissimilarity 

brings and to benefit from all the advantages that friendships and diversity can offer, it is 

important to identify the factors that facilitate friendship formation in diverse workplaces. 

The current study proposes a theoretical framework that highlights those factors. 

Research has established that a transformational leader (i.e., a leader who can inspire positive 

change among the followers) can manage workplace diversity (Nguyen, 2019). Furthermore, 

based on previous research, transformational leadership paves the way for friendship 

formation among employees (Kohan et al., 2018). Based on these findings, we propose that a 

transformational leader can facilitate the formation of diverse workplace friendships. 

Moreover, we propose that an inclusive climate (i.e., a climate in which employees feel 

equally welcome, respected, and valued despite their differences) mediates the relationship 

between the two, such that a transformational leader can nurture an inclusive climate in 

which diverse workplace friendships can flourish. The transformational leadership style has 

the potential to cultivate an inclusive climate through this leader’s natural tendency to 

reshape perceptions and bring change successfully (Wang et al., 2017). Furthermore, the 

culture or the climate of an organization can influence whether the employees have the 

opportunity to become friends (Nielsen et al., 2000). An inclusive, compared to a non-

inclusive climate would allow diverse employees to get close to each other and overcome 
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their differences, opening the road for friendship formation, hence enhancing diverse 

workplace friendships. 

Considering all the above, the central research question of this study is: Does the 

perception of working in an inclusive climate explain why employees who perceive their 

leader as transformational are more likely to form diverse workplace friendships? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Friendship at the Workplace 

 Friendships with coworkers offer multiple benefits to individuals and organizations. 

More specifically, the positive outcomes of workplace friendships include instrumental and 

emotional support, positive identity development, opportunities for growth, higher job 

performance, creativity and innovation, team cohesion, and organizational commitment 

(Berman et al., 2002; Colbert et al., 2016; Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; Dutton et al., 2010; 

House, 1981; Fliaster & Schloderer, 2010; Nielsen et al., 2000; Lu et al., 2017; Riordan & 

Griffeth, 1995). Given all these benefits, it’s valuable for both employers and employees to 

facilitate friendships within the workplace.  

According to Berman, West, and Richter (2002), workplace friendships are informal 

relationships between employees at work. Their aim is mainly enjoyment and satisfaction 

rather than executing a specific work function or role. There are two ways in which they 

differ from other workplace relationships: they are holistic and voluntary. They are holistic or 

personalistic, meaning that individuals recognize their coworker/friend as a whole person 

with a life outside work. Voluntary because employees develop friendships with their 

coworkers, not because they are obligated to engage as part of their work tasks, but because 

they are freely willing to invest time and effort in the relationship (Sias et al., 2003).  

 Although employees voluntarily choose the colleagues they get close to and become 

friends with, this choice can be influenced by many factors that are contextual or personal 

(Sias & Cahill, 1998). The contextual factors are either related to the organization or external 

and include the organizational climate, human resources practices, leadership, workspace 

design, interdependency, life events, socialization, and external leisure activities (Dietz & 
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Fasbender, 2021; Mao et al., 2009; Sias & Cahill, 1998). On the other hand, personal factors 

are associated with the befriended individuals: similarity, self-disclosure (i.e., revealing 

information about yourself to a colleague), and personality (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018; Sias 

& Cahill, 1998). For a friendship to emerge, there should be a level of perceived similarity 

(McPherson et al., 2001). According to the similarity-attraction theory (Byrne, 1971), 

perceived similarity leads to the attraction between individuals, which leads to friendship 

formation (McPherson et al., 2001). 

Diverse Workplace Friendship 

Diversity in organizations can exist on many different levels. Researchers have 

distinguished between prominent surface-level characteristics that are immediately visible 

and underlying deep-level characteristics that emerge in teams over time (Harrison et al., 

1998). The first refer to demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and ethnicity, 

whereas the second refer to attitudes, opinions, values, and personality. In the current study, 

we will focus on demographic diversity and not on diversity at deeper levels. Diverse 

workplace friendship will be seen as a specific type of workplace friendship that is reflected 

in the difference in age, gender, and ethnicity amongst the befriended employees. The deep-

level similarity is more significant when befriending someone (Sias & Cahill, 1998; Reid et 

al., 2017). However, surface-level dissimilarity can act as a barrier to identifying deep level 

similarities that will lead to friendships among diverse employees (Standifer et al., 2013). 

This is the barrier we will try to overcome with this study. 

The Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) proposes that individuals 

distinguish social groups based on surface and deep level characteristics and categorize 

themselves based on the social group they identify with. Meaning, that the members of the 

social group to which an individual perceives to belong will most likely share some surface 

and/ or deep level characteristics of such individual. Combining the Social Identity and 

Similarity-Attraction theories, when employees enter the workplace, they will get close to 

people who look alike and form subgroups (i.e., the "ingroup"). This means that coworkers 

who are visibly different will categorize each other into different subgroups, considering 

other subgroups as highly different from themselves (i.e., the "outgroup"; Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). This focus on their surface-level dissimilarities will negatively affect the development 

of diverse friendships, as they will not get the opportunity to discover underlying similarities 

(Berger et al., 1977). With the current study, we aim to identify how to buffer/prevent this 
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negative outcome by investigating factors that will help employees identify similarities 

among their coworkers that go beyond the surface-level similarities. 

Transformational Leadership and Diverse Workplace Friendship 

 We propose that transformational leadership is the first factor leading to the 

development of diverse workplace friendships. Transformational leaders use their charisma 

and vision to inspire and intrinsically motivate their followers to make positive changes in 

their lives while making them feel supported and recognized for their efforts (Bass & Riggio, 

2006). Transformational leadership involves inspirational motivation, idealized influence, 

individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation (Bass & Avolio, 1994). More 

specifically, transformational leaders utilize their talent to adequately convey their vision in a 

way that is appealing to their followers; serve as role models to be mirrored; pay attention to 

their followers’ needs and concerns by acting as mentors or coaches; challenge their 

followers to help them grow and reach optimal outcomes. Previous research has found that 

transformational leadership predicts friendship formation (Kohan et al., 2018). At the same 

time, it is crucial when managing diversity in the workplace (Reid et al., 2017). Different 

aspects of transformational leadership will contribute to diverse workplace friendship 

formation. 

 First, employers with a transformational leadership style create positive working 

conditions through their positive characteristics (Hannah et al., 2009), which in turn 

positively influence relationships at work (Oades et al., 2017). The fact that transformational 

leaders devote time to listening to their employees while valuing them and embracing their 

differences (Felfe et al., 2004) strengthens the positive feelings and emotions experienced 

within the workplace (Sechudi & Olivier, 2016). Those positive emotions lead to stronger 

feelings of connectedness amongst the coworkers and improvement of their social 

interactions (Oades et al., 2017). Besides this, research has shown that when leaders and 

followers interact with openness and honesty, social and emotional bonds are facilitated, and 

employee friendship is reinforced (Tse et al., 2008). 

Second, transformational leaders can promote trust and fairness (Tombaugh, 2005), 

which is considered a significant element in friendship formation (Nielsen et al., 2000; 

Huang, 2016). Also, when team leaders communicate a compelling vision for the team and 

exhibit confidence in employees, trust and commitment among diverse employees are 
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increased (Joshi et al., 2009), as well as mutual respect and a sense of collective identity 

(Scandura & Lankau, 1996). In a study by Boehm and Dwertmann (2015), it was found that 

this type of leadership is thought to decrease the formation of subgroups and stereotyping 

among diverse employees who would otherwise face relationship disputes due to their 

demographic disparities. Thus, transformational leadership will allow employees to get closer 

to each other regardless of their visible differences and develop close relationships. Given all 

that has been mentioned, transformational leaders' behaviors create the right setting for 

employees to build diverse friendships. 

H1: The more employees perceive that their leader has a transformational style, the 

more diverse workplace friendships they report to have. 

Transformational Leadership and Inclusive Climate 

 We suggest that transformational leadership will facilitate friendship formation 

among diverse employees, and at the same time, transformational leaders will assist in the 

creation of an inclusive climate that will also lead to diverse workplace friendships. In an 

inclusive climate, individuals are fairly and unbiasedly treated, valued for who they are 

regardless of their differences, and involved in making important decisions (Nishii, 2013). 

Wang and colleagues (2017) claim that the transformational leadership style is especially 

effective in establishing an inclusive climate due to its nature of reframing perceptions and 

implementing organizational change. Besides, research indicates that transformational leaders 

can shift the beliefs and attitudes of the employees away from egoistic, individual goals and 

towards collective, superordinate goals (Podsakoff et al., 1990). This way, they can enhance 

unity and a sense of commitment to the team (Kearney & Gebert, 2009) and increase 

adaptability (Wang et al., 2017). These lead to an atmosphere where employees experience a 

sense of inclusiveness and are more open to others who differ from them.  

Moreover, transformational leadership promotes confidence, encouragement, 

innovation, and trust, which construct the ideal climate for inclusion initiatives (Chrobot-

Mason et al., 2004). In particular, inclusion is endorsed when the leader challenges the 

employees to question the status quo, encourages them to contribute with their input, and 

shows appreciation for the alternative ideas they come up with (Nembhand & Edmondson, 

2006). By fostering expectations and norms for authenticity and sincerity, leaders with a 

transformational style cultivate an inclusive climate within which meaningful relationships 
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are developed, and solidarity is nurtured (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2004). Because of the above, 

we propose that a transformational leader has the potential to cultivate an inclusive climate 

within an organization. 

H2: The more employees perceive that their leader has a transformational style, the 

more they perceive the organizational climate as inclusive. 

Inclusive Climate and Diverse Workplace Friendship 

As stated above, an inclusive climate could create the right atmosphere for friendships 

among diverse employees. Research has shown that an inclusive climate can play a critical 

role in helping employees to see beyond the dissimilarities in surface-level characteristics 

(Jansen et al., 2017) and thus pave the way for friendship formation by allowing them to 

identify deep-level similarities. When a workplace is open towards and appreciative of 

differences, employees have more opportunities to engage with dissimilar others, which will 

allow them to develop a more differentiated and personalized understanding of their unique 

characteristics (Ensari & Miller, 2006). These opportunities, combined with inclusion in 

decision-making, are critical for reducing stereotypes and bias (Green & Kalev, 2008). This 

will open the road for employees to see beyond the surface-level characteristics of their 

coworkers and identify deep-level similarities that can lead to friendship formation (Sias & 

Cahill, 1998). We propose that employees who work in organizations with an inclusive 

climate will have more opportunities to form diverse workplace friendships. 

H3: The more employees perceive their organization climate as inclusive, the more 

diverse workplace friendships they report. 

H4: Inclusive climate plays a mediating role in the relationship between 

transformational leadership and diverse workplace friendship, such that transformational 

leadership leads to the creation of an inclusive climate which in turn leads to the formation of 

diverse workplace friendships. 

In sum, we expect that the transformational leadership style will facilitate friendship 

formation among diverse employees. Furthermore, we suggest that this relationship will be 

explained by creating an inclusive climate, which will mediate the relationship between the 

two.  
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Figure 1 

Research Model including the Hypotheses  

 

 

Method 

Participants and Design 

 We performed a statistical power analysis in G* power to calculate the sample size 

needed for 80% power (Faul et al., 2007). Based on the assumption that there will be a small 

to medium effect size (R2 = .05), the sample size needed was 187 participants for multiple 

linear regressions. In total, 355 participants filled out the questionnaire. Participants were 

excluded due to only filling in the background variables (N = 120) or because they did not 

meet the requirements of the study (N = 8), which were working adults with coworkers who 

work for a minimum of 16 hours per week. We chose this specific group because employees 

who work fewer hours might not have enough opportunities to get close to their coworkers on 

a personal level. The final sample consisted of 227 participants (163 female, 62 male, and 

two nonbinary) who consented to participate in the study and filled in at least one measure 

after the demographics.  

 Participants reside in Canada (28.2%), Serbia (24.9%), the Netherlands (22.8%), 

Greece (11.8%), or other countries (12.3%). The average age was 31.89 years old (SDage= 

10.85), and most participants had a bachelor's (48%) or a master’s degree (36.9%). The 

participants worked 38.79 hours per week (SD= 7.70) and 28.16 hours per week, specifically 

in the office (SD= 15.70). As for how diverse they perceived their organization to be, the 
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responses indicated that the participants worked in somewhat diverse organizations in terms 

of age (M=3.53, SD=1.14), gender (M=3.04, SD=1.18), and ethnicity (M=2.95, SD=1.53). 

Since we measured diversity using a 5-point Likert scale, the above means fall around the 

scale's midpoint. 

 The study design was correlational since we measured the concepts involved instead 

of manipulating them. 

Procedure 

 We collected the data from the 12th of March till the 14th of April 2022 in 

collaboration with colleagues who were also conducting research in the field of policy and 

social relationships in the workplace. A collective questionnaire, which contained ten 

measures, was created in Qualtrics and distributed via an online link to our networks. Only 

the measures and constructs relevant to this paper are described here. We invited the 

participants to consent to their voluntary and anonymous participation after providing them 

with an informed consent letter. In this letter, we informed the participants about the length 

and confidentiality of the questionnaire, the participation requirements, their rights, how the 

data will be treated, and the ethical approval the study had received. First, they were asked to 

fill out demographic background information, which included: gender, age, level of 

education, country of birth and residence, the field of industry, whether they held a leadership 

position, how many hours they worked per week (at the office or online), and how diverse 

they perceive their colleagues to be. The rest of the measures followed in this order: 

perceived transformational leadership, perceived inclusive climate, and diverse workplace 

friendship. After filling in the questions related to our independent, mediator, and dependent 

variables, participants were fully debriefed on our research goals and thanked for their 

participation. 

Measures 

 All the scales included in this study were measured on a 5-point Likert scale with 

response options ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree), unless 

otherwise mentioned. 

Diversity in Organizations 

 To measure how diverse the participants perceived their organization to be, we 

included three items: “My coworkers are of a different age than myself," "My coworkers are 
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of a different gender than myself," and "My coworkers are of a different ethnicity than 

myself." 

Transformational Leadership 

We included the Global Transformational Leadership scale (GTL; Carless et al., 

2000) to measure transformational leadership. Seven behaviors of transformational leaders 

were captured: vision, staff development, supportive leadership, empowerment, innovative 

thinking, leading by example, and charisma. The scale contained seven items, and an 

example question is: "My leader gives encouragement and recognition to staff." Cronbach's 

alpha was high (α = .92), indicating good internal consistency. 

Inclusive Climate 

The degree to which participants perceive their climate as inclusive was measured 

with the Climate for Inclusion scale (Nishii, 2013). The 10-item scale measures the 

integration of differences and inclusion in decision-making. An example item is: “Employees 

of this organization are valued for who they are as people, not just for the jobs that they fill." 

Cronbach's alpha indicated good internal consistency, α = .91. 

Diverse Workplace Friendship 

We included a twelve-item scale by Nielsen and colleagues (2000) to measure diverse 

workplace friendship formation. The scale originally measured prevalence and opportunity 

for workplace friendships, but it was adjusted to measure diverse ones in terms of gender, 

age, and ethnicity. A sample item is: “I have the opportunity to get to know my coworkers 

who are of different gender, age, and ethnicity." The internal consistency of the scale was 

good (α = .86). 

Statistical Analysis 

 The statistical analysis was conducted using the IBM SPSS Statistics v.28. We run 

three linear regressions to test the direct effects (hypotheses 1, 2, and 3). For the mediation 

effect (hypothesis 4), the PROCESS macro SPSS package was used (Hayes, 2009). It allowed 

us to compute the regression coefficients, the indirect effect, and its bootstrapped confidence 

intervals by running Hayes’ (2017) model 4. 

 



16 

HOW CAN DEMOGRAPHICALLY DIVERSE EMPLOYEES BECOME FRIENDS? 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

In order to check whether background variables influenced the three main variables 

(i.e., transformational leadership, inclusive climate, and diverse workplace friendship), we 

conducted a correlational analysis. These background variables did not significantly impact 

our variables of interest, and we decided not to include any as a covariate to keep our model 

concise (see Table 1). 

Second, we checked the intercorrelations between the three variables in the research 

model of this study (see Table 1). The different sample sizes are because not all participants 

filled out all the questionnaires. The correlational analysis showed that there were indeed 

significant positive associations between transformational leadership, inclusive climate, and 

diverse workplace friendship. This indicated that the variables are related to each other, and 

we could move forward by investigating which variable can be used to predict which one 

using regression analysis.
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Table 1 

Means, SDs, and Correlations between the Variables 

Variable N Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Gender 

2. Age 

3. Level of education 

4. Field of industry 

227 

226 

225 

226 

1.29 

31.9 

4.21 

6.81 

.48 

10.9 

.95 

4.04 

- 

.03 

.12 

-.05 

 

- 

.12 

.08 

 

 

- 

-.10 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Transformational 

Leadership 

212 3.84 .89 .08 -.16* -.08 -.15* -   

6. Inclusive Climate 217 3.60 .81 .04 -.13 .09 -.09 .64** -  

7. Diverse Workplace 

Friendship 

210 3.98 .65 .06 .10 .11 -.01 .19** .37** - 

*. Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
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Assumptions Check 

As PROCESS runs regression models, we manually computed variables to check the 

regression assumptions. Three outliers were found and excluded from the sample, as they 

were pointed out as outliers in at least two of the measures of distance (Mahalanobis, Cook’s, 

Leverage values). The assumption of independence of residuals was met, as shown by a 

Durbin-Watson statistic of 1.79. Furthermore, the assumption of normality was met, as a 

normal distribution of the scores was visible through the histogram and the normal P-P plot 

of regression standardized residual. The assumption of linearity was also met, as no nonlinear 

relationships were visible in the scatterplot of standardized residuals vs. standardized 

predicted values. Collinearity tests did not indicate concern for multicollinearity, Tolerance = 

.67, VIF = 1.48. Lastly, an even spread of values was visible when checking for 

homoscedasticity at the scatterplot of standardized residuals vs. standardized predicted 

values, meaning this assumption was also met. As all assumptions were met, I continued with 

running the regression models and PROCESS. 

Did Transformational Leadership Predict the Formation of Diverse Workplace 

Friendships? 

In line with hypothesis 1, we indeed found that the more participants perceived that 

their leader has a transformational style, the more likely they were to report diverse 

workplace friendships, β = .12, SE = .05, p = .020. Transformational leadership explained 3% 

of the variance of diverse workplace friendship, which was a significant amount of variance, 

F(1, 194) = 5.55, p = .020. 

Did Transformational Leadership Predict the formation of Inclusive Climate? 

Consistent with hypothesis 2, we found that the more employees perceive that their 

leader has a transformational style, the more they perceive the organizational climate as 

inclusive, β = .57, SE = .05, p < .001. Transformational leadership explained 40% of the 

variance of inclusive climate, F(1, 199) = 131.26, p < .001. 

Did Inclusive Climate Predict the formation of Diverse Workplace Friendships? 

In line with hypothesis 3, we found that the more employees perceive their 

organization climate as inclusive, the more diverse workplace friendships they report, β = .27, 

SE = .05, p < .001. Inclusive climate explained 11% of the variance of diverse workplace 

friendship, which was a significant amount of variance, F(1, 206) = 25.67, p < .001. 
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Did Transformational Leadership Predict the Formation of Diverse Workplace 

Friendships through Inclusive Climate? 

Corresponding to hypothesis 4, results showed an indirect effect of perceived 

transformational leadership on diverse friendship formation via perceived inclusive climate, β 

= .19, SE = .04. This indicates that the perception of working in an inclusive climate explains 

why employees who perceive their leader as transformational are more likely to form 

friendships with diverse coworkers. Zero was not included in the confidence interval of the 

indirect effect, meaning that inclusive climate mediated the relationship between 

transformational leadership and diverse workplace friendship, 95 % CI [.11, .28]. The results 

also suggest that after accounting for the mediating role of inclusive climate, transformational 

leadership does not significantly affect diverse workplace friendship, indicating a full 

mediation, β = -.07, SE = .07, p =.31. This means that the perception of a transformational 

leader does not affect the formation of diverse workplace friendships directly, but only 

indirectly, through the perception of an inclusive climate. For a graphic representation of the 

results, see Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 

Research Model including the Results of the Analyses (H stands for hypothesis) 

 

Exploratory Analysis 

 Since the design of this study is correlational, it could be the case that the model does 

not only work the way we proposed, but it could also work the other way around. To further 
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investigate this, we switched the variables around. During this analysis, five more models got 

tested, and we will summarize the main findings from this analysis. 

 The model was still found to be significant when diverse workplace friendship was 

the independent variable, and transformational leadership was the dependent one. This means 

that the more diverse workplace friendships the employees report, the more transformational 

they perceive their leader to be, and this is explained by the formation of an inclusive climate, 

β = .31, SE = .07, 95 % CI [.18, .45]. This suggests that the variables are related to each 

other, but it is still unclear which one precedes the others. 

There was no mediation in the models where the inclusive climate was treated as the 

independent variable. For example, the more inclusive employees perceive the climate to be, 

the more diverse workplace friendships they report, but this is not explained by 

transformational leadership, β = -.05, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.14, .05]. This suggests that 

inclusive climate affects the model as a mediator but does not really add to the knowledge of 

how the variables interact as an independent variable.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the positive effects of perceiving to have 

a transformational leader on forming friendships with diverse coworkers in terms of gender, 

age, and ethnicity. Furthermore, we investigated whether this relationship was explained by 

employees’ perception of working in an inclusive climate.  

 In line with what was hypothesized, transformational leadership facilitated the 

formation of diverse workplace friendships. This means that the more transformational the 

employees perceived their leader to be, the more friendships with diverse coworkers they 

reported. This could be because transformational leaders are able to generate positive 

emotions in their employees, which increases their feelings of connectedness amongst them 

(Oades et al., 2017). Even more than this, transformational leaders foster the creation of 

common identities (Podsakoff et al., 1990), which could make diverse employees think that 

they are all a team with a common goal, and this would strengthen their relationships (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1986). Our finding is supported by other studies, which have shown that the 

transformational leadership style can facilitate friendship formation and manage diversity in 

organizations (Kohen et al., 2018; Nguyen, 2019). 
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 As expected, transformational leadership also facilitated the creation of an inclusive 

climate, meaning that the more transformational the employees perceived their leader to be, 

the more inclusive they perceived the organizational climate to be. The more a 

transformational leader provokes and endorses everyone’s opinion and creates a trusting and 

safe environment, the more inclusive the climate is perceived (Nembhand & Edmondson, 

2006), as employees feel appreciated for who they are and develop a sense of belonging in 

the team or organization.  

Also in line with what was hypothesized, an inclusive climate led to the formation of 

diverse workplace friendships, meaning that the more inclusive the employees perceived the 

organizational climate to be, the more diverse workplace friendships they reported. In fact, 

the perception of working in an inclusive climate fully explained why employees who 

perceive their leader as transformational are also more likely to form diverse friendships at 

work. This could be because, in a non-inclusive climate, there could be factors that stand in 

the way of the diverse employees getting to know each other, even if the leader is 

transformational. For example, in such an environment, the impact of biases and stereotypes 

or organizational injustices could be higher, thus creating conflicts among or excluding 

diverse employees (Onyeador et al., 2021). Considering an organization with such a climate, 

even if the leader exhibits transformational behaviors, we argue that it will not be enough for 

diverse employees to become friends. 

The presence of an inclusive climate is essential as in such a climate the employees 

are open and appreciative of each other’s differences (Ensari & Miller, 2006). Moreover, 

there are fewer chances for biases to manifest that might hinder their opportunities to get to 

know one another on a deeper level (Green & Kalev, 2008). Exploring the other person and 

identifying those deep-level similarities (e.g., similarities in opinions, values, attitudes) are 

significant processes in friendship formation (Reid et al., 2017). 

Implications 

 Little attention has been paid to diverse workplace friendships in the literature, which 

is a pity given the benefits that diversity and friendship can offer. With this study, we make a 

theoretical contribution by expanding the research on workplace friendships. This theoretical 

model contributes to broadening the research by identifying two antecedents (i.e., 

transformational leadership and inclusive climate) as factors that positively impact the 

formation of diverse friendships at work. 
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The added value of diverse workplace friendships is significant both for organizations 

and their employees. Other than the fact that they can benefit from the multiple advantages 

workplace friendships can offer, namely increased well-being, job performance, and job 

satisfaction (Dietz & Fasbender, 2021), they can also reap the benefits of a diverse 

workforce, which include creativity, innovation, higher job performance if managed well 

(Jayne & Dipboye, 2004). Even though what diversity can offer is valuable, research shows 

that employees may find it challenging to navigate through diverse organizations (Onyeador 

et al., 2021). This means that diversity alone does not guarantee immediate, tangible benefits. 

Nevertheless, our findings implicate that stimulating friendship formation among diverse 

employees can be one way of enjoying the benefits of diversity and friendships in the 

workplace. 

 We show that organizations can facilitate diverse workplace friendships by adopting a 

transformational leadership style and creating an inclusive climate. In this regard, results 

from the literature suggest that organizations may establish a transformational leadership 

style by offering their managers training and coaching on transformational leadership and 

feedback (Abrell et al., 2011; Kirkbride, 2006). As for fostering an inclusive climate, research 

shows that recruiting diverse employees and establishing policies and procedures that 

increase the sense of belonging can be beneficial (Mor Barak et al., 2016; Nishii, 2013). 

Furthermore, organizations could conduct an initial assessment of the inclusive climate and 

define progress indicators to monitor the process. Last but not least, they could pay attention 

to fostering inclusion on all levels of the organization and minimizing structural inequalities, 

exclusionary decision-making, and norms that lead to one-sided views (Mor Barak et al., 

2016; Nishii, 2013). 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

 A strength of this study is that we found significant results on the topic of social 

relationships at work during a period when most human relationships were challenged. This 

study took place during a global pandemic outbreak (COVID-19). Data were collected in 

March and April 2022. This was almost two years after the first wave of the pandemic that 

obligated a large part of the population to work from home and thus prohibited them from 

being in direct contact with colleagues for a long time. Even though, in most countries, the 

COVID measures for working from home are lifted, it is observed that not everything has 

returned to normal. Many companies are still working fully online or are adapting to a hybrid 



23 

HOW CAN DEMOGRAPHICALLY DIVERSE EMPLOYEES BECOME FRIENDS? 

way of working. The lack of face-to-face interaction among colleagues could potentially 

influence their opportunities to become friends, as physical proximity is considered a factor 

that leads to their facilitation (Nielsen et al., 2000). However, the results of this study are 

pretty robust, and they suggest that diverse workplace friendships are not affected by whether 

colleagues see each other very often face-to-face.  

A limitation of this study derives from its design, which is correlational, meaning that 

we cannot point out causal relationships between the variables. Because of that, we 

conducted an exploratory analysis where we switched the variables around to examine if the 

model could work the other way. The outcomes of the analysis showed that that was indeed 

the case, indicating that the more diverse workplace friendships the employees reported, the 

more they perceived the organizational climate as inclusive, and in turn, the more 

transformational they perceived their leader to be. Based on this, we know that the variables 

correlate with each other, but the causal relationships amongst them are not clear. A causal 

research design would be more fitting to investigate which variable causes which. A 

suggestion for further research is to conduct a longitudinal experiment with two similarly 

diverse teams. The first team should be assigned a transformational leader, whereas the 

second one a non-transformational leader, and it should be observed if an inclusive climate 

and workplace friendships emerge in each case. All the other conditions should be controlled 

to make sure that transformational leadership is the factor influencing the other two. Suppose 

people perceive the climate to be more inclusive in the group of the transformational leader 

compared to the group of the non-transformational leader. In that case, we could conclude 

that it is the effect of transformational leadership that precedes the inclusive climate and 

friendship formation. If the effect is the same in both groups, then we could conclude that it is 

not the transformational leadership that precedes the other two, and further experiments will 

be required.  

 An additional recommendation for further research is to examine other organizational 

or personal factors that could facilitate diverse workplace friendships. This can increase the 

understanding of how these relationships can be strengthened in the workplace. 

Organizational factors could be HR-related practices (e.g., extensive training programs, 

employee participation; Avery & McKay, 2010), workspace design (e.g., opportunities for 

interaction, interdependence), and personal factors could be attitudes toward diversity and 

motivation for forming friendships. Another direction would be to study the outcomes of 

diverse workplace friendships, like innovation, creativity, openness to new experiences, and 
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how the creation of such relationships can shift an individual's attitudes and beliefs. By 

identifying the antecedents and outcomes of diverse workplace friendships, we will have a 

better understanding of how to facilitate them, and what it is exactly they can offer. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, we showed that diverse organizations could benefit from diverse 

workplace friendships by training or employing leaders with a transformational leadership 

style and by enhancing a climate for inclusion. This way, organizations can buffer the 

hindrances that dissimilarity in terms of visible differences like gender, age, and ethnicity can 

bring in the formation of diverse friendships. 
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Appendix A: Information letter 

 

Dear participant,  

To help you make an informed decision regarding your participation, this letter will explain 

what the study is about and your rights as a research participant. If you do not understand 

something in the letter, please ask one of the researchers prior to consenting to the study. 

You are invited to participate in a study which is conducted as part of the master's program 

Social, Health and Organizational Psychology, Utrecht University. You will be asked 

questions about your workplace, relationships with your coworkers, and workplace policies. 

Participation in the study consists of filling in an online questionnaire which will take 

approximately 15 minutes to complete.  

Information gathered will be anonymous and will be treated confidentially. Thus, no identity 

will be disclosed in the study, and your responses cannot be linked back to you as a person. 

Your answers will be aggregated with the answers of other participants. Access to the 

collected data will be given to students conducting this research and their supervisor. 

In order to participate, you must be over 18 years old, working for at least 6 months for at 

least 16 hours per week, and have coworkers.  

Your participation in the research is entirely voluntary. You may stop participating in the 

study at any time, for any reason, if you so decide by not submitting your responses. Your 

decision to stop participating, or to refuse to answer particular questions, will not incur any 

penalty.  

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through Utrecht University’s 

Ethics Review Board of the Faculty of Social & Behavioural Sciences. If you have questions 

for the Ethics Review Board, you may contact them through their website: 

https://ferb.sites.uu.nl/contact-us/ .  

In any case that you have questions regarding this study in general or your role in the study, 

you may contact us via a.m.czerniecki@students.uu.nl / j.bojovic@students.uu.nl / 

e.foka@students.uu.nl, or our supervisor Melissa Vink via m.vink1@uu.nl. 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 

Demographics 

1. What gender do you identify as? 

a. Female 

b. Male 

c. Non-binary 

d. Prefer not to answer 

2. What is your age? 

3. Please specify your country of birth: 

4. In which country do you currently live? 

5. What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 

a. Some High School 

b. High School 

c. Bachelor's Degree 

d. Master's Degree 

e. Ph.D. or higher 

f. Trade School 

g. Prefer not to say 

6. In which field of industry do you work? 

a. Architecture and engineering 

b. Arts, culture, and entertainment 

c. Business, management, and administration 

d. Communications 

e. Community and social services 

f. Education 

g. Science and technology 

h. Installation, repair, and maintenance 

i. Farming, fishing, and forestry 

j. Government 

k. Health and medicine 



34 

HOW CAN DEMOGRAPHICALLY DIVERSE EMPLOYEES BECOME FRIENDS? 

l. Law and public policy 

7. Are you holding a leadership position? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

8. Do you have a leader to whom you report in your organization? 

9. How many hours do you work per week? 

10. Looking back into last month, how many hours on average did you work in the office 

per week? 

11. Are you coworkers of a different age than yourself? 

0. 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree-5=strongly agree) 

12. Are you coworkers of a different gender than yourself? 

0. 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree-5=strongly agree) 

13. Are you coworkers of a different ethnicity than yourself? 

0. 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree-5=strongly agree) 

 

Scales 

Global Transformational Leadership scale (GTL) by Carless et al. (2000) 

My leader: 

1. communicates a clear and positive vision of the future. 

2. treats staff as individuals supports and encourages their development. 

3. gives encouragement and recognition to staff. 

4. fosters trust, involvement, and cooperation among team members. 

5. encourages thinking about problems in new ways and questions assumptions. 

6. is clear about his/her values and practices what he/she preaches. 

7. instills pride and respect in others and inspires me by being highly competent. 
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Measured in 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree). 

 

Climate for Inclusion by NIshii (2013) 

1. My organization is characterized by a non-threatening environment in which people 

can reveal their "true" selves. 

2. My organization values work-life balance. 

3. My organization commits resources to ensure that employees are able to resolve 

conflicts effectively. 

4. Employees of my organization are valued for who they are as people, not just for the 

jobs that they fill. 

5. In my organization, people often share and learn about one another as people. 

6. My organization has a culture in which employees appreciate the differences that 

people bring to the workplace. 

7. In my organization, employee input is actively sought. 

8. In my organization, everyone’s ideas for how to do things better are given serious 

consideration. 

9. In my organization, employees' insights are used to rethink or redefine work practices. 

10. Top management in my organization exercises the belief that problem-solving is 

improved when input from different roles, ranks, and functions is considered. 

Measured in 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree) 

 

Adjusted Workplace Friendship scale by Nielsen et al. (2000). 

1. I have the opportunity to get to know my coworkers who are of different gender, age, 

or ethnicity. 

2. I am able to work with my coworkers of different gender, age, or ethnicity to 

collectively solve problems. 
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3. In my organization, I have the chance to talk informally and meet others who are of 

different gender, age, or ethnicity. 

4. Communication among employees of different gender, age, or ethnicity is encouraged 

by my organization. 

5. I have the opportunity to develop close friendships with employees of different 

gender, age, or ethnicity at my workplace. 

6. Informal talk is tolerated by my organization as long as the work is completed. 

7. I have formed strong friendships with coworkers of different gender, age, or ethnicity 

at work. 

8. I socialize with coworkers of different gender, age, or ethnicity outside of the 

workplace. 

9. I can confide in people of different gender, age, or ethnicity at work. 

10. I feel I can trust many coworkers of different gender, age, or ethnicity a great deal. 

11. Being able to see my coworkers of different gender, age, or ethnicity is one reason 

why I look forward to my job. 

12. I do not feel that anyone I work with of different gender, age, or ethnicity is a true 

friend. -Reversed item 

Measured in 5-point Likert (1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree) 

 


