
Unleash  potential:  How
diversity  can  drive
innovation at work 

In a digital era where AI and data are abundant, the ability
to think critically and innovate is not just an advantage;
it’s essential for survival and success.  The key to unlocking
this  innovative  potential  lies  not  in  technology  or
strategies—but in people. Specifically, it hinges on creating
an environment enriched by psychological safety. Let’s explore
how diversity can drive innovation and catalyze an unstoppable
force of creativity at work. 

Embrace  diversity  beyond
demographics 
Research suggests that diverse teams are better at problem-
solving  and  produce  better  outcomes.  They  can  approach
challenges from multiple angles, considering factors that a
more homogenous group might overlook.  

Diverse teams bring a vast array of experiences and viewpoints
to the table, expanding the horizon of possible solutions.
This variety leads to a creative synergy, where ideas are not
just  linear  but  multidimensional,  paving  the  way  for
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innovations  that  are  both  novel  and  impactful.   

The challenge then becomes not only creating a culture of
inclusion and belonging, but creating a culture where everyone
feels comfortable and empowered to speak their mind.  

As Arbinger’s Director of Diversity and Inclusion has said,
“If  inclusion  is  something  people  have  to  do,  they  will
resist. Introduce them to the benefits, like creating greater
psychological safety, which creates greater team dynamics and
innovation.” 

Unleashing potential starts with understanding that diversity
goes  beyond  mere  demographics.  It’s  about  embracing  a
kaleidoscope  of  experiences,  thoughts,  and  perspectives.
Encourage an environment where every voice is heard and valued
regardless of origin. This type of inclusivity nurtures a
culture of psychological safety and creates fertile soil where
seeds for innovative ideas can flourish. 

Diversity alone, while a crucial ingredient in the innovation
mix, is not a standalone solution for creating an environment
where innovation can truly thrive. It’s akin to having a seed
but not the fertile soil, sunlight, and water needed to grow
it into a flourishing plant. The seed represents diversity—a
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collection  of  unique  perspectives,  experiences,  and  ideas.
However,  without  the  nurturing  environment  provided  by
psychological  safety,  the  full  potential  of  these  diverse
seeds cannot be unleashed. Let’s delve into why diversity
needs the complement of psychological safety to truly foster
an innovative environment. 

Watch this short video to hear Arbinger’s Managing Partner,
Mitch Warner, explaining this toxic soil metaphor in more
detail: 
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The  limitations  of  diversity
without psychological safety
Diversity brings together varied perspectives, but without a
culture that encourages open expression, these perspectives
can be received through a lens that is biased, go unheard, or
even be suppressed.  

Most  individuals  are  reservoirs  of  innovative  ideas,  yet
often, these ideas remain unshared and untapped, not due to a
lack of opportunity but because of fear. Fear of judgment,
ridicule, and rejection can muzzle the voice of innovation,
stifling creativity at its source.  

Equally,  the  apprehension  of  being  perceived  as  negative
prevents  many  from  speaking  up  about  problems  that,  if
addressed,  could  lead  to  significant  improvements  or
groundbreaking  solutions.  This  silence  is  a  loss  for  the
individual’s  growth  and  a  profound  missed  opportunity  for
organizations.  

It’s  disheartening  when  these  individuals,  brimming  with
potential  and  unexpressed  ideas,  move  on  to  seek  other
environments  where  their  contributions  are  valued—starting
their own ventures or moving to organizations that foster a
culture  of  psychological  safety  and  appreciation  for
innovation. In this way, organizations lose out on immediate
innovative solutions and the long-term.  

For this reason, it’s critical for leaders to work to foster a
culture  of  psychological  safety.  Ron  Thompson  of  NASA
shares:   

“As a leader, it’s not always about what you do, but how
people felt when they were engaging with you. To retain
talent  and  attract  more,  focus  on  making  people  feel
valued—and it is truly amazing what the team will accomplish
… We recently did the Outward Mindset course at NASA, which
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is focused on shifting from thinking about yourself and your
experiences to making more of an effort to see and understand
others – their objectives, their needs, their challenges, and
their circumstances.” 

Champion psychological safety
For  diversity  to  truly  unlock  innovation,  creating  an
environment of psychological safety is crucial. Team members
must feel secure in voicing their opinions and ideas without
fear of ridicule or backlash. When individuals feel respected
and  safe,  they’re  more  likely  to  contribute  their  unique
insights,  leading  to  a  richer  tapestry  of  ideas  and
solutions.  

Some ways to foster psychological safety in the workplace
include: 

Leaders set the tone: Show empathy, admit mistakes, and
be approachable. 
Encourage participation: Actively listen to ideas and
avoid shutting down discussions. 
Celebrate  learning:  Focus  on  growth  over  blame  when
mistakes happen. 
Respect  diverse  styles:  Recognize  that  people
communicate and work differently. 



When  you  mix  different  backgrounds  and  perspectives,  you
inherently  challenge  the  status  quo.  Diverse  teams  in  a
culture of inclusion are less likely to fall into the trap of
‘groupthink,’  where  the  desire  for  harmony  and  conformity
stifles  innovation.  Instead,  they  question,  debate,  and
dissect,  driving  the  evolution  of  ideas  that  can  disrupt
industries. 

In a global market, understanding and catering to diverse
consumer  needs  is  paramount.  A  team  rich  in  cultural  and
experiential  diversity  is  inherently  more  attuned  to  the
nuances of different markets. This coupled with comprehensive



analysis  leads  to  the  creation  of  effective  products  and
services that are successful on a global scale.  

Diversity,  psychological  safety,  and  innovation  form  a
powerful  triad  for  organizational  growth  and  creativity.
However, embedding these elements within an “outward mindset”
elevates  their  impact,  fostering  an  environment  where
collaboration,  empathy,  and  collective  success  drive
innovation  to  new  heights.   

An outward mindset, as described by The Arbinger Institute,
involves seeing beyond oneself—understanding and valuing the
needs,  challenges,  and  objectives  of  others.  It’s  about
shifting  from  a  self-centered  perspective  to  one  that
considers the impact of our actions on others and prioritizes
collective  goals  over  individual  gains.  This  mindset—and
seeing people as people, and treating them as such—is the very
foundation for fostering psychological safety at work.  

Enhanced  collaboration  through  diversity:  Diversity  brings
together a rich tapestry of perspectives and ideas. An outward
mindset amplifies the value of this diversity by encouraging
individuals to truly understand and appreciate the backgrounds
and viewpoints of their colleagues. This deeper empathy and
understanding fosters more meaningful collaborations, driving
innovative solutions that consider a wider range of needs and

https://arbinger.com/blog/what-is-an-outward-mindset/


possibilities. 

Deepened psychological safety: Psychological safety allows for
open communication and risk-taking without fear of judgment or
reprisal. An outward mindset reinforces this environment by
cultivating a culture of mutual respect and concern for each
other’s success. When team members genuinely care for one
another’s well-being and growth, they create a stronger, more
supportive  atmosphere  where  innovative  ideas  can  thrive
without the constraints of fear or negativity. 

Collective innovation: Innovation is not just about coming up
with new ideas; it’s about implementing them in ways that
bring value to customers and the organization. An outward
mindset ensures that innovation efforts are aligned with the
broader  goals  of  the  organization  and  the  needs  of  its
customers.  It  encourages  individuals  to  look  beyond  their
immediate  responsibilities  and  consider  how  their
contributions fit into the bigger picture, leading to more
impactful and sustainable innovations. 

Incorporating  an  outward  mindset  into  the  foundation  of
diversity,  psychological  safety,  and  innovation  creates  a
symbiotic  relationship  that  propels  organizations  forward.
It’s a mindset that transforms individual achievements into
collective successes, where every member is engaged, valued,
and driven by a shared purpose. By fostering an environment
that prioritizes an outward mindset, organizations can unlock
unprecedented  levels  of  creativity,  collaboration,  and
innovation, paving the way for a future where together, they
achieve far more than the sum of their parts. 

The  fusion  of  diverse  minds  is  not  just  a  catalyst  for
innovation; it’s the very essence of it. Organizations can
unleash  their  full  potential  by  fostering  a  culture  that
values  diversity  and  creativity,  encourages  inclusion  and
belonging, and champions psychological safety.  
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The  future  belongs  to  those  who  understand  that  infinite
innovation is not just about new ideas but about bringing
together  diverse  minds  in  a  fertile  environment  that’s
designed to make those ideas a reality. Let’s embrace and
cultivate diversity in all its forms and watch as it unfolds
the infinite possibilities of innovation. 
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