
 

 

 

Identity and Diversity 
in the Workplace 

 

An Interview with  
Dr. Byron G. Adams 
One of the Johannesburg Branch Committee 

members, Khongelani Antonnet Bila, interviewed 

Dr.  Byron G. Adams, Assistant Professor at Tilburg 

University (UvT) in the Netherlands, Guest 

Professor at Ghent University (UG) in Belgium, and 

Senior Research Associate at the University of 

Johannesburg (UJ) in South Africa.  

Industrial organisational psychology as a profession 

Unsure of what to study and what career path to follow, Byron had a plethora of options before 

him. These included music, engineering, medicine and law. After much deliberation, Byron 

submitted his application to the University of Johannesburg in South Africa, with his first choice 

being BCom industrial organisational psychology and second choice BSc mathematics and 

science. After having completed his undergraduate and honours degree in industrial 

organisational psychology, Byron was later appointed as a lecturer and, not long after, managed 



 

 

 

to complete his master’s degree in industrial organisational psychology at the University of 

Johannesburg.   

“It was the best combination of psychology and business” 

His love for identity begins 

During his master’s year, Byron became a junior member of the Work Identity in South Africa 

Project between the University of Johannesburg in South Africa and Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

in the Netherlands, which was funded by the South Africa Netherlands Research Programme on 

Alternatives in Development (SANPAD). At first, Byron had limited knowledge on identity as a 

construct, however, as he began to further research it, his interests and curiosity grew. He then 

decided to focus his Doctoral dissertation on identity, and more specifically, identity for the non-

Western world.  

Industrial psychology study journey 

During his time as a lecturer at the University of Johannesburg, Byron started his Doctoral degree 

at Tilburg University in the Netherlands, under the supervision of the late Prof. Fons van de Vijver. 

Byron used a qualitative research approach for his master’s dissertation, and so he wanted to 

explore the possibility of a quantitative research approach for his Doctoral dissertation. Prof. Deon 

de Bruin, who at the time was a researcher and lecturer at the University of Johannesburg, invited 

Byron to work on the South Africa Personality Inventory (SAPI) project and this project allowed 

Byron to take a sabbatical and to start his Doctoral degree in the Netherlands. Byron left for the 

Netherlands in January 2010 and enjoyed the working environment, his research, and his 

colleagues so much that he could not wait to get back after returning to South Africa. He 



 

 

 

immediately applied for the National Research Funding (NRF) grant, which he was awarded, and 

he once again travelled to the Netherlands for two and a half years to complete his Doctorate 

degree. After completing his Doctoral degree, Dr. Adams then applied for a Postdoctoral 

Research Fellowship and was later appointed as Assistant Professor in Social Psychology at 

Tilburg University in the Netherlands.  

 

The following thoughts have been extracted from the interview with Dr Adams. 

 

Delving into identity 

●  How would you define work identity? 

Broadly speaking, identity is the process by which an individual defines himself or herself based 

on their self-concept, as negotiated in relation to others within the context in which they find 

themselves. These include personal aspects, roles, relationships, and social groups with whom 

they are engaged. 

Taking this to the work context, Dr Adams defines work identity to account for aspects (for 

example, values, goals, and aspirations), work roles, work relationships, and those social groups 

and organisations that contribute towards how the individual defines himself or herself at work. 

Identity as its own domain 

● Should identity be considered as a separate area of interest or does it feed into other 

domains of industrial organisational psychology such as psychometrics, for instance? 

If so, how and why? 



 

 

 

Identity is a dominant field not only in psychology but also in anthropology, sociology, and 

philosophy. The researcher examining the construct determines under which discipline identity 

falls. It does not need to be considered separately; it needs to be considered across spectra. The 

roles and relationships that define us are essential. It would be a simplistic formulation to consider 

it within a particular space.  

 

Identity, diversity, and the workplace 

● What promise do the findings based on work identity hold for managing diversity in 

South African organisations? 

● Do you think we should seek out shared identities as South Africans or discover the 

multitude of identities? 

Identity serves two purposes: to distinguish and to unite. It emphasises uniqueness – that which 

makes us different and distinct from others – and emphasises a sense of belonging – that which 

binds us to others.  

Organisational identity is a strong underpinning of work identity. The question is: Do individuals 

place a higher emphasis on their group membership or their identification with other aspects of 

their identity, such as culture, race, ethnic or linguistic groups? Do these dominate their identity 

schemas to the extent that it hinders them from becoming full members of an organisation? 

Organisations need to create a unified organisational identity that highlights a sense of belonging 

beyond culture, gender, context, or status. There are so many things that can divide people and 

so many things that make individuals diverse and unique. Organisations need to find where these 

commonalities lie and emphasise these, because doing so may be the best way to ensure that 

organisations focus on organisational goals, organisational objectives, and organisational 



 

 

 

strategy. Organisations need to identify how employees’ individual goals and values might be 

aligned to those of the organisation and find ways to relate to employees, irrespective of their 

gender, cultural, or social backgrounds. This may require a relook at the level of the organisation’s 

culture. Identity is an essential contributor to how organisations can function or strengthen their 

idealistic sense of “us” as a unit towards achieving organisational goals.  

You cannot seek out a shared identity without understanding or knowing the multitude of identities 

that exist. Interestingly, in terms of People of Colour in South Africa, they tend to have a good feel 

for navigating the multiple and complex cultural milieus and boundaries effortlessly. Black South 

Africans, in particular, navigate cultural boundaries across groups quite well, but this is because 

they have to, and their survival (economic and social) depends on it, whereas this is less true for 

White and, to some extent, Indian and Coloured individuals. In order for us to carve out a South 

African identity, all these different groups within the society would need to have a good 

understanding of each other. All individuals should take pride in their own group, and should feel 

that their culture is understood and valued. If my culture is valued and understood, it is much 

easier for me to engage with other people in a respectful manner that would also enhance and 

value their culture. On the other hand, if my culture, values, and norms are looked upon with 

disdain, I may become frustrated and associate the cultures of others with giving up on my own.  

South Africa versus Western psychology 

● Should we seek more universal findings that apply across nationalities or discover the 

plurality of indigenous knowledge across the world? 

● What do you think is the best way to bridge the knowledge gap in industrial 

organisational psychology between Western and non-Western contexts? 

Psychology today is hugely relevant. Much of what we know may be useful for our understanding 

across countries and domains, but what is lost is understanding in our specific contexts. Not 



 

 

 

everything we know from Western psychology can be applied blindly across contexts. We need 

to understand what is useful and relevant for us as a non-Western society, and make the required 

changes when something is not beneficial for us. We need to find comfort in questioning the 

usefulness of something. Merely saying that something is the way it is because it has been done 

and works in a Western context, does not make it useful to or relevant for Africa, Asia, or the rest 

of the world. Ultimately, it is about understanding what is useful and what is useless to us, and 

that only comes from expanding our knowledge base from the bottom up. You must have an 

understanding of psychological processes within your context and see whether or not there is an 

overlap between what has been established in the Global North and West. We need to find 

commonalities but also understanding of what is fundamentally different and unique. We then 

need to emphasise, highlight, and understand these distinctions and their value for the contexts 

in which we live. 

● Will we ever see a time where industrial organisational psychology no longer borrows 

from Western theory? If so, how, and if not, how will we get there? 

I have always thought that our objective as industrial organisational psychologists should be to 

clarify the nuances between psychological theory, whether clinical, developmental, or social, and  

to consider universal, relative, and indigenous perspectives regarding that theory. We want to 

understand what is distinct and what is similar. To illustrate (disclaimer: I am by no means a 

geologist), a rock can be defined as a rock and there are probably broad definitions for rocks 

irrespective of where these are found (country or planet!). However, some rocks are different from 

others, and these differences are brought on by the composition of the rock, the environment in 

which the rock is found, and the history of the land. Just as we acknowledge the similarities that 

may be present in two different rocks, we need to understand what makes them different. 



 

 

 

Remaining relevant in cross-cultural psychology 

● What do you think industrial organisational psychologists should do to remain relevant 

in the next decade, especially from a cross-cultural point of view? 

● What do you think will be the most prevalent issues in cross-cultural psychology for 

industrial organisational psychology in the 2020s? 

As long as different cultures and ethnicities live side by side as they do in South Africa, cross-

cultural psychology will always be relevant. However, there is still limited knowledge and usage 

of the cross-cultural methodology in mainstream psychology, primarily not accounting for bias or 

invariance. Even though this is getting better, it continues to lack in the limited understanding of 

nuances present across groups and how these affect the psychological interpretation. Industrial 

organisational psychologists could play a significant role by developing an action plan for 

understanding culture in organisations. We tend to overemphasise the Western perspective in 

how we practise psychology. This does not account for the challenges experienced by People of 

Colour, an understanding of what safe spaces for People of Colour are, and the creation of 

environments and spaces in which People of Colour feel that their voices carry weight. These are 

essential aspects that industrial organisational psychologists should investigate as a means to 

make a greater impact on South African organisations. 

In general, how do you get people to stay with an employer if they do not feel psychologically 

safe? You can have the best developmental or incentive programmes, but if people do not feel 

valued, they will seek alternative environments where they are indeed valued and where they 

have a voice. Everything depends on the context we provide for individuals in which to work. This 

means we need environments where all voices are heard.  

Emerging industrial organisational psychologists 



 

 

 

● If you were an emerging industrial organisational psychologist and had to set three 

learning goals for the future, what would they be? 

Goal setting is always dependent on context. 

In an organisational context, my goals would be: 

1. To change the organisational culture to become more inclusive;  

2. To discover how we negotiate an inclusive organisational identity;  

3. To find ways to instil confidence in People of Colour so that they can have a voice in the 

system 

Disruptive elements in the field of industrial 
organisational psychology  

● What do you consider to be the most disruptive elements to industrial organisational 

psychology, and cross-cultural psychology in particular, in the next decade? 

I think you can look at disruption in a positive as well as a negative way. From a positive 

perspective, the call for the decolonisation and Africanisation of the curriculum is a good 

opportunity to bring about a much-needed, inclusive industrial psychology – one that takes into 

consideration our multicultural context that is embedded in Africa. From a negative perspective, 

any psychologist who today blindly applies Western theoretical perspectives across cultural 

groups may be considered disruptive to industrial organisational psychology, and cross-cultural 

psychology. Psychologists must take into account the condition of People of Colour and examine 

the complexities of being a Person of Colour in South Africa in their research and practice. 

Industrial psychology is no exception.  



 

 

 

Conclusion 

There is still more that can be done in the field of industrial organisational psychology, especially 

considering the diverse contexts in which practitioners are required to work. At the heart of this is 

creating safe and inclusive environments geared for our contexts and not blindly applying 

methodologies and approaches from contexts that are in some ways different from ours.  

 

We thank Dr. Adams for his time and insightful take on work identity, cross-cultural psychology, 

and the broader field of industrial organisational psychology.  
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