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ABSTRACT

Diversity, equity, and inclusion have moved from the margins of social policy debate to the centre of how
states and public institutions justify what they do. This review examines how social policy is designed to
advance those three aims, what the evidence says about whether it works, and how governance shapes
results. It distinguishes equity from equality and situates both within four normative traditions:
distributive justice, the capability approach, the politics of recognition, and intersectionality. It then maps
the main policy instruments, from antidiscrimination law and positive action to universal design and the
choice between targeting and universalism, and it reviews the empirical record on each. Three findings
recur across settings. Structures that assign responsibility and publish data outperform interventions that
try to change individual attitudes. Universal programmes with a pro poor tilt redistribute more reliably
than narrow targeting. And measurement, rather than intention, decides whether a stated commitment
reaches the people it names. The paper closes with an agenda for research and governance, with attention
to African and other Global South contexts where the fiscal and institutional conditions differ sharply
from the settings that produced most of the evidence.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Public institutions now routinely commit themselves to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Constitutions
promise equal protection, labour codes prohibit discrimination, and welfare systems claim to reach the
poorest first. The gap between these commitments and lived outcomes is the problem this review
addresses. A commitment written into a statute does not by itself change who gets hired, who receives a
grant, or whose children finish school. What closes the gap, when it closes at all, is the design of the
policy and the machinery that carries it.

The three terms are often bundled, yet they point at different things. Diversity describes the composition
of a group: who is present. Inclusion describes whether those present can participate on fair terms and
shape decisions. Equity describes the distribution of resources and opportunities, and specifically whether
that distribution corrects for unequal starting positions rather than treating everyone identically. The
distinction matters for policy because an institution can be diverse without being inclusive, and can treat
people equally in a formal sense while leaving deep inequities untouched. This review has four purposes.
First, to clarify the concepts and the normative claims behind them, since much policy confusion comes
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from using one word to mean another. Second, to describe the instruments through which social policy
pursues these aims and to explain the design choices each instrument forces. Third, to summarise what
rigorous evaluation has found about effectiveness, separating measures that move outcomes from
measures that mostly signal virtue. Fourth, to consider governance and context, with particular attention
to African settings, where most of the influential evidence does not travel cleanly.

The scope is social policy broadly understood: income transfers, education, health, employment
regulation, and the legal and administrative rules that govern access to all of these. The paper draws on
political theory, sociology of organisations, and evaluation research, and it treats the workplace and the
welfare state as two sites of the same underlying question, namely how collective arrangements distribute
standing and resources across groups that history has treated unequally.

2. Concepts: diversity, equity, and inclusion

The move from equality to equity is the conceptual pivot of this field. Formal equality treats likes alike
and demands that a rule apply to everyone in the same terms. It is the principle behind prohibitions on
discrimination and behind the idea that a benefit should not depend on race, sex, or origin. Formal
equality is powerful against explicit exclusion, but it is silent about the unequal conditions people bring to
a supposedly neutral rule. A hiring test applied identically to all candidates can still screen out those who
never had access to the schooling the test rewards.

Equity responds to that silence. It asks what distribution of resources and treatment would give people a
fair chance at comparable outcomes, given that they start from different places. In practice this can mean
unequal treatment in the service of fairer results: extra funding for schools in poorer areas, adjusted access
requirements, or reserved places. The justification is not that some groups deserve more, but that identical
treatment of unequal situations reproduces the inequality it claims to ignore.

Inclusion adds a third consideration that neither equality nor equity fully captures: whether people can
participate as full members and influence the decisions that affect them. A benefit can be distributed
equitably yet delivered through a process that humiliates the recipient or excludes them from any say in
its terms. Inclusion directs attention to procedure, voice, and standing, and it is why participation and
representation appear so often in inclusive policy design.

These distinctions are not merely academic. How a government frames a problem shapes the solution it
reaches for, a point Bacchi develops in her account of policy as the representation of problems [18].
Frame low employment among a minority as a skills deficit and the policy becomes training. Frame it as
discrimination and the policy becomes enforcement. Frame it as exclusion from networks and the policy
becomes sponsorship and access. Each framing is a claim about cause, and each licenses a different
instrument. Much of what looks like disagreement about values is really disagreement about which
representation of the problem is correct.

3. Normative foundations

Four bodies of theory supply the justifications that social policy for these aims relies on, and they do not
always agree.

The first is distributive justice. Rawls argued that inequalities are just only if they attach to positions open
to all under fair equality of opportunity and work to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged [1]. The
second clause, the difference principle, is a direct warrant for equity as defined above: it makes the
position of the worst off the test of a distribution rather than the average or the total. Rawls thereby gives
social policy a criterion that is neither strict equality nor mere efficiency, and much redistributive design
can be read as an attempt to satisfy it.

The second is the capability approach developed by Sen and extended by Nussbaum. Sen shifted the
question from the resources people hold to what they are actually able to do and to be [2], [3]. Two people
with the same income may have very different real freedoms if one faces discrimination, disability, or an
environment that converts income into functioning less efficiently. Nussbaum turned this into a list of
central capabilities that a just society should secure for all [4]. For social policy the implication is sharp:
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equal inputs can produce unequal freedoms, so a policy aimed at equity must look past what it hands out
to what people can do with it.

The third is the politics of recognition. Fraser argued that injustice has two faces, maldistribution and
misrecognition, and that remedies aimed at one can worsen the other [7]. Redistribution addresses
economic disadvantage; recognition addresses the cultural devaluation of groups. A transfer that relieves
poverty may still stigmatise its recipients, and a campaign for cultural respect may leave material
inequality intact. Fraser and Honneth debated whether recognition reduces to distribution or stands on its
own [22], but the practical lesson holds regardless: a policy can succeed on one axis and fail on the other,
and inclusion requires attention to both. Young made a related argument that justice concerns not only
distribution but the social processes that produce domination and marginalisation [8].

The fourth is intersectionality. Crenshaw showed that categories treated separately in law and policy
interact, so that a person at the intersection of two disadvantaged groups faces harms that neither
category, taken alone, describes [5], [6]. Antidiscrimination law that recognises race and sex as separate
grounds may fail a Black woman whose treatment fits neither a typical race claim nor a typical sex claim.
The policy consequence is that single axis design, which sorts people into one protected category at a
time, systematically misses those who sit at the crossing points. Effective design has to be able to see
combinations, not just categories.

These four traditions pull in compatible directions more often than not, but the tensions between them,
especially the recognition and distribution dilemma, recur throughout the evidence that follows.

4. Instruments of social policy

Social policy pursues diversity, equity, and inclusion through a recognisable set of instruments. Each
embodies a theory of the problem, and each carries characteristic risks.

Antidiscrimination law is the foundation. By prohibiting differential treatment on protected grounds it
enacts formal equality and gives individuals a remedy. Its reach is real but bounded. It works best against
explicit, provable acts and poorly against the diffuse, structural disadvantage that produces unequal
outcomes without any identifiable discriminatory decision. It also places the burden of enforcement on
the individual who must detect the wrong, prove it, and bear the cost of complaint, which favours the
already resourced.

Positive action, sometimes called affirmative action, goes beyond prohibition to preference or facilitation.
It ranges from outreach and targeted recruitment through tie breaking preferences to quotas and
reservations. The equity justification is that a fair chance at comparable outcomes sometimes requires
unequal treatment. The instrument is politically contested precisely because it makes the departure from
formal equality explicit, and its legitimacy tends to rest on how the public understands the purpose,
whether as compensation for past wrong, as correction of present bias, or as pursuit of the benefits of a
diverse institution.

Mainstreaming embeds equity concerns into the design of every policy rather than confining them to a
dedicated programme. Gender mainstreaming is the developed case: the requirement that the differential
effects of any planned action on women and men be assessed at the design stage, so that inequality is not
reproduced by default [20]. The promise is reach, since every policy is touched. The recurring failure is
dilution, since a responsibility that belongs to everyone can end up owned by no one, and mainstreaming
without dedicated resources and accountability tends to become a box that is ticked.

Universal design and the social model of disability offer a fourth instrument, one that redesigns the
environment rather than assisting the individual. The social model, articulated by Oliver, locates disability
not in the person's impairment but in a built and social environment that fails to accommodate them [16].
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities carried this into international law, shifting the
state's duty from welfare provision to the removal of barriers and the guarantee of participation [17].
Designed in, accessibility reaches everyone without singling anyone out; retrofitted later, it is costly and
partial.
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The deepest design choice cuts across all of these: whether to target the disadvantaged directly or to build
universal programmes that include them. Esping-Andersen's comparison of welfare regimes showed that
systems differ fundamentally in this respect, with consequences for both redistribution and political
durability [9]. Titmuss had earlier warned that services for the poor tend to become poor services [10].
Korpi and Palme sharpened the point into what they called the paradox of redistribution: the more a
system targets benefits narrowly on the poor, the less it tends to reduce inequality and poverty, because
narrow targeting erodes the broad political coalition that sustains generous funding [11]. Programmes that
serve only the poor lose the middle class as a stakeholder and become easy to cut.

Skocpol proposed a way through this dilemma that has shaped social policy design since: targeting within
universalism [12]. The idea is to build universal programmes in which most people, including the middle
class, have a direct stake, while tilting the benefit structure so that the disadvantaged gain
disproportionately. Jacques and Noé€l, testing the concept across affluent democracies, found that this
combination of pro poor tilt without means testing does in fact redistribute more effectively than either
narrow targeting or flat universalism, and at lower political cost [13]. The design lesson is that inclusion
of the advantaged can be the price of durable equity for the disadvantaged.

5. Evidence on what works

The empirical record is uneven, but several findings are robust enough to guide design.

The strongest workplace evidence comes from the analysis by Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly of employment
data from more than seven hundred establishments over three decades [14]. They grouped interventions
into three families: those that establish organisational responsibility for diversity, such as dedicated
managers, task forces, and open recruitment; those that try to reduce managerial bias through training and
evaluation; and those that reduce the isolation of women and minority workers through mentoring and
networks. The measures that worked were those that assigned responsibility and created accountability.
The measures that tried to change individual attitudes through mandatory training were the least effective,
and some made representation worse. Dobbin and Kalev drew the practical conclusion that control
oriented interventions provoke resistance while engagement, contact, and accountability produce change
[15].

This finding generalises beyond the firm. Interventions that name an owner, set a target, and publish the
result tend to outperform interventions that exhort people to hold better attitudes. The mechanism is not
mysterious: what gets measured and attributed gets managed, and diffuse goodwill without a name
attached dissipates. The same logic explains why mainstreaming so often disappoints when it lacks a
responsible unit and a reporting requirement.

In the domain of income transfers, the evidence is larger and, in one respect, encouraging. Bastagli and
colleagues, reviewing cash transfer evaluations across low and middle income countries, found consistent
gains in consumption, schooling, and use of health services, with some evidence of increased agency
among women recipients [19]. But the same literature warns against assuming that a transfer
automatically advances inclusion. Whether a grant reaches women, and whether it shifts decision making
within the household, depends on design features that most evaluations were not built to isolate [20].
Regional evidence complicates the optimistic reading further: reviews focused on Africa find weaker and
less consistent effects on women's empowerment than reviews drawing mainly on Latin American
programmes, a reminder that results do not transfer across contexts with different poverty depths, gender
norms, and service infrastructure.

Two cautions run through the evidence. The first is measurement. Many programmes cannot say who
they reached because they do not collect data disaggregated by sex, disability, or other relevant status,
which makes claims about inclusion unverifiable. The second is that some interventions carry unintended
costs. Dover, Major, and Kaiser found that pro diversity messages can lead members of higher status
groups to feel threatened, with measurable effects on their behaviour [23]. Design that ignores how an
intervention is received by all groups can generate the backlash examined in the next section.
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6. Governance and the implementation machinery

If the recurring finding is that accountability outperforms attitude change, then governance is not a
footnote to policy design but a large part of the policy itself. A well designed instrument delivered
through weak machinery produces the familiar gap between commitment and outcome.

Three governance features distinguish policies that reach their stated beneficiaries from those that do not.
The first is assigned responsibility. When a named unit or officer owns the target and answers for it, the
objective survives contact with competing priorities; when responsibility is diffuse, it is nobody's job by
the end of the budget cycle. The workplace evidence makes this concrete, and the same pattern appears in
the failure of unresourced mainstreaming [14], [15], [20].

The second is disaggregated data and transparency. A policy that does not measure who it reaches cannot
know whether it is working and cannot be held to account for failing. Publishing outcomes by group turns
a private administrative fact into a public commitment, and the act of measurement itself changes
behaviour by making disparities visible. The absence of such data is not a technical oversight but a
governance choice, and it is often the choice that lets a stated commitment coexist with an unchanged
reality.

The third is participation. Inclusion as a value implies inclusion as a method: those affected by a policy
have knowledge about its barriers that designers lack, and their involvement improves both the design and
its legitimacy. The disability rights principle, nothing about us without us, generalises to social policy at
large [17]. Participation is not a courtesy added at the end but a source of information available nowhere
else.

Governance also determines whether a policy is durable. The paradox of redistribution is at bottom a
governance argument: the political coalition that funds a programme is part of the programme's design,
and a benefit structure that sheds its middle class stakeholders has designed in its own fragility [11], [12].
Sustainability is not separate from equity; a policy that cannot survive a change of government does not
deliver equity over the time horizons that matter.

7. Tensions and critiques

The field carries real tensions, and an honest review names them rather than resolving them by assertion.
The first is backlash. Measures that make group membership salient can provoke resistance from those
who feel their own position threatened, and the experimental evidence shows this is not merely rhetorical
[23]. Backlash is not an argument against acting, but it is an argument for designing with the reception of
all groups in mind, and for framing that emphasises shared stakes rather than zero sum contests.

The second is the recognition and distribution dilemma that Fraser identified [7]. Policies that affirm
group identity to secure recognition can entrench the very categories that inclusion aims to dissolve, while
policies that dissolve categories to pursue universal distribution can render specific harms invisible. There
is no general solution, only context specific judgements about which risk is graver in a given case.
Intersectionality sharpens the dilemma by showing that the categories themselves are too coarse to
capture how disadvantage actually falls [5], [6].

The third is symbolic compliance. An institution can adopt the vocabulary of diversity, equity, and
inclusion, appoint an officer, run a training, and publish a statement, while none of it touches the
distribution of resources or power. The workplace evidence that training is often ineffective, and
occasionally counterproductive, is partly a story about symbolic measures crowding out structural ones
[14], [15]. The risk is that the visible, cheap, and comfortable intervention displaces the invisible, costly,
and contested one that would actually work.

The fourth is measurement and its limits. Disaggregated data is necessary for accountability, yet the act of
counting people by group is itself contested, can entrench categories, and in some settings carries real
danger for those counted. Equity requires knowing who is reached; recognition and safety sometimes
argue against fixing people in official categories. This is a genuine conflict between two things the field
values, not a problem that better technique dissolves.
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None of these tensions is a reason for inaction. Each is a reason for humility about instruments and for
taking evidence, rather than intention, as the measure of a policy.

8. African and Global South perspectives

Most of the influential evidence in this field was produced in wealthy democracies with large fiscal
capacity, mature bureaucracies, and formal labour markets. Carrying its lessons into African and other
Global South settings without adjustment is a mistake, and the adjustment runs deeper than translation.
Mkandawire's critique of targeting in poverty reduction is the pivotal contribution here [21]. He argued
that the case for narrow targeting, built on the fiscal and administrative assumptions of rich countries, fits
African conditions poorly. Where most workers are in the informal economy, means testing is
administratively costly and error prone, since incomes are hard to observe. Where state capacity is thin,
the information demands of fine targeting exceed what administrations can meet. And where the poor are
a majority rather than a minority, the political logic of the paradox of redistribution applies with even
greater force: programmes that exclude the near poor and the middle strata forfeit the coalition needed to
fund them. Mkandawire's conclusion, that universalism deserves more weight in African social policy
than the donor consensus allowed, has grown more influential as evidence has accumulated.

The gender evidence tells a parallel story. Reviews of social protection in Africa find that few
programmes have fully incorporated a gender perspective into design and implementation, and that cash
transfers, while capable of advancing women's wellbeing, do not do so automatically [20]. The effects
depend on design and context, and the African evidence base is thinner and less consistent than the Latin
American one from which many confident claims are drawn. A policy borrowed with its evidence
attached may arrive with the evidence no longer valid.

Context also reshapes which cleavages matter. Frameworks built around the categories salient in North
America and Europe may miss the divisions that structure disadvantage elsewhere, whether ethnic,
regional, religious, or between citizen and migrant. Intersectional analysis is useful here precisely because
it insists that the relevant categories be identified empirically rather than imported [5], [6]. At the level of
continental policy, the African Union's Agenda 2063 sets inclusion and equity as explicit development
objectives [24], which gives national policy a normative frame, though the machinery to deliver on it
remains the binding constraint, as it does elsewhere.

The general lesson is that instruments are not context free. Targeting, mainstreaming, and universal
design each behave differently under different fiscal, administrative, and demographic conditions, and a
design that redistributes well in a high capacity state with a small poor minority can fail in a low capacity
state where poverty is widespread. The evidence to guide those settings has to be generated in them, not
borrowed from elsewhere.

9. A Research And Policy Agenda

Three priorities follow from this review.

The first is design experimentation with measurement built in. The persistent gap in the evidence is not
whether cash transfers or positive action can work but which design features make them work for whom,
and that gap exists because programmes rarely vary their features deliberately or collect the disaggregated
data needed to detect differential effects. Funders and administrations that treat evaluation as part of
design, rather than an audit bolted on afterwards, would close more of this gap than any single new
programme.

The second is a shift of emphasis from attitude to structure. The most reliable finding across settings is
that assigned responsibility, published data, and accountable ownership move outcomes, while
interventions aimed at changing individual attitudes often do not [14], [15]. Policy that internalises this
will spend less on training and statements and more on the unglamorous machinery of responsibility and
measurement.

The third is context specific evidence for the Global South. The African record shows both the promise of
social protection and the limits of borrowed conclusions [19], [20], [21]. Building evaluation capacity in
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these settings, and resisting the assumption that instruments carry their effects with them across borders,
is the precondition for policy that delivers rather than performs.

The distance between a commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion and its realisation is closed by
design and governance, not by declaration. The question worth asking of any such policy is not whether
its aims are admirable but what the machinery delivers, and for whom.
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