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Abstract: Inclusive leadership is recognized as an effective form of leadership. This study
reviews and organizes the existing research on inclusive leadership. First, it examines the
definitions and methodologies used in measuring inclusive leadership. Second, it synthesizes
the theoretical frameworks underpinning existing studies on inclusive leadership.
Subsequently, the study scrutinizes findings concerning the antecedents and consequences of
inclusive leadership. Antecedent research encompasses individual attributes and the
organizational environment, while investigations into effects include impacts on individual
employees, teams, and broader organizational outcomes. Finally, the study outlines
prospective avenues for further inquiry into inclusive leadership. This endeavor is invaluable
to scholars by providing a foundational literature framework for future investigations into
inclusive leadership, offering a roadmap for ongoing research in this domain.
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1. Introduction

In the era of globalization and societal economic advancement, the conventional authoritarian
leadership style is increasingly deemed inadequate for effectively managing the evolving workforce,
particularly the new-generation employees known for their diversity and adaptability [1]. Generation
Z, born in the late 1990s and early 2000s, is entering the labor force and is expected to introduce new
work dynamics. According to Schroth, Generation Z employees emphasize equality, inclusion, and
diversity, with 91% believing that everyone is equal, and Generation Z is also the most racially and
ethnically diverse generation [2]. Therefore, inclusive leadership emphasizing openness, accessibility,
and availability aligns with the pursuit of Generation Z.

Numerous studies have shown the significant positive impact of inclusive leadership on various
aspects of employee behavior and attitudes. For instance, inclusive leadership has been linked to
enhanced innovative behaviors [1, 3-4], increased work engagement [5-7], and heightened
psychological empowerment [4, 8]. These findings underscore the importance of inclusive leadership
in modern organizational settings. Despite being a relatively novel leadership approach, scholars
increasingly recognize its importance.

However, despite extensive research on inclusive leadership, there remains a notable gap in the
literature on reviews encompassing concepts, measurement methods, theoretical foundations, and
multilevel impacts of inclusive leadership, especially under different cultural backgrounds [1, 3-8].
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This limitation impedes scholars' collective understanding of existing studies on inclusive leadership
behavior and underscores the need for further research in this area.

To address this gap, the primary objective of this study is to conduct a literature review of existing
research on inclusive leadership based on English and Chinese databases. By explaining concepts,
measurement methods, theoretical foundations, and multilevel impacts of inclusive leadership, this
research attempts to provide literature support for scholars interested in exploring this topic in the
future. Additionally, drawing from the insights gleaned from existing studies, this research will
propose recommendations and paths for advancing current research on inclusive leadership, thereby
contributing to its further development and promotion.

2.  Definition and Measurement
2.1. Definition and Dimensionality

Nembhard and Edmondson’s work in 2006 first introduced the term “inclusiveness” into leadership
research [9]. Leader inclusiveness refers to “words and deeds exhibited by leaders that invite and
appreciate others' contributions” [10]. That is, leaders not only actively encourage and value
contributions from their followers but also create an environment where “cross-disciplinary teams
overcome the inhibiting effects of status differences, allowing members to collaborate in process
improvement” [10].

Building upon this foundation, subsequent researchers have explored the concept of inclusive
leadership from various perspectives. Hollander et al. framed inclusive leadership using the leader-
member exchange theory, and defined inclusive leadership as a process of active followership
emphasizing follower needs and expectations, constructive feedback, and the assumption of
responsibility [11]. Within the same theoretical framework, Nishii and Mayer highlighted the ability
of inclusive leaders to cultivate high-quality relationships with group members and facilitate their
active involvement in decision-making processes [12]. In 2010, Carmeli et al. expanded and treated
“inclusive leadership as a specific form relational leadership” [13]. Then they proposed one of the
most widely accepted definitions, which refers to “leaders who exhibit openness, accessibility, and
availability in their interactions with followers” [13]. However, despite these advances, some scholars
raised concerns that “previous efforts to conceptualize and operationalize inclusive leadership do not
have a comprehensive theoretical basis and have not clearly differentiated inclusive leadership as
distinct from” [9]. That is, Randel et al. defined inclusive leadership as leaders’ deliberate efforts
aimed at nurturing group members’ perceptions of both belongingness and appreciation for their
unique contributions, which they termed “belongingness” and “uniqueness” [14].

The research on inclusive leadership has primarily emerged from Western academics, rooted in
Western cultural insights. However, it is increasingly recognized that a growing number of Eastern
scholars have incorporated the concept of inclusive leadership within the Eastern cultural context.
Given the uncertainties surrounding the direct transplantation of Western leadership styles into
Eastern contexts, including questions about the consistency of definitions and outcomes with Western
research findings, many Eastern scholars attempted to develop inclusive leadership based on Eastern
cultural background [15]. In particular, many Chinese scholars constantly try to combine Eastern
culture from different perspectives and put forward some new concepts of inclusive leadership.

Some Chinese scholars are blending Eastern cultural dimensions with inclusive leadership, thereby
presenting innovative models. Based on the formulation by Carmeli et al., Yao and Li advocated for
a version of inclusive leadership marked by four pillars: openness, affinity, tolerance, and support
within organizations and teams [16]. Fang and Jin further elaborated on inclusive leaders, describing
them as individuals who equitably treat team members to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes [17].
Such leaders foster interdepartmental and interdisciplinary collaboration, cultivate and acknowledge
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team members, harness and leverage their strengths, and tolerate failures while providing guidance
[17].

Drawing from the deep well of traditional Chinese culture, some scholars introduced their
understanding of inclusive leadership. Zhu and Qian emphasized leaders’ attentiveness to the
individualization and differentiation of followers, active listening, recognition of contributions, and
the promotion of principles such as equality, sharing, openness, and humanization [18]. From the
perspective of managing the new generation of employees, Li et al. suggested that inclusive
leadership is anchored in a people-first philosophy, ensuring equitable growth opportunities [19].
Moreover, inclusive leadership is a process of “mutual support,” meaning that leaders not only uphold
honesty in their conduct but also endeavor to influence subordinates to cultivate honest qualities and
behaviors [19].

Some Chinese scholars have interpreted “inclusiveness” as synonymous with “acceptance” and
“tolerance,” addressing both surface differences, such as gender or age, and more profound disparities,
including opinions, behaviors, values, and shortcomings [4-5]. Consequently, inclusive leadership
encompasses a repertoire of leader behaviors that “embrace the diversity among individuals,
acknowledge the unique value of each employee, foster collaboration and communication,
accommodate team members’ failures with appropriate professional guidance, and is characterized
by openness, accessibility, and availability” [4].

2.2. Measurement and Study Design

Influenced by diverse cultural backgrounds and theoretical frameworks, scholars differ in their
definitions of inclusive leadership, leading to varying perspectives on the dimensions to be measured
(as indicated in Table 1). It's noteworthy that while some scholars have developed consistent
measurement approaches based on the dimensions they have identified, others may not align their
measurements with these specified dimensions. Moreover, many of these measurements lack
sufficient evidence of validity or lack it altogether.

Regarding study design, most studies are quantitative, involving the use of surveys to collect
relative data from employees or leaders. A smaller portion of the research is qualitative and adopts
the form of interviews. Very few studies combine qualitative and quantitative research methods.

Table 1: Measurement scales of inclusive leadership.

Author (year) Cultural context Dimensions

Nembhard and  Edmondson Western Invitation and appreciation

(2006)

Hollander et al. (2009) Western Support-recognition,  communication-action-

fairness, and self-interest-disrespect
Carmeli et al. (2010) Western Openness, availability, and accessibility
Supporting team members, ensuring justice and

Randel etal. (2018) Western equity, and shared decision-making

Zhu and Qian (2014) Eastern Openness, democracy, Humanism, and justice

Li et al. (2012) Eastern Balanced empowerme;nt, ' arpbulatory
management, and progressive innovation

Fang and Jin (2014) Eastern Inclusion, recognition, fairness, encouragement,

and support
Yao and Li (2014) Eastern Openness, affinity, tolerance, and support
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2.3. Why Inclusive Leadership is an Independent Leadership Behavior?
2.3.1.Features

Inclusive leadership is distinguished by its commitment to listening, honoring diversity, and
supporting team members. Compared to other leadership styles, inclusive leadership exhibits
distinctive features and principles, yet maintains consistency and stability in its application.

Firstly, inclusive leadership prioritizes hearing and valuing the opinions and insights of team
members. While participatory leadership involves employees in decision-making and seeks input
from employees, inclusive leaders take it a step further. Inclusive leadership strongly emphasizes
effective communication, ensuring that the voice of every team member is heard, and promoting
collaboration and communication among individuals with diverse backgrounds and perspectives [20].
Secondly, inclusive leadership values the diversity of team members, including cultural backgrounds,
ways of thinking, and working styles, thereby promoting collaboration and communication among
individuals with diverse backgrounds and perspectives [4-5, 13]. Thirdly, inclusive leadership is
dedicated to supporting the growth and development of team members by providing necessary
resources and inspiring employees to realize their full potential. This leadership style is not solely
fixated on team outcomes but also on individual self-improvement and well-being [19]. Fourthly,
inclusive leadership endeavors to build trust among teams and achieve team goals through
cooperation and achieving consensus. In contrast to transactional leadership styles, which may focus
on short-term results and performance, inclusive leadership places greater emphasis on fostering long-
term relationships and cultivating a supportive team culture. This approach recognizes the importance
of unity and shared purpose in achieving team objectives. Lastly, inclusive leadership demonstrates
flexibility and adaptability, adjusting its leadership style according to different situations and the
needs of team members. Inclusive leaders are attentive to the overall atmosphere and mood of the
team, taking appropriate actions to promote team cohesion and effectiveness.

In essence, inclusive leadership is characterized by fostering an environment where every
individual feels valued and every voice can contribute to collective success. These unique qualities
set inclusive leadership apart from other types of leadership.

2.3.2.Theoretical Base of Inclusive Leadership

(a) Relational Leadership Theory

Relational leadership, integral to the essence of inclusive leadership, emphasizes the importance
of continuous dialogue with subordinates to achieve shared organizational objectives. Effective
leadership behavior requires fair communication with employees, an aspect increasingly
acknowledged as pivotal for organizational advancement. As highlighted by Cunliffe and Eriksen,
relational leaders maintain a steadfast commitment to engaging in ongoing dialogue with their team
members [21]. According to research by Dong et al., as organizations evolve, relational leadership
becomes increasingly relevant, aligning with the trajectory of organizational development [22].

(b) Psychological Safety Theory

Psychological safety significantly influences individuals' perceptions of their work environment.
Strong psychological safety within teams is associated with increased innovation and positive leader-
member exchange relationships [9]. Furthermore, it cultivates learning behavior, job engagement,
and performance, underscoring its significance for inclusive leadership. Hirak et al. identified a
positive correlation between inclusive leadership and employee psychological safety [23].

(¢) Flexible Management Theory

Flexible management entails dynamic management strategies characterized by self-management
and adaptive adjustments, emphasizing humanization and situational responsiveness [24]. This
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approach, as illustrated by the "differential piece rate system," recognizes the influence of variable
factors and leverages both incentives and corrective measures. Consequently, flexible management
can be inherently more adaptable and personalized, aligning well with the principles of inclusive
leadership. In this regard, Li et al. examined inclusive leadership behaviors, such as promoting
equality and fostering innovation among employees in the face of organizational uncertainty [19].

3.  Theoretical Perspective of Inclusive Leadership Study

In the scholarly pursuit of inclusive leadership, a variety of theoretical lenses have been applied to
illustrate proposed frameworks. A review of this theoretical groundwork reveals two dominant
theories prevalent in the field: Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) and Conservation of Resources
(COR) theories.

3.1. Leader-Member Exchange Theory

The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory explores the nuanced interactions between leaders and
individual followers within an organization. The theory suggests that through social exchanges,
leaders and followers establish unique relationships, which substantially influence employee
outcomes [25-26]. Moreover, the theory argues that when leaders and followers foster mature,
partnership-like relationships, they reap significant relational benefits [27]. Consequently, LMX
theory facilitates an understanding of how inclusive leadership is intertwined with distinctive
exchange relationships between leaders and employees, leading to varying levels of trust, support,
and communication [6].

Furthermore, LMX theory underscores the concept of differentiated leadership, wherein leaders
may adopt distinct leadership styles and behaviors with in-group and out-group members [25-26].
This differentiation sheds light on how inclusive leaders' accommodation of diverse needs and
preferences among followers fosters conducive conditions for employees' innovative behavior [27-
29].

3.2. Conservation of Resources Theory

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory posits that individuals are driven by a desire to acquire
and maintain various resources, encompassing time, energy, material possessions, social support, and
personal attributes [30]. Resources, as defined by Hobfoll, are objects, personal attributes,
circumstances, or energies valued by individuals or employed as means to attain their goals [31].
Some scholars have suggested that anything perceived as valuable to an individual can be considered
a resource [32].

COR theory is frequently utilized to comprehend the effects of job demands and resources on
employee well-being, performance, and turnover. It offers insights into how individuals manage and
safeguard their resources amidst challenges, contributing to a deeper understanding of stress,
resilience, and adaptation. In the context of inclusive leadership, employees are provided with
relevant work resources, facilitating the attainment of work-related goals across dimensions such as
knowledge, relationships, and emotions. This provision can alleviate work pressure, mitigate physical
and mental exhaustion, and enhance individual performance and well-being [33]. Moreover, inclusive
leadership, characterized by attentive listening, respect, and support for employees, serves to
replenish resources depleted by employees in a timely manner, bolstering their positive emotions and
fostering a relaxed and secure work environment [34].

Empirical research has corroborated the significant positive impact of inclusive leadership on
employees' proactivity, innovative work behavior, and willingness to voice concerns [35-37].
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4. Research Content of Inclusive Leadership

The current research landscape of inclusive leadership encompasses empirically supported
correlations between inclusive leadership and its antecedents, outcomes, moderators, and mediators.

4.1. Antecedents

There is a noticeable gap in empirical studies on the antecedents of inclusive leadership, pointing to
a need for strategies to either foster inclusive leadership behaviors or identify leaders who naturally
exhibit such traits [38].

4.2. Outcomes

The outcomes of inclusive leadership have been widely studied, targeting the employee, team, and
organizational levels (see Fig. 1). Most studies focus on the employee level, such as employee
innovative behavior [3, 39] and employee psychological capital [1]. However, some studies pay
attention to the team and organizational levels, such as team innovation and inclusion climate [40-
41].

Employee level
Challenge-oriented organizational citizenship (+)
Creativity/innovation (+)

Voice behavior (+)

Well-being (+)

Psychological distress (-)

Psychological capital (+)

Psychological safety (+)

Emotional exhaustion (-)
Work-engagement (+)

Proactive behavior (+)

Performance (+)

Knowledge sharing behavior (+)
Helping behavior (+)

Person-job fit (+)

Negative feedback-seeking behavior (+)
Perceived organization support (+)
Speaking up and error reporting intention (+)
Perceptions of inclusion (+)

Green service recovery performance (+)

Inclusive leadership

Team level
Performance (+) Innovation (+) Voice (+)

Organization level
Inclusion climate (+) Ethical climate (+)
Organizational identification (+)
Symmetrical internal communication (+)

Figure 1: Outcomes of inclusive leadership at the employee, team, and organizational levels.

4.2.1. Employee Level

Inclusive leadership serves as a catalyst for promoting employees’ innovative behavior, emphasizing
the process of innovation, which involves active participation in innovative activities rather than
merely focusing on the outcome, such as the creation of new products.
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Firstly, inclusive leaders cultivate an environment of psychological safety wherein employees feel
comfortable expressing their ideas and perspectives without fear of judgment [37]. Through practices
such as tolerating employees’ viewpoints and mistakes, attentive listening, and providing guidance
and support, inclusive leaders create a conducive space for innovation to thrive. When employees
perceive that their contributions are valued and respected, they are more inclined to engage in the
innovation process, thereby fostering increased innovative behavior [42].

Secondly, leveraging insights from organizational support theory, inclusive leaders provide
essential resources such as information, time, and support, thereby nurturing employee innovation
[3]. By prioritizing employee growth and development, inclusive leaders recognize and support
employees’ achievements and invest in their training. By fostering a culture of continuous learning
and experimentation, inclusive leaders inspire an environment conducive to innovation.

Thirdly, inclusive leaders uphold principles of fairness and equity in their interactions with
employees, ensuring that everyone has equal opportunities to contribute to and benefit from
innovation efforts [1]. This fosters a collaborative and supportive environment wherein individuals
are motivated to share ideas and collaborate, ultimately enhancing innovative behavior across the
organization.

Inclusive leadership promotes employees’ innovative behavior. Employee innovative behavior
emphasizes the process of innovation, involving active participation in innovative activities rather
than solely focusing on the outcome, such as the creation of new products.

4.2.2. Team Level

Voice behavior is characterized by two fundamental attributes: discretion and riskiness [40, 43].
Consequently, the decision to engage in voice behavior is guided by two core beliefs: safety and
efficacy [43-44]. Safety pertains to the belief that one’s voice will not be met with punishment, while
efficacy involves the belief that one’s voice will be acknowledged and valued [40]. Inclusive
leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping these beliefs by emphasizing openness, accessibility, and
availability, thereby facilitating team voice.

Firstly, inclusive leaders cultivate a safe environment wherein team members feel empowered to
voice their opinions without apprehension of retribution or censure [43, 45]. By fostering an
atmosphere of open expression and accessibility, inclusive leaders mitigate concerns surrounding
potential consequences and risks associated with voicing opinions. Moreover, by modeling openness
themselves, they instill a culture of free expression among team members, further fostering voice
behavior within the team [43, 45].

Secondly, inclusive leaders actively demonstrate that the input of team members is not only valued
but also desired, thereby reinforcing feelings of self-worth and the obligation to voice concerns and
ideas. By actively soliciting and appreciating inputs, inclusive leaders send a clear message that team
voice is indispensable and respected [40, 43]. When employees perceive that their opinions are
genuinely valued, they are inherently more motivated to engage in voice behavior, thereby
strengthening the relationship between inclusive leadership and team voice [43].

4.2.3.Organizational Level

Inclusive leadership demonstrates a positive correlation with organizational identification, a pivotal
factor in cultivating employee engagement and commitment [46]. Firstly, inclusive leaders prioritize
addressing the diverse needs of their team members and actively champion their ideas and
perspectives. By fostering an environment where individual contributions are valued and respected,
inclusive leaders empower team members to fully immerse themselves in their work, thereby
nurturing a sense of belonging and integration within the organization [46]. Moreover, inclusive
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leaders are perceived as embodiments of the organization’s values and policies, serving as exemplars
of its identity. Their unwavering commitment to principles of fairness, diversity, and inclusion not
only aligns with the organization’s overarching ethos but also sets a positive precedent for others to
emulate [46]. This alignment reinforces employees’ perception of the organization as a place where
their own values are mirrored and upheld.

5. Future Research Directions

When considering future research directions for inclusive leadership, several crucial considerations
warrant incorporation.

5.1. Theoretical Perspective

Expanding the theoretical framework of inclusive leadership to better capture the complexities of
leading diverse teams in diverse contexts represents a promising avenue for future research. While
existing theories such as Conservation of Resources (COR) and Leader-Member Exchange (LMX)
offer valuable insights into the mechanisms through which inclusive leadership impacts followers’
behavior, there is a need for further theoretical development concerning how inclusive leadership
extends to followers and the theoretical underpinnings of inclusive leadership itself [27-30]. Scholars
may explore the intersections between inclusive leadership and other leadership theories, such as
transformational leadership, servant leadership, and others, to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the dynamics at play.

Furthermore, additional research is warranted on the antecedents of inclusive leadership, including
the influence of a leader’s personality traits. Investigating how individual differences in leaders, such
as empathy, emotional intelligence, and cultural intelligence, shape their capacity for inclusive
leadership can provide valuable insights into the factors that facilitate or hinder the adoption of
inclusive leadership behaviors.

5.2. Research Perspective

The first is the double-edged sword effect, a concept in which an action or strategy has both positive
and potentially negative consequences. In the context of inclusive leadership, future research can
further explore the double-edged sword effect in inclusive leadership behavior. For example, focusing
too much on the individual needs and opinions of employees can lead to less efficient decision-
making or increased ambiguity about team goals. Future research could therefore seek to establish a
balance that maximizes the benefits of inclusive leadership while minimizing the possible negative
effects.

Secondly, the cultural difference between the East and the West is also an aspect that needs to be
paid attention to in future research. Given that employees’ reactions towards leaders can vary from
different cultural backgrounds, the practice of inclusive leadership may be influenced by different
cultural contexts and values [47]. Hence, researchers can explore the similarities and differences in
inclusive leadership behaviors in different cultural contexts and propose best practices for cross-
cultural adaptation. Such cross-cultural research can promote leadership development on a global
scale, enabling leaders to better adapt to diverse work environments. Although some Chinese scholars
try to localize inclusive leadership and define it in the context of Chinese culture, the questionnaire
in the context of Western culture is still used to measure inclusive leadership in practice, leading to
inconsistencies between the definition latitude and measurement dimension, which affects the
accuracy of the research.

Thirdly, as COVID-19 affects work patterns, more and more individuals are choosing to work
remotely. This change presents new challenges and opportunities for inclusive leadership. Future
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research could focus on the effects of inclusive leadership on employee behavior and psychology in
telecommuting settings. For example, research can explore how remote leaders build trust, promote
team cohesion, and maintain effective communication. Additionally, the impact of remote working
on employees’ job satisfaction, work-life balance, and mental health can be studied, as well as the
role of inclusive leadership in these areas.

Fourthly, considering the environmental factors that influence leadership behavior and outcomes,
it is necessary to study how inclusive leadership behaves differently across cultures and industries.
For example, in organizations or departments with different fault tolerance types (e.g., hospitals with
low fault tolerance, innovative companies with high fault tolerance), the development of inclusive
leadership may be limited or promoted.

Fifthly, inclusive leadership requires more longitudinal study designs and field research [48].
Longitudinal study designs provide insight into the long-term impact of inclusive leadership on
organizational culture, climate, and performance.

5.3. Application Perspective

Future research could focus on developing effective training and development programs that inform
organizational practice and policy, filling the gap between theory and practice. These training
programs can be designed based on the latest research findings and best practices to help leaders
better understand and apply inclusive leadership concepts, thereby creating a more inclusive and
diverse work environment that promotes employee development and organizational success.

Another research direction is the multiple social identities of individuals in the context of inclusive
leadership. Different identities of different individuals intersect and interact with each other, shaping
their experiences of privilege and marginalization [49-50]. Future research could explore how
inclusive leaders navigate these intersecting identities in teams and organizations, and how they
address the unique challenges faced by individuals with multiple marginalized identities.

Taken together, the future of inclusive leadership research holds great promise for our
understanding of how leaders can create more inclusive, equitable, and efficient organizations.
Through these three perspectives, scholars can contribute to the theoretical and practical development
of inclusive leadership, enabling leaders to embrace diversity and foster an inclusive culture, both
inside and outside the workplace.

6. Conclusion

This paper addresses four main areas in response to the burgeoning interest and surge in research on
inclusive leadership. Firstly, it delves into how scholars in the literature comprehend, define, and
measure inclusive leadership. Secondly, it reviews the theories pertinent to inclusive leadership.
Thirdly, it highlights the outcome variables associated with inclusive leadership. Lastly, drawing from
current research developments, it outlines potential directions for future research aimed at advancing
scholars’ understanding and practice of inclusive leadership in the field.

The review underscores that inclusive leadership has emerged as a pivotal concept in
organizational research, accentuating the significance of leaders fostering environments that value
diverse perspectives and inclusively respect all individuals. In navigating an increasingly
interconnected and diverse global landscape, the trajectory of inclusive leadership studies holds
immense significance.
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